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ABSTRACT 

 

Music as Evocative Power: the intersection of music with images of the Divine in 

the songs of Hildegard of Bingen 

 

Hildegard’s songs evoke an erotic and embodied devotion to a Divinity imagined as 

sensuous, relational, immanent and often female.  These songs, written for use in her 

predominantly female community, are part of Hildegard’s educational program to guide 

the spiritual development of the women in her Benedictine monastery.  Hildegard’s 

theology of music proposes that the physical act of singing enables humans to 

experience connection to the Living Light (Hildegard’s most common address for the 

voice of the Holy Presence in her visions, lux vivens), and to embody this Divinity in 

their midst.  Her songs express, in dense poetic texts set to widely-ranging chant-like 

melodies, her rich imaging of the fecund presence of the Divine.  The singers are thus 

encouraged to imagine themselves in relationship with the Holy One, the Living Light, 

through the physical act of singing these evocative songs. 

 

This dissertation analyses four of Hildegard’s songs, representing a small cross section 

of her musical oeuvre.  The analysis elucidates the way in which the music affectively 

conveys the meaning and significance of the texts.  Carefully incising the “flesh” from 

the structural “bones” of the melodies reveals underlying organising configurations 

which pervade the songs and deliver the texts in a distinctive manner.  Hildegard 

professed herself to be musically uneducated because she lacked a knowledge of music 

notation, although she admitted to extensive experience in singing Divine Office.  

However, she clearly claims to be the oral composer of her songs, arranging late in her 

life for music scribes to notate her melodies.  My analysis unravels the influence of the 

oral composer as it intersects with the influence of the musically trained scribes who 

neumed her texts. Hildegard wrote that the “words symbolize the body, and the jubilant 

music indicates the spirit” (Scivias 3:12:13).  She claims that the music conveys the 

meaning of the texts with affective power, and my analysis shows ways in which the 

oral composer endeavors to achieve this goal.  Her texts, conveyed by her melodies and 

thus intimately entwined with the words they deliver, are powerfully persuasive forces in 

the spiritual education of the women in her monastery.   

 

This dissertation uncovers significant insights which can inform the communal practice 

of worship of the Divine, especially where song forms part of that worship, and 

particularly in regard to the imagining of Divinity in ways which can nourish the 
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diversity of all humans, all creatures, and all creation.  The work of feminist theologians 

is brought into dialogue with Hildegard’s imagery and educational purpose, thus making 

available ways of imagining the Divine which are especially important for contemporary 

women, who have suffered from being excluded from the imago Dei.  Thus the 

dissertation unearths a rich lode of female, and creatural embodied images, which 

threads its way though the millennia, but now needs to be mined to uncover images that 

might work for contemporary Christians seeking multiple imaging of the Divine to touch 

the deep feminist, ecological and liberative yearnings of many hearts and spirits. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Breaking Open Hildegard’s Songs 

 

“The text resists; you have to tear it open to get your food – crack the 

bones and suck out the marrow, break the bread, open the comb and 

let the honey run” (Brown 2000, 561). 

 

Hildegard’s songs resist analysis to the same degree that bone resists being cracked open; 

it takes strong tools and persistent “worrying” to extract the influence of the oral 

composer1 from the various nine hundred year old manuscripts she and her supporters 

arranged to leave for posterity.2  To do this work, I employ a feminist perspective.  I 

acknowledge the importance of the feminist recovery of women’s works which have long 

been given little attention, but I argue for a more critical gender-attentive contextualising 

of these works.  At the same time, my feminist perspective is informed by an over-

arching hermeneutical approach, which contextualises Hildegard’s songs within her broad 

educational goal for spiritual formation in her female monastery in the twelfth century, 

but also allows for a contemporary analysis of these songs.  I review and critique 

important contributions to Hildegard studies, including those which overtly acknowledge 

a feminist perspective, as well as those which do not, and suggest a more critical 

approach which I characterise as “gender-attentive”.3  This approach acknowledges those 

areas where Hildegard was both advantaged and disadvantaged by her gender.   For 

example, Hildegard claimed ecclesial authority in the name of the Living Light, both as a 

weak female forced to speak out in criticism of lack-lustre male leadership, and as a 

powerful prophetic leader not only in her own community but in the wider church.  

Coming from minor nobility herself, she did not design her life-long, multi-faceted  

program of education for all women, but for the noble girls who could afford the dowry 

required to enter Rupertsberg.  Her attitude to her own gendered behaviour and to that of 
                                                 
1 See note 6 in the introduction to this dissertation for a definition of the term “oral composer”, and 
chapter three for an in-depth discussion of oral composition as it relates to Hildegard in the twelfth 
century. 
2 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of Hildegard’s neumed manuscripts.  See also Appendices A and 
B for the musical transcriptions I have relied on and details regarding their sources. 
3 Teresa Berger uses this term to describe her approach to liturgical history, positing that although 
“Women have been liturgical practitioners through the ages…”, they have been excluded from 
historical studies of liturgy.  She says: “As feminist research has shown again and again, a theory 
oblivious to gender as a fundamental marker of cultural formations will, at first, present seemingly 
ungendered facts, second, thereby occlude a crucial shaper of historical practices, and third, 
therefore offer few guidelines for shaping practices in a world where traditional gender systems 
are in crisis” (Berger T. 2002b, 1).  Her “gender-attentive approach” is her suggested approach for 
“writing gender back into the facts”.   



 16

other women was ambivalent, inflected by class and power.4  Analysis of this 

ambivalence responds to a critical gender-attentive approach, a breaking open of resistant 

“bones” hardened through years of calcification, to savour new and delicious insights as 

the marrow runs out like Catherine Brown’s “honey” from bone–like honeycomb. 

 

Until the advent of second wave feminism in the 1960’s, there were very few studies of 

Hildegard’s works, especially her music.  Interest in Hildegard’s theological and medical 

works had increased in Germany during the 1920’s, centred in the re-established 

Eibingen Convent. In 1978, Adelgundis Führkötter and Angela Carlevaris edited a critical 

edition of Hildegard’s Scivias in Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis.  Interest 

in Hildegard’s written works in the English speaking world was substantially sparked by 

the work of Peter Dronke whose landmark publication, Women Writers of the Middle 

Ages, was published in 1984.  In 1988, the first critical edition of Barbara Newman’s 

critical edition of the text of Hildegard’s songs enabled ready access to these texts, while 

her study of feminine images of the Divine in Sister of Wisdom, published in 1987, gave 

readers much of the theological and historical background against which Hildegard 

composed her original texts.  Apart from Ludwig Bronarski’s 1922 dissertation, 

published in 1973, one of the first detailed discussions in English of the melodies of 

Hildegard’s songs was the work of Marianne Pfau, whose dissertation was presented in 

1990.  The 1990’s saw the bulk of new publications in the area of Hildegard studies, in 

time for the nine hundredth anniversary of her birth in 1098.  It is clear, therefore, that 

international interest in the West in Hildegard’s works paralleled the rise of second wave 

feminism and particularly the development of Women’s Studies.  Second wave feminism 

saw the emergence and escalation of the uncovering of works by women, and the 

celebration of their contributions, including Hildegard’s.  Although the rise of Women’s 

Studies was prompted by second wave feminism, not all the proponents of Women’s 

Studies could be said to be feminist, if feminism implies a critique of the perceived 

oppression of females as a class. 

                                                 
4 Hildegard’s reply to Tengswich, Superior of the Canonesses at Andernach, reveals her classist 
attitude.  In answer to Tengswich’s criticism of Hildegard’s flamboyant dress code at Rupertsberg, 
Hildegard defends her policy by quoting from the Living Light: “God…keeps a watchful eye on 
every person, so that a lower order will not gain ascendency over a higher one…” (Baird and 
Ehrmann 1994, 129).  Her argument is that every person (and animal) has its proper place in the 
social order and disrupting it brings on chaos. Dressing the noble Rupertsberg women in fine 
clothes and jewels on festive occasions was an appropriate expression of their high place in the 
social order.  It is possible that the convent Hildegard founded across the river at Eibingen in a 
deserted Augustinian cloister in 1165 to accommodate an overflow of postulants from 
Rupertsberg, was designated for less noble women.  Whatever her reasons, Hildegard paid close 
attention to this establishment, travelling twice a week by horse and boat to minister to this 
extension of her responsibilities. 
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Barbara Newman is one of the most highly respected Hildegard scholars, and in some 

respects she shows an allegiance to broadly conceived feminist goals.  She positions her 

stance clearly in From Virile Woman to WomanChrist (1995) where she declares that, 

although she has drawn insights from various disciplines, her primary interest is in 

“…religious texts as such: verbal artefacts created by authors with specific if sometimes 

discordant intentions, within or between the boundaries of specific genres, for the needs 

of specific audiences” (Newman 1995, 15).  She has made extensive study of the 

religious imagination which could envisage the Divine5 as female, or in her term, 

“theologies of the feminine” (Newman 1987, xix).  However, it is in From Virile Woman 

to WomanChrist that she most clearly reveals her position in regard to feminism.  In this 

brilliant study of religious texts by and about women from the twelfth to the sixteenth 

century, she sees a movement from the veneration of the Divine imagined as female, to a 

project which could be styled “feminist” in the modern sense: 

 

With the veneration of womanSpirit, we seem at last to have reached a version of 

female deity that, unlike the allegorical Wisdom of the twelfth century or the 

mystical Minne of the thirteenth, usually meant to contemporaries what it 

suggests today: a self-consciously subversive, even revolutionary stance 

(Newman 1995, 15). 

 

Newman’s definition of feminism, therefore, is that of a political movement to reveal the 

gender bias of current institutions.  However, she distances herself from political critique.  

Her interest is in the study of Christianity and women’s experience in that faith, and she 

pays less attention to theories of gender, culture, power or religion (Newman 1995, 17).  

Her claims are not primarily that women as a distinct group have been oppressed, nor that 

women like Hildegard worked to alleviate her own and other women’s oppression.  A 

reductionist view like this does not “…leave a space for transcendence…” (Newman 

1995, 17) in her view.  She says: 

 

I have investigated…the cultivation of female deity not because they represent a 

consensus piety of medieval women, but because they are anomalous enough to 

challenge more familiar perceptions, thus contributing to a more nuanced 

                                                 
5 See note 1 in the introduction to this dissertation for a clarification of my use of the term 
“Divine”. 
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understanding of an extremely (if unwillingly) pluralistic Church (Newman 1995, 

17). 

 

Here she signals two attitudes which characterise her work: a finely-discerned 

understanding of the influence and contribution of various women writing of religious 

experience, and an awareness of the Christian church as more pluralistic than it would 

sometimes like to officially acknowledge.  Newman’s work can be seen as contributing to 

the Women’s Studies project boosted by second wave feminism, and, in a more indirect 

sense, as contributing to the feminist project which seeks to eliminate sexism as 

oppressive to women as a class.  However, although she acknowledges the Church about 

which she writes as more pluralistic in practice than perhaps in institutional doctrine, and 

although she speaks about nuances of gender, she is still working within gender 

dichotomies of male/female, masculine/feminine.  Newman outlines in From Virile 

Woman to WomanChrist what could be seen as part of the work of this dissertation as 

“…a meticulous and attentive reading of [certain] texts, with respect to their primary 

religious concerns…”.  I agree that this “…can tell us more…about questions of gender 

and power than an interrogation exclusively along those lines” (Newman 1995, 246). 

However, the genders she is talking about are at either end of a continuum between male 

and female.  In addition, her use of the term “feminine” is problematic in that it carries 

with it connotations of the archetypical woman, passive, submissive, even weak, focussed 

on emotional rather than intellectual pursuits.  Feminists are wary of the term as it 

connotes what they see as a patriarchal construct whose political purpose is the 

oppression of women as a class.  Newman’s consistent use of the term does not 

encourage analysis under a more fluid and pluralistic view of gender. Nevertheless, her 

work is monumental in scope and central to the exploration of medieval images of the 

Divine.  Her new work on the “allegorical goddesses” in the Christian “pantheon” 

illuminates what I suggest is part of Hildegard’s educational purpose: 

 

To personify the virtues, to give Divine attributes body and voice, meant to make 

them accessible as mediators not only for the intellect but also for the 

imagination.  One might ‘envision’ them, enter into dialogue with them, take 

them as mothers or lovers, teachers or friends – and by means of these 

relationships, encounter God (Newman 2001, 196). 

 

I suggest that this is what Hildegard wanted for her predominantly female community: to 

encounter the Divine in both an intellectual, as well as an affective and embodied sense.  

Newman also insists on “…religious experience reveal[ing] traces, however opaquely 
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filtered, of a real and transcendent object” (Newman 1995, 16).  Therefore she takes 

seriously Hildegard’s assertion that her visions, however filtered by the magistra’s desire 

and experience, recorded a religious experience of Divinity.  She characterises this 

attitude as controversial in her field which identifies itself as literary and historical.  In 

this dissertation I do not dispute that Hildegard’s religious experience reveals traces of 

the Transcendent One, although her personal agency is transparent, for example, in the 

fact that she received her visions in the language of the scholars of the Church rather than 

in the vernacular. 

 

The Australian scholar, Constant Mews, has written extensively on the religious, social, 

and political circumstances which formed the context for Hildegard’s life and works in 

twelfth century Germany.  While one would not characterise his work as feminist, it does 

contribute to what might be called the “women’s studies project” of bringing to light the 

work of neglected women writers and thinkers.  Mews has brought attention to the fact 

that Hildegard, although a highly regarded spiritual leader in her own time, was not alone 

in developing strategies for the religious education of monastic women.  Mews has 

recently edited a work devoted to exploring aspects of a contemporary twelfth century 

work, the Speculum Virginum.  The title, Listen, Daughter, a quote from the work, is a 

profoundly ambiguous address, according to Mews, in that “[a]t one level, it is the voice 

of authority enjoining obedience and submission.  At another, it is a call to step out of 

what is familiar and to use one’s senses to imagine oneself as a bride who must prepare 

herself to meet her beloved” (Mews 2001, 11).  He speculates as to whether this is just 

another example of male control over women, or whether there is much more to the story, 

yet to be explored, about “…the interaction between male spiritual guides and the women 

they were deputed to serve…” (Mews 2001, 11).  His work does not directly address the 

issues raised in this dissertation, but provides valuable and insightful contextualisation, as 

does of course, Newman’s 1998 collaborative volume, Voice of the Living Light, to which 

Mews was a contributor.   

 

Another contributor to Voice of the Living Light is musicologist Margot Fassler.  Her 

work, like Newman’s, celebrates Hildegard’s contribution to the deepening of the 

opportunities for spiritual growth, especially for the women in her predominantly female 

community.  Her chapter foreshadows her later paper at the 37th Medieval Congress at 

Kalamazoo, 2002, where she spelled out in more details what she sees as the primary 

purpose of Hildegard’s Scivias, Ordo Virtutum, and her earliest un-neumed songs.  I take 
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Fassler’s assertion seriously6 and explore certain of Hildegard’s songs in some depth, 

focussing on just what might be being conveyed to the singers and listeners at 

Rupertsberg.  More recently, Fassler’s editing of The Divine Office in the Latin Middle 

Ages: Methodology and Source Studies, Regional Developments, Hagiography indicates 

the depth of her research into Hildegard’s monastic context.  While Fassler explores 

Hildegard’s works in their context, and in this sense, contributes to the study of 

previously neglected women, it would be perhaps inappropriate to term her work 

primarily feminist in approach, if by feminist one means to imply a direct critique of 

sexism in the era in which Hildegard lived and worked.  However, her excavation of the 

connections between the Scivias, and the fourteen songs and play outlined at the end of 

this work, support her argument concerning Hildegard’s educational goal and celebrate 

the fact that it is a record unique thus far in the Middle Ages, and was incidentally 

organised by a woman. 

 

Another Australian scholar, Sabina Flanagan, has written what is a highly regarded 

biography of Hildegard, Hildegard of Bingen: A Visionary Life.  She does not specifically 

align herself with a feminist perspective, but certainly has an interest in gendered 

relations in the twelfth century, as revealed in the questions she indicates remained 

unanswered in 1998 in the second edition of her work, first completed in 1990.  She asks 

why so few women’s contributions have survived from earlier centuries.  “What were the 

factors, internal or external, overt or covert, which militated against women writers?  

How did Hildegard overcome them, and if she could, what prevented her female 

counterparts from doing so?” (Flanagan 1998b, x).  Flanagan places quite a degree of 

importance on the theory that Hildegard’s “visions” were part of her somatic experience 

of migraine attacks.  She attributes more agency to Hildegard than would the Abbess 

herself, who declared that her visions were directly from the Divine and that she was 

basically the “medium” through which the Divine was able to speak to humans.  It is not 

the work of this dissertation to speculate regarding the medical context of Hildegard’s 

reception of Divine intervention in her life, but Flanagan certainly presents compelling 

evidence from Hildegard’s own writings to suggest that “[t]he complex interaction 

of…physical and psychological factors finally enabled Hildegard to assume a role 

which…she had long desired, consciously, or more probably unconsciously” (Flanagan 

1998b, 202).  The role of “exponent of traditional monastic wisdom”, which Flanagan 

suggests is the way Guibert and his contemporaries saw Hildegard, is not necessarily the 

                                                 
6 See discussion of Fassler’s work in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
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role I see Hildegard as primarily aspiring to, which is more the role of educator and 

leader of her community, as well as prophetic critic of the abuses in the Church she loved.   

 

The field of Hildegard scholarship is now large and diverse, but by no means can it be 

characterised as primarily feminist in perspective.  The recent reclaiming of her works, 

although prompted by the rise of second wave feminism, has concentrated mainly on 

historical readings.  The new millennium has seen the publication of work which is not so 

much feminist as gender-attentive, although again, this work could be said to have been 

initially prompted by feminist endeavour at the end of the previous millennium.  Sautman 

and Sheingorn’s Same Sex Love and Desire among Women in the Middle Ages (2001) 

suggests the need to explore gendered medieval relationships without applying 

heteronormative categories.  They suggest that their project could be seen as 

“…render[ing] visible without insisting upon categorising or naming” (Sautman and 

Sheingorn 2001, 2).  They speak about the will “…to interrogate the silences, to bring out 

the unsaid, to expose fractures and complexities” (Sautman and Sheingorn 2001, 18).  

One of the “tools” they use is “queering”, a heuristic device originally employed by Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgewick and Judith Butler.  The authors suggest that this “…has made it 

possible to understand the function of the (homo)social and (homo)erotic versus the fully 

sexual or the sexual in the purely genital sense…”(Sautman and Sheingorn 2001, 18).  

However, they signal that their work contributes to an even more finely focussed scrutiny 

of the “specific roles played by desire among women”, and their first exploration is the 

relationship between Hildegard and Richardis von Stade.  However, this work is still 

beset by dichotomous thinking about gender; male/female, female/female, male/male.  I 

suggest that a gender-attentive approach might also include thinking about more 

heteronormatively transgressive notions of gender.  Against a background of heterosexual 

hegemony, Hildegard and Richardis are seen as either same sex lovers/partners, or 

mother/daughter, or romantic friends.  There may be, as Sautman and Sheingorn suggest, 

multiple other ways of construing their relationship against the background of cloistered 

monastic life and a close working partnership, the intimacies of singing and the erotics of 

devotion.  

 

When Hildegard quotes from Lamentations 1:127 in her letter to Richardis, she is 

expressing the most poignant grief at what she sees as a desertion by her favourite 

colleague (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 144).  Although she calls Richardis “daughter”, he 
                                                 
7 “Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?  Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow, 
which was brought upon me, which the Lord inflicted on the day of his fierce anger” 
(Lamentations 1:12). 
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love for her is not like the mother who understands and even rejoices when her child finds 

her independence.  Hildegard had made Richardis so much her favourite that even she has 

to admit that people were talking: “I so loved…that many people had said to me: What 

are you doing?” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 144).  Hildegard sees that she has erred in 

loving a human person so much, especially a noble one of high birth who “…inevitably 

withers like a flower” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 144).   Would her love have been less 

erroneous had Richardis been of lesser social standing?  Or less physically beautiful?  

Hildegard, in this letter, and later in the one she sends to Archbishop Hartwig, eulogizes 

Richardis’ great beauty and loveliness (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 51).   In the light of 

these letters, it is difficult to apply any contemporary labels to the love Hildegard 

expresses for Richardis.  It is also noteworthy that no other members of Hildegard’s 

community is named as her assistant, although many must have worked in her 

scriptorium, copying and illuminating. 

 

Sautman and Sheingorn quote the work of Bruce Holsinger, who has worked directly 

with Hildegard’s music to tease out not only expressions of homoerotic desire, but also 

expressions of pain as well as pleasure.  His earlier work Holsinger brought to the fore 

interesting perspectives from which to consider Hildegard’s songs, and drew attention to 

the corporeality of the music: 

 

…music provided Hildegard with a means of exploring and, quite literally, 

“giving voice” to the female body and all of its fleshly senses in a manner that 

would not have been possible through the written word alone.  This devotional 

music sonorously elaborates upon female bodies (both human and divine) and 

female sexual desire, making sensual physicality integral to religious devotion.  

Although in her written work Hildegard frequently employs the language of 

humility and obedience to patriarchal church authority and religious orthodoxy, I 

will argue that her music represents a highly positive – and even, at certain 

moments, subversive – recuperation of female embodiment (Holsinger 1993, 96-

7). 

 

Here he sets out the argument he pursues in chapter three of his recent work Music, Body, 

and Desire in medieval Culture: Hildegard of Bingen to Chaucer. His approach could be 

characterised as postmodern rather than feminist or “queer”, if that refers to attending to 

homoerotic and homosocial distinctions.  However, he himself locates his work in the 

fields of literary criticism and musicology, and his methodology as eclectic, flexible and 

interdisciplinary.  He says: 
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One of the guiding premises of this book is that any account of the emotional and 

affective dimensions of musical experience in the Middle Ages will be 

incomplete if it assumes that music is necessarily an extra-personal phenomenon 

that produces its psychic, somatic, and emotional effects only when it comes into 

contact with autonomous listeners or performers – in other words, if it assumes 

that “music” exists somehow outside or apart from human persons themselves 

(Holsinger 2001, 11). 

 

Holsinger, above all, is concerned with music as an embodied phenomenon, and as such 

one in which the sexed and gendered body is highly implicated.  I discuss his work in 

more detail later in this chapter when I survey the work of feminist musicologists and 

musicologists who would identify their work as queer or postmodern.8

 

Neither of the musicologists who have produced major theses on Hildegard’s music 

would characterise their work as necessarily feminist.  Marianne Pfau’s dissertation 

“Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia Armonia Celestium Revelationem: An Analysis of 

Musical Process, Modality, and Text-Music Relationships” (1990a) concentrates on the 

aesthetic beauty of the melodies as “…audible manifestations of the divine spirit that 

governs her universe” (Pfau 1990a, 33).  Her analysis is detailed but now dated in that it 

assumes a composer’s role for Hildegard which does not reflect her collaboration with 

musically trained scribes.  Pfau also asserts that music, for Hildegard, has the power to 

uplift the singer and the listener in a moral sense.  I would not necessarily argue with this 

but would suggest, along with Holsinger, that this is not the only interpretation 

concerning Hildegard’s songs.  Jeffreys more recent dissertation “Melodica et Rhetorica: 

The Devotional-Song Repertory of Hildegard of Bingen” (2000) is also not overtly 

feminist in orientation.  Her work is highly technical in relationship to the neumed 

manuscripts of Hildegard’s songs, and her argument is that “…her songs represent 

iubilatio responses to both the grammatical and rhetorical syntagms of her song texts…” 

(Jeffreys 2000, v).  Jeffreys explores in detail the relationship between Hildegard and her 

scribes, and her work forms an important context for this dissertation.  Her exploration of 
                                                 
8 I understand “queer” to refer to an approach which challenges and unsettles essentialist notions 
of homosexuality and heterosexuality, and instead suggests an understanding of sexuality that 
emphasizes shifting boundaries, ambivalences, and cultural constructions which change when 
contextualised within various historical and cultural milieus. I understand “post-modern” as 
signalling a movement toward fragmentation, provisionality, performance, and instability.  A post-
modern perspective does not usually make value judgements about these transgressions of 
boundaries but instead takes a neutral approach observing them as phenomena of interest, or 
alternatively celebrating them as destabilising what is widely regarded as normative. 
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the question which she poses as central to her dissertation – “How do Hildegard’s 

melodies ‘encompass’ the meaning of the words to which they are set?” – provides a 

starting point for my detailed analysis of Hildegard’s four songs.  The work of other 

musicologists, such as Pozzi Escot and Greta Mary Hair for example, emphasise the 

mathematical and structural elements of Hildegard’s songs, but although these analyses 

may be interesting if one regards the melodies as independent aesthetic objects, they do 

not acknowledge the relationship between Hildegard, the oral composer who did not 

“know the neumes”,9 but asserted the importance of text-melody relationships, and her 

scribes who cast the melodies on the medieval gamut and made material decisions about 

maneriae and ficta.  My analysis teases out this relationship so that it is possible to more 

firmly attribute certain text-melody relationships to Hildegard’s influence. 

 

In spite of the obvious parallels in time, the identification of Hildegard studies with a 

feminist perspective has been and continues to be contentious.  Hildegard enthusiasts 

identify with a number of fields from New Age spirituality, historical inquiry, 

musicology, theology, to medieval healing practices, but many, especially the 

musicologists, would not want their work identified with feminism, regarding it to be 

anachronistic to apply a feminist perspective to the twelfth century. Their presumption is 

that a scholar can look back to the twelfth century from a neutral position in the 

twentieth, objectively using the tools of historical research, to uncover with certainty 

what Hildegard meant to reveal.  Later, in my discussion of hermeneutics, I argue that it 

is neither possible nor desirable to disassociate oneself from the ideas and attitudes 

formed in one’s own times.  However, the enthusiasm of feminists first discovering 

Hildegard’s substantial oeuvre has sometimes lead to an inappropriate identification of 

her intention with twentieth century feminist objectives.  With this in mind, it is necessary 

to clarify my own position as a feminist researcher. 

  

In countries allied with a Western European tradition, the feminism that has most 

prevailed is that of “liberal” feminism.  While acknowledging the debt I personally owe 

to this “liberal” feminism, in terms of the privileges I have accrued as white, Western and 

middle class, I have some reservations in supporting this position, if the overarching goal 

of feminism is the notion of a world truly free of sex and gender discrimination. Liberal 

feminists take the position that women have won their battle for a place in the public 

arena. For them the system essentially works, and women should use it more wisely by 

                                                 
9 Hildegard makes this claim in an autobiographical passage in her Vita 2:2 (Silvas 1998, 160).  
See Chapter three for a full discussion of this issue. 
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stripping themselves of particularities, and participating only as generic agents in public 

discourse.  For example, the move to end affirmative action in Australia and the United 

States is inspired by the idea that women no longer need special consideration as an 

oppressed class.  Liberal feminists suggest that women are already equal and so 

affirmative action to promote women’s interests above those of men is no longer 

necessary and could mediate to promote less able candidates.  Non-liberal feminists of 

many categories including, for example, liberation theologians, would claim that 

affirmative action is still needed to include women’s voices and skills and perspectives in 

leadership areas in religious organisations.  Although on the surface it might appear that 

liberal feminists have a persuasive argument, I suggest that this type of feminism leaves 

unexamined and unquestioned issues of race, class and gender, and reinstates white, 

middle-class privileging of those whose gender performance most approaches that of an 

imaginary neutral, generic subject.  It is a comfortable position for those women who are 

insulated from social and political inequities that are prevalent in the wider human 

community.  I would further argue that it is possible to look at the intersection of class 

and gender, for example, in the twelfth century, and to note that women such as 

Hildegard were not simply oppressed by virtue of their gender, but in many instances 

were able to access privileges above contemporary males.  However, it is interesting to 

note that of the women in Hildegard’s convent, she only names one, Richardis, a woman 

whose class was higher than her own; the others remain nameless and undifferentiated in 

her works.10  This is not to say the nuns were necessarily oppressed by this anonymity, 

this blending of separate identities into an amorphous whole, but a gender-attentive 

approach notices such distinctions. 

 

In a recent article, Christine Stolba castigates the authors of Women’s Studies’ textbooks 

for miseducating students (Stolba 2002, 6-7).  She is critical of the type of feminism 

which she sees as anachronistic and anti-intellectual, encouraging a “…process of 

internalising subordination and inferiority by promoting a message of women-as-

victims…” (Stolba 2002, 31).  Her appropriation of Virginia Woolfe’s title in her article: 

“Lying in a Room of One’s Own: How Women’s Studies Textbooks Miseducate 

Students” underlines her argument that feminism has won the day, and that women need 

to stop acting as if there was still a fight to be won.  Some of her criticisms are valid.  For 

                                                 
10 In the spirit of the Rule of Benedict, it is true to say that the community was more important 
than the individual and for one person to shine above the rest was to risk the temptation of pride.  
However, the fact remains that Hildegard does name Richardis von Stade, and only her, for 
Richardis’ contributions to her projects; no other nun is differentiated by her name as a 
contributor. 
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example, in a section entitled “Errors in Interpretation” she accuses the authors of the 

textbooks she has chosen as her research focus of “…skewing information, telling only 

part of the story, and failing to include facts that might inconvenience their arguments” 

(Stolba 2002, 16).  Stolba points out that the “…attitude of women-under-siege seeps into 

discussion of history…” (Stolba 2002, 16).  This has also been true of some studies of 

Hildegard’s life and works, where the privileges accorded to her by virtue of her class 

have not been acknowledged, alongside the difficulties she experienced because of her 

gender.  However, on many occasions, Stolba’s article positions the arguments of the 

IWF in contemptuous opposition to the work of the broad range of feminist writers 

represented in the five Women’s Studies textbooks she analyses.  In her conclusion, she 

accuses the texts of teaching students that “…shoddy summaries of their opponents’ work 

is an appropriate intellectual response to ideas that challenge one’s own”  (Stolba 2002, 

31).  In spite of some reasonable arguments within the article, inflammatory statements 

like this underline her stereotyping of feminism and Women’s Studies in a way which is 

not mirrored in the diversity of current feminist approaches. 

 

In a thoughtful and broadly ranging collection of papers titled “Differential Aesthetics”,  

for example, editors Penny Florence and Nicola Foster suggest that it is a mistake to cast 

all twentieth and twenty-first century feminisms in the same mould.  They say that 

“[d]espite the bad press, we understand contemporary feminism to be supple enough to 

enable negotiation of new levels of interconnection, at the same time as sufficiently 

incisive to continue to critique culture and thought, not least its own” (Florence & Foster 

2000, 2). The authors go on to suggest that the “bad press” is usually associated with “a 

caricature of a selection of 70’s moments” (Florence & Foster 2000, 6) and that they are 

usually generalised to the point of undeniability.  In Stolba’s case, generalisations like the 

accusation that Women’s Studies textbooks teach poor scholarship are placed alongside 

analyses which hone in on isolated details like her accusation that these books “suffer 

from serious errors of taste”, and she cites “graphic photos of women performing do-it-

yourself pelvis exams” and “a naked woman embracing her equally naked daughter” 

(Stolba 2002, 30).  Florence and Foster’s answer to criticism of feminist methodologies 

suggests that feminist insights call for more critical analysis than Stolba’s: 

 

The seriousness and level of sophistication of contemporary feminist discussions 

around how representation interfaces with reality, and what theoretical models or 

approaches have to offer individually or in combination, deserves rather more 

exacting commentary than this (Florence & Foster 2000, 8).   

 



 27

The version of feminism which continues to broaden its horizons, to consider connections 

between disciplines, to honour women’s work in the past, to attend not only to issues of 

sex and gender but those intersecting issues of race, class and age, and to engage in 

serious scholarly debate with its critics, calls for a more reasoned engagement than that of 

Stolba.    

 

The problem in some recent Hildegard studies lies in the assumptions that situate 

Hildegard as a model for modern women, for example, as a leader of a women’s spiritual 

community.  Taking her leadership out of the twelfth century and into the twenty-first, 

highlights her elitist attitudes and her occasionally manipulative tactics.  I suggest 

Hildegard’s leadership could be viewed as problematic in a modern context, and I would 

cite the example of her lapse into a catatonic state on being refused permission to remove 

herself and her sisters to Rupertsberg, and her subsequent miraculous recovery on being 

allowed to go.  Allowing for the type of reporting in twelfth century vitae where 

miraculous events are given exaggerated emphasis, we could ask if this is a model 

women should adopt?  Perhaps it is one that some women, in some times and places, 

under certain circumstances, have had to adopt in order to achieve their dreams.  Do we 

need to perpetuate it?  Is it a gender-specific tactic or is it one utilised by other genders 

and how often and in what contexts?  Perhaps we are and should be “post” this type of 

feminism which enthusiastically and understandably valorises women like Hildegard, 

decontextualises her behaviour, and raises her up as a modern model. 

 

Linda Anne Nesbit’s “God, Woman and the World: an examination of the protofeminism 

of Hildegard of Bingen” (1997) situates feminism is a term which describes a type of 

political activism which is hard to apply to earlier eras without strain.  In this it has 

parallels in the terms “lesbian” and “homosexual”.  The enthusiasm with which some 

women embrace their “genealogy” can sometimes lead to such inappropriate usages, and 

scholarly criticism of their terminology.  Another problem arises from the use of the term 

“feminine”, carefully canvassed by Newman in the final chapter of “Sister of Wisdom”.11  

The arguments over the essentialism embedded in “feminine” images of the Divine such 

as those revealed in Hildegard’s music and art, have been bitter and deeply divisive at 

times.  Newman (1989) characterises this split as between the liberals and the romantics: 

to the liberals “gender-related differences are culturally conditioned rather than innate” 

(Newman 1989, 267); to the romantics, there is something inherently distinct about 

                                                 
11 See p. 3-4 in the introduction for a critique of the term “feminine” and a rational for my use of 
the term “female” in relation to images of the Divine. 
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women’s writing which is “inscribed in a separate ‘space’ set apart from the patriarchal 

universe of discourse” (Newman 1989, 268).  This has been an attractive notion for some 

feminists who would like to set “women” apart as a universal category, giving them 

“room of their own” to develop their own notions of creative and spiritual work, without 

the interference of patriarchal institutions and attitudes.  However, I argue that it is 

impossible to isolate gender from cultural circumstances in any meaningful way, and 

although various gender-specific groups might attempt to segregate themselves from the 

circumstances in which they find themselves, they take with them the foundational 

learnings from that very culture. 

 

Jenny Louise, an Australian musicologist, studied the musical compositions of a number 

of twentieth century women composers, with a view to establishing if there was 

something identifiably and universally distinct about music composed by women.  Her 

conclusion was that women composers, trained in existing music academies, displayed 

strong affiliations to the dominant discourse in those academies, although it was possible 

to observe some deviations from this discourse that might be attributable to attitudes to 

the feminine absorbed within that specific culture.  She says: 

 

There can therefore be no universal 'women's aesthetic', although tendencies may 

be observable in women composers who share similar social and cultural 

circumstances.  It is therefore necessary, when studying the work of women 

composers, to look not at supposedly immutable 'femininity' but at the particular 

definition of femininity in the society in which the composer operates.  

Acceptance of or deviation from these definitions can then be seen through an 

examination of the composer's relation to dominant musical discourse (Louise 

1997).12

 

Her work indicates that it is necessary to take into account the circumstances in which a 

composer is formed as a musician, as well as the prevailing attitudes to what it means to 

be a woman in the culture of the time in question.  This is a more discriminating 

approach, taking into account other considerations than gender.  In Hildegard’s case, she 

was clearly formed within the Benedictine musical tradition of Disibodenberg in the 

twelfth century, as was her musical mentor, Jutta.  However, Hildegard’s Vita makes it 

clear that although Jutta did not teach Hildegard musical notation, she did teach her to 

                                                 
12 This quote is taken from Jenny Louise’ 1997 unpublished dissertation, abstract, 2nd sentence, 
4th paragraph. 
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sing the psalms and possibly to play the ten-stringed psaltery (Vita 1:2; Silvas 1998, 139).  

The two women and their companions would have sung the psalms as they heard the 

monks sing when they intoned Divine Office, and yet perhaps it is not unreasonable to 

speculate that in their “jubilations”, some personalised features might have manifested, 

such as wider ranges, more disjunct melodic movement and a tendency to mix maneriae.  

The question of an écriture féminine has a contentious history, especially in the work of 

French feminists such as Luce Irigaray (1993).  While not wanting to close the door 

completely on the question of an écriture féminine, I suggest that the notion works to 

flatten women’s experience and to deny the specificity of particular contexts.  A gender-

attentive approach looks critically at how a woman’s experience might have been formed 

both in terms of privilege and disadvantage depending not only on her gender, but on her 

situation, era, class and ethnicity.  The writings of a woman such as Hildegard may be 

able to be distinguished from the writings of a male twelfth century monastic, but this 

may have more to do with access to education than to an innate sexual difference.  

 

Jill Halstead’s 1997 book, The Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered Politics 

of Composition comes to a similar conclusion to Louise.  Halstead’s extensive in-depth 

research into whether music produced by females or males has some discernable intrinsic 

masculine or feminine qualities reveals that gender is only one factor in the music 

produced.  She says “…the issues which surround composers…are connected not only 

with aesthetics and talent, but also with history, politics, society and, above all, power” 

(Halstead 1997, x).  Therefore, although music might be perceived as gendered, this is 

very different from asserting that only a particularly gendered person could have written a 

specific composition, and that its elements, pitch relationships, intensity, duration, 

structure, form and so on could be so arranged as to reflect, for example, feminine 

qualities.  In one experiment, Halstead reports that students were asked to associate 

verbal cues with various musical selections.  The results showed a high level of gender-

association with the various selections.  For example, students identified as “male tunes” 

those with more rhythmic bass lines and more intense intervallic movement.  Rather than 

seeing rhythmic bass lines and more intense intervallic movement as masculine, Halstead 

asks instead how this music intersects with socially constructed gender stereotypes 

(Halstead 1997, 248).  She regards nurture as more influential than nature: “Strong sex-

typing of children results in the development of wide-ranging gender-schematised 

cognition; but such strong sex-typing should not be seen as ‘inherent’ in either sex” 

(Halstead 1997, 247).  I argue that Hildegard’s songs exhibit tendencies which owe much 

more to her circumstances than to her gender. 
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Two previously mentioned publications signal a shift in the direction of Hildegard 

studies:  Holsinger’s Music, Body and Desire in Medieval Culture and Sautman and 

Sheingorn’s Same Sex Love and Desire among Women in the Middle Ages, both 

published in 2001.  They share what I have characterised as a gender-attentive 

approach.13  Both pay allegiance to queer theory or “queering” as is suggested in Sautman 

and Sheingorn’s introduction (Sautman and Sheingorn 2001, 17).  Holsinger does not 

specifically ally himself with any theoretical position, preferring “…an interdisciplinary 

perspective [which]…informs my approach to visual materials, including sculptures, 

paintings, and a number of illuminations, and drawing found in manuscripts of exegetical, 

liturgical, typological and visionary writings” (Holsinger 2001, 19).  In his epilogue, he 

suggests a term of his own which might serve, for example, to characterise his approach 

to contemporary musicological inquiry, “a musicology of empathy” (Holsinger 2001, 

348).  This describes a musicology where scholars can openly discuss “…the ways in 

which …musical relations among ourselves are constructed simultaneously with the 

musical bodies that populate the past” (Holsinger 2001, 348).   He sees this hermeneutical 

approach as compatible with feminist, queer, or postmodern musicologies.  His approach 

attends to gender in a more critical fashion, exploring multiple gender performances 

without seeking to valorise one or the other, but attending to the various ways in which 

these gender positions intersect. 

 

In a new collection of essays exploring gender, sexuality and early music, Suzanne 

Cusick acknowledges her previously constrained involvement with early musics, and 

looks to the future of feminist scholarship in these musics.  She suggests that there are 

new ways in which to approach these studies and that attending to more than the 

“deliciousness of desire” is needed (Cusick 2002, 287).  Like Holsinger, instead of 

“fleeing modernity” into realms of otherness which have the illusion of beauty and grace, 

we need to sharpen our focus, to see issues of gender and sexuality in relation to these 

musics not only in terms of desire but in terms of violence.  All the essays in this 

collection “…acknowledge the pain, the sexual violence, the gender terrorism behind, 

beneath and even within the beautiful sounds to which I and so many other early music 

scholars had once turned for comfort” (Cusick 2002, 286).  However, she warns against 

resting even in this new approach: 

 

Yet even as I am moved to applaud the scholars whose work is included in this 

volume, I feel compelled to urge us all to refuse the unwelcome seduction of a new 

                                                 
13 See note 3 in this chapter. 
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complacency.  No critical scholarship that only acknowledges and describes the 

relationship of gender and sexuality to music has completed its work.  While naming 

is power, naming alone is not enough; naming alone is, in my view, the opiate 

offered to the people by the neoconservative forces of 1980’s and 1990’s 

intellectualism (Cusick 2002, 288).   

 

However one might view Cusick’s negative assessment of a gender taxonomy, she 

reminds us that one of the strengths of twenty-first century feminism is the awareness of 

the dangers of complacency, the dangers of thinking it has all been done, that enough has 

been achieved, that no more startling discoveries can be made which will challenge 

earlier scholarly claims.  Cusick does not advocate abandoning a gender-attentive focus, 

but asks for attention to the intersection of other influences with issues of gender and 

sexuality.  

 

A gender-attentive approach is one that is increasingly evident in scholarship in diverse 

fields, such as anthropology, and some of the insights garnered by researchers in this field 

and others can form an interesting backdrop to a gender-attentive approach to Hildegard’s 

works.  The approach to the study of gender in the field of archaeology, as reported at the 

1998 Bellagio conference in Italy, could be typified as “gender-attentive”, and the work 

done in this field can inform some aspects of this dissertation’s work on gender.  Editors 

Sarah Nelson and Myriam Rosen-Ayalon agree that, in earlier phases of women’s studies, 

the attempts to include women as a category of inquiry resulted in studies which were 

flawed with assumptions which are now proving to be too widely generalised.  For 

example, one assumption which informed early research was “…the notion that women 

are never equal to men at any time and in any society” (Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon 2002, 

3).  Another was that women “…could be construed as heroes of the evolutionary 

story…mothers were the centre of society, and women’s natural ‘peacefulness’ was the 

glue that held society together” (Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon 2002, 4).  New studies are 

problematising these earlier assumptions.  For example, in a chapter entitled “Men, 

Women and Eland: Hunting and Gender among the San of Southern Africa”, John 

Parkington found that although the San could be characterized as hunter/gatherers, the 

relationship between the male hunters of the special large game animal, the eland, and the 

female gatherers was not necessarily one of inequality in a modern sense.  He sees a link 

in their mythology between the eland as prey and the female as bride (also in a sense 

“prey”), but suggests that our translation of the pejorative term “prey” may be 

misleading, and that both women and men took prominent roles in the mythology. 
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The key…is surely the inadequacy of this word in English to capture the nature 

of the relationship between a hunter and the animal he sought to kill.  There is 

ample evidence, both in Southern Africa and elsewhere, to suggest that hunters 

respected, treasured, and even identified with the large meat animals…the pursuit 

and killing…for food was a way of being, a complete and pervasive experience 

involving excitement, tension, identity, self worth, and fulfillment  (Parkington 

2002, 115). 

 

He suggests that identifying the bride with the eland was not a denigration of the woman.  

Interestingly, he also suggests that the rites which initiated both girls and boys into 

adulthood were parallelled in symbology concerning the revered eland: boys made their 

first kill and became adults as the animal’s blood spilled on the ground; girls became 

women at their first menstruation as their blood spilled on the ground.  “As if to underline 

the similarity, the girl is said to have ‘shot an eland’ and is rubbed with buchu, an 

aromatic plant favoured by the eland” (Parkington 2002, 100).  In previous studies this 

might have been interpreted by feminist researchers as being derogatory to the woman, 

relegating her to an identification with animals and the earth.  However, by attending 

more critically to the narrative, it is possible to discern deeper influences shaping San 

understanding.  Although part of the stereotype of the male hunter and the female hunted 

remains, the relationship between the men and women of the San is more complex than 

this stereotype indicates.  I would characterize this type of study as “gender-attentive”. 

 

The work of anthropologists such as Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon can also contribute to a 

methodology with which to frame a discussion of gender.  At the conference at Bellagio, 

three themes emerged which serve as useful distinctions in the study of gendered 

relationships.  First, gender ideology “…considers what people think about gender and 

how gender can be an organizing principle in a culture” (Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon 2002, 

7).  Secondly, gender roles “…reflect the economics of gender – what men and women 

are expected to do in their daily lives…” (Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon 2002, 7).  Thirdly, 

gender politics can be discerned in the interactions between “…men and women and their 

negotiations of power” (Nelson and Rosen-Ayalon 2002, 7).  These three themes offer a 

method for distinguishing discussion areas and the way they can interact, although I 

would suggest that one needs to broaden the categories “men and women” to include 

other gender performances.  In the case of Hildegard’s songs, the first and third themes 

are the ones I address in this dissertation. In terms of gender ideology, I look at how 

Hildegard regarded herself, and how she regarded the women and the men in her 

community.  In terms of gender politics, I consider how Hildegard as a woman negotiated 
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with those in power, mostly male, and the way in which her songs served as strong 

reinforcement of her view of the spiritual importance of being female. 

 

Although I identify my over-arching perspective as feminist, I characterise my feminist 

approach as “gender-attentive”, and I take this to mean looking at all the ways in which 

agents/subjects interact with their environments with respect to their gender.  Hildegard’s 

interactions with the women she lived, loved and sang with, the men she worked with, the 

authorities she struggled with, the clerics who supported her, the letter writers who 

appealed to her, the secretary who devoted his life to hers, the musical scribes who wrote 

down her oral compositions, the multifarious Divine personifications who inhabited her 

visions, and the Church she both loved and castigated, respond to a feminist approach 

which attends to issues of gender, power and identity in a broad sense but which also 

acknowledges that women have had to and do still struggle to be heard.   

 

As I have outlined, my feminist analysis of Hildegard’s songs is multidisciplinary in 

breadth, involving musicology, theology, literary textual analysis and historical 

contextualisation.  Each of these disciplines has feminist practitioners whose work has 

been influential, and first, I direct my discussion to the key contribution of musicologist 

Susan McClary.  In her ground-breaking work, Feminine Endings, published in 1991, 

McClary announced the coming of age of the discipline of feminist musicology.14  

Whereas feminist criticism in literary studies and art history emerged in the 1970's, 

feminist criticism in music did not enter the lists until the late 1980's.  Its entry has been 

and continues to be contentious, with scholars arguing back and forth about whether 

music is a transcendent universal language, or whether the language is culturally specific, 

and whether its production and reception are gender sensitive. There is a growing feeling 

among women musicologists and composers that the language of music is not value free, 

not a universal code which transcends culture, gender, and social location, an aesthetic 

experience of a disembodied "spiritual" nature.  My analysis of Hildegard’s songs 

demonstrates that she was aware of both the pleasure and pain that music could convey, 

in the context of twelfth century attitudes to consonance and dissonance, formed at least 

in part by Boethius’ much read “The Principles of Music” (De Institutione Musica).  Of 

this text, it’s translator, Calvin M. Bower asserts that it “…has probably affected musical 

thought as much as any other single theoretical work in the history of Western music”  

                                                 
14 Edward Said had prefigured this work in 1987 when he asserted that “It is an interesting fact 
about feminism, and about the place of music in contemporary culture, that very little has been 
done to map the female role in the production and performance of music...Feminism in music 
seems to be roughly at the stage where literary feminism was twenty years ago  (Said 1987, p.158). 
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(Bower 1967, ii).15  There is no direct evidence that Hildegard had read Boethius, but his 

interpretation of Greek musical theory, however erroneous, was pervasive in the works of 

many other authors.  Bowers suggests that Boethius would, 

 

…by no means argue that music is an autonomous art expressing abstracts in 

sound which have no meaning beside the purely aural patterns which emerged 

from any given musical expression.  Boethius would hold that music 

communicates; on the lowest level it communicates pleasure and pain, emotions, 

to the ears, and man [sic] is affected by pleasing or unpleasant combinations of 

sounds (Bower 1967, 393). 

 

The pleasant sounds, for the twelfth century, are the consonances, octave, fifth, fourth, 

and the painful sounds are the dissonances, the third, sixth and second, and of course the 

tritone.  The analysis of Hildegard’s songs teases out places where the oral composer 

utilised these “coded” consonances and dissonances to convey the import of her song 

texts.  That these are not the codes for “pleasant” and “unpleasant” in the twenty-first 

century goes towards an explanation of contemporary “hearing” of Hildegard’s songs on 

a continuum between sensuously lovely and meditatively relaxing.  My contextualised 

analysis reveals a deep purpose in Hildegard’s songs which reflect the pleasure as well as 

the pain of growing in spiritual understanding in her twelfth century convent.  We cannot 

hear with twelfth century ears located in a female monastic community in Germany, but 

we can appreciate what those ears might have experienced.  Our reception of the songs 

with twenty-first century ears in various locations is another matter which I do not 

address specifically in this dissertation.   

 

Although my analysis is situated in the twelfth century, I use contemporary tools, 

involving the insights of feminist musicology.  In McClary's introduction to Feminine 

Endings she outlines what she calls “…a provisional methodology…” for a feminist 

musicological undertaking (McClary 1991, 7).  Pioneering something as difficult as this 

is not a light undertaking. In an article where she expresses some thoughts on McClary's 

work, Jann Pasler sums up McClary's methodology as “…the process of a woman 

seeking to read and understand music” (Pasler 1992, 203).  This insight demonstrates the 

experiential nature of  McClary's feminist approach , where she is insisting on the right to 

value her own experiences.  This is in the face of her own training in the musical 

academy, where the text has been regarded as autonomous and something to be 

                                                 
15 See also note 9 in chapter 2. 
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approached objectively.  The publishing of McClary’s work provoked a flurry of diverse 

responses, some of which were highly critical.  Elizabeth Sayrs, in 1993, compares the 

experience of reading McClary and Kristeva - frustrating in each case in that she violently 

disagrees with both at times.  However, she cannot put aside a sense of the significance of 

what they are saying.  She acknowledges that, although McClary's claim to be the author 

of the first work "…specifically dedicated to a feminist critique of music…" is one which 

can be challenged,16 nevertheless Feminine Endings “…spawned a storm of discussion 

and new research in the field” (Sayrs 1993-4, 41).17   The objections were mainly from 

those who maintained that music was abstract, autonomous and gender-neutral. 

 

Sayrs contends that McClary performed a valuable service by forcing mainstream music 

scholarship to respond to feminism.  It appears that prior to McClary's 1991 volume, the 

music academy had in general ignored feminist theoretical developments in other 

disciplines.  However, like any prophet blazing the way, McClary opened herself to 

serious criticisms, especially that of essentialism.  According to Sayrs, McClary's central 

argument is that "…Western common practice tonal music relies on transmitting semiotic 

codes of gender, sexuality, and sexual activity itself to produce its effects on the listening 

audience" (Sayrs 1993-4, 42).  I agree that McClary is arguing this and I agree with not 

only Sayrs, but many of McClary's critics who contend that her position is too simplistic 

and reductionist.  In a note (Sayrs 1993-4, 48, n32), Sayrs points out that McClary later 

denies that in Feminine Endings that she puts forward the idea that pre-tonal music is 

somehow more feminine.  However, Sayrs goes on to offer convincing evidence that 

McClary does believes that if "…pre-tonal music is not more feminine, [then] …it 

contains images of feminine pleasure … 'lost' when male tonality 'won out' and that these 

images need to be recovered" (Sayrs 1993-4, 48 [n32]).  Much as though I see the 

essentialism here, and a simplification of what is a very complex process of uneven 

                                                 
16 For example, see Paula Higgins (1993).  She claims that McClary's book marginalises earlier 
scholarship by the silence on this area and by her citations of male work. 
17 See Pieter C. van den Toorn (1991), where he accuses feminists of circumscribing and vilifying 
the MSD [Male] Sex Drive, especially in relation to McClary’s comments on Beethoven; also 
Ruth Solie's response (Solie 1991), where she says that feminist music criticism is about 
interrogating the cultural meanings of the past and acknowledging that no knowledge is objective.  
She also argues that “great music” has always played a part in the formation of gender/sexual 
identity/behaviour.  See as well Ellen Barkin (1992).  In addition, Leo Treitler (1993) where he 
acknowledges that the study of music history has unacknowledged gender issues.  Also see Jenny 
Kallick (1993), where she situates McClary's work within the issues relating to gay criticism.  Also 
Perspectives of New Music 32:1 (1994), and articles by Cusick (1994a), Guck, Kielian-Gilbert, 
and McClary (1994b) under the heading "Towards a Feminist Music Theory: Introduction". 
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progression of thought, over a very long period, in culturally specific locations, 

nevertheless the linking of music structures to their production in the body is a valuable 

insight.  The problem lies in McClary’s elevation of "…feminist theory as a stable, 

united, uncontested entity, in order to invest her own discourse with its authority" (Sayrs 

1993-4, 54) and in the course of doing this, uses immoderate language and authoritative 

statements, as Sayrs points out (Sayrs 1993-4, 54).  Sayrs argues that  McClary's 

flattening of difference in her use of a narrative structure to position the masculine and 

feminine themes in sonata form "…closes off a rich file of feminist inquiry, one that 

would support a multi-disciplinary link between changing views of 'the feminine' in 

society, philosophy, and music" (Sayrs 1993-4, 44).   

Sayrs critiques McClary's reliance on dichotomies such as male/female, without reference 

to possibilities outside these dichotomies.  As Sayrs points out, McClary's problem lies 

mainly in the way she posits female sexuality as the opposite of male sexuality (Sayrs 

1993-4, 47).  McClary aligns female sexuality and pleasure as timeless, suspended and 

hovering, whereas male sexuality is portrayed as temporal, and encapsulated as erection-

penetration-climax-closure.  Female music is identified as circular, non-tonal, and non-

coercive, whereas male music is portrayed as linear, tonal and coercive.  This is too 

simple a methodology to describe what has happened and what does happen in the area of 

human sexuality and in music. In Hildegard’s music, the “codes” of 

consonance/dissonance, conjunct/disjunct, widely spaced/attenuated spacing, and 

one/mixed maneriae signal more the pain and pleasure of spiritual growth, virginal 

struggle against worldly pleasures, and erotic devotion to Divine figures than a 

dichotomy of male/female sexuality.  This is not to deny the connection to the body; 

Hildegard specifically makes this connection in her theology of music.  The focus of her 

connection is the full embodied experience of being human, being rational, and being 

spiritual. 

One useful aspect of McClary’s work is her outlining of five ways in which she suggests 

feminists might look at music.  All five direct the scholar to considerations of gender.  

This has been a point on which later writers have critiqued McClary's work, saying that 

there are other dimensions to a feminist approach to music.  However, McClary's 

concentration on gender is useful in that the production and reception of music is then 

acknowledged as being intimately connected to the body.  This connection has been 

increasingly denied over the centuries as the written score has been separated from the 

context in which it was produced.  If you read typical analyses of music according to 

those who see the musical text as an autonomous score, you would be able to lose sight of 

the fact that music is ultimately mediated through a body, either sung or played, in order 



 37

to exist in time and space.18  The bodies that produce the musical sounds are gendered 

and sexed, and this is where the approach of feminist musicologists becomes most 

controversial.  By acknowledging that music is produced by gendered and sexed bodies, 

then the next question is what gender and what sex, and how does this make a difference?  

In relation to my study of Hildegard’s songs, attending the gender issues means attending 

to the fact that, as a female, she was excluded from formal education in music, which 

meant that she was not able to notate her melodies, nor presumably check in detail that 

others were notating her melodies accurately.  Scholars have in the past assumed that 

what appears in the manuscripts is essentially what Hildegard sang.  Now it is clear that 

music analyses of Hildegard’s melodies have to acknowledge that her melodies are 

mediated through the medium of the trained male scribes who wrote them down.  The 

implication is not that their maleness would have lead to them “improving” the female 

Magistra’s orally transmitted melodies, but that there is a need to explore what might be 

happening in the intersection between their formal training and Hildegard’s vision-

inspired oral composing. 

 

McClary observes that “Music is also very often concerned with the arousing and 

channelling of desire…”.  She likens the mapping of desire in music with the mapping of 

sexuality, and suggests that “…much of what has been assumed as biological and 

immutable in human sexual experience has been radically interpreted as socially 

constructed” (McClary 1991, 8).  She suggests that the same critical insight needs to be 

applied to music.  She says of her three musical exemplars that “Even though such pieces 

may seem extraordinarily erotic - as though they have managed to bypass cultural 

mediation to resonate directly with one's own most private experiences - they are in fact 

constructions” (McClary 1991, 8-9).  There are instances where music critics have 

characterised Hildegard's music as erotic and sensual, as if the music resonates directly 

with the critic's own most private and intimate experiences, and would therefore have the 

same effect on others.  I argue that music is not intrinsically transcendent but is encoded 

in a culturally specific way, and is produced and received, and in turn constructs, 

wittingly or unwittingly, desire and arousal.  I agree with McClary when she says that 

“…one of the principal tasks of feminist music criticism would be to examine the 

semiotics of desire, arousal, and sexual pleasure that circulate in the public sphere 

through music” (McClary 1991, 9).  She has done this in rhetoric which has in turn 

                                                 
18 Thomas Christensen, in speaking about the history of music theory, admits that in modern 
musical analysis “..we so often analyse musical works as autonomous pitch structures severed 
from their historical and authorial contexts…” (Christensen 1993, 16).  Feminist musicology asks 
that such analysis be contextualised. 
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offended and inspired subsequent scholars.  Later I suggest that Kristeva’s theory about 

the semiotic effect of language might well be used to describe the affective dimension of 

music in a way which relates closely to what Hildegard herself describes. 

 

McClary suggests that “…the structures graphed by theorists and the beauty celebrated by 

aestheticians are often stained with such things as violence, misogyny, and racism”  

(McClary 1991, 4).  This suggestion has been taken up by subsequent writers in relation 

to Hildegard’s music, especially Bruce Holsinger.  In considering the centrality of the 

body in Hildegard’s texts and accompanying melodies, he says: 

 

…music provided Hildegard with a means of exploring and, quite literally, 

“giving voice” to the female body and all of its fleshly senses in a manner that 

would not have been possible through the written word alone.  This devotional 

music sonorously elaborates upon female bodies (both human and divine) and 

female sexual desire, making sensual physicality integral to religious devotion” 

(Holsinger 1993, 96). 

 

My analysis demonstrates some ways in which this can be observed in the melodies and 

in the relationship between the melodies and the texts, as discerned in the intersection 

between Hildegard’s oral composing and the scribes’ transcriptions.  Holsinger goes on to 

emphasise the importance of “…going beyond the disciplinary boundaries of traditional 

medieval musicology when considering her musical compositions”, and he considers that 

most studies “…have neglected to examine them as embodiments of her visionary 

experience, devotional practice, and Christian theology” (Holsinger 1993, 98-9).  In terms 

of music analysis, scholars “…focussed primarily on the music’s formal attributes 

without considering the abbess’s religious experience, gendered identity, social milieu, 

and the enormous influence all must have had on her musical creativity” (Holsinger 1993, 

99).  My analysis carefully combines a study of the formal attributes of her melodies 

while also attending closely to Holsinger’s list of neglected areas. 

 

In his later work, Holsinger explores in more depth “the somatic dimensions of 

[Hildegard's] musical relationship with the women she loved and with whom she 

worshipped” (Holsinger 2001, 91).  He also elaborates on the relationships between 

Hildegard’s own embodied and often agonizing experience of Divine revelation and her 

singing of melodies which often stretched the abilities of singers to the point of pain. In 

the opening of the Scivias Hildegard reports in the voice of the Living Light that “…she 

suffers in her innermost being and in the veins of her flesh; she is distressed in mind and 
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sense and endures great pain of body…” (Hart 1990, 60).  Holsinger points out that 

Hildegard’s encounter with the Divine “…clearly takes place in her flesh” (Holsinger 

2001, 93), and it is in her fleshly being that the melodies and words of her songs are first 

uttered, and in the flesh of her female community that the songs are continually sung.  His 

analysis of Hildegard’s O quam preciosa, for example, shows how this song allows the 

“…nuns of Rupertsberg to participate in Christ’s own passage though the Virgin’s 

‘secret’ anatomy…” as they sing over and over “et Filius Dei per secreta ipsius quasi 

aurora exivit – and the Son of God came forth like the dawn through her secret” 

(Holsinger 2001, 104).  Taken out of context, the lines say little that was not conventional 

in the twelfth century devotion to the Virgin, but contextualised within her social 

situation, as part of her theological and medical works, and sung to the music she declares 

to be Divinely inspired, and considered with the range of songs she produced concerning 

the Virgin, Holsinger’s construction of the song as a performance of the Incarnation as 

“secret women’s business” within the monastery is certainly feasible.19

 

A recent edition, “Rethinking Music”, edited by Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist, is an 

important text that surveys current research in the field of musicology and music theory 

(Cook and Everist 1999).  The editors characterize the approach of the contributors as 

“…more often an openness to the multiplicity of possible interpretations and a studied 

avoidance of value judgment” (Cook and Everist 1999, x).  This is welcome news as the 

fields of musicology and music theory have seen contentions, in the late twentieth 

century, between what another musicologist, Thomas Christensen, styles as “the 

presentist’s myopia” as opposed to “the historicist’s naivety” (Christensen 1993, 11-19).20  

He agrees that these categories are an over-simplification, but they do serve to highlight 

the basis of the sometimes acrimonious debates in the field of musicology and music 

theory in the late twentieth century.21  Formal analysis had been the dominant 

                                                 

Cont. 

19 One could also note her invention of  lingua ignota which Volmar mentions as being in use in 
her community when he speculates on the devastation of her supposedly impending death: “Who 
then will utter songs never heard before and give voice to that unheard language?” (Baird and 
Ehrmann 1998, 168).  Whether this was a type of glossolalia, a return to a prelapsarian common 
human tongue, or a private means of communication regarding spiritual matters remains in the 
realm of speculation.  See Schnapp’s 1991 article for extended discussion of Hildegard’s “Virgin 
Words” (Schnapp 1991). 
20 By presentism he basically means “…any perspective whereby an object is studied in the light 
of present knowledge and norms”; by historicism, he means studying the past “…on its own 
terms…”, in other words, commensurate with the norms of that era, not those of the contemporary 
era (Christensen 1993, 11-19).  See pp. 55-6 for in-depth discussion of the significance of these 
categories for musical analysis.  
21 Cook and Everist’s preface to “Rethinking Music” rehearses the debates and discusses the work 
of the key players (Cook and Everist 1999, v-xii).  See also the first full-length publication of the 
history of music theory, The Cambridge History of Music Theory (Christensen 2002), especially 
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musicological discourse, until the advent of cultural studies, feminist studies, and post-

modern interdisciplinary work disrupted this hegemony, and it became a suspect 

enterprise.  Cook and Everist signal the development of a new attitude which recuperates 

the idea that formal analysis can contribute to an understanding of a musical work, 

without positioning it as timeless and autonomous.  “Rethinking”, for them, involves 

“…a conscientious and often self-conscious accommodation between established 

methodologies and new horizons” (Cook and Everist 1999, x).  The contributors to 

“Rethinking Music”: 

 

…assume neither music’s self-sufficiency (as early proponents of formalism did) 

nor its lack thereof (in the manner of much of the New Musicology).  Instead, 

they attempt to formulate ways in which music operates autonomously, and to 

establish limits beyond which the concept of musical autonomy ceases to be 

viable or, at any rate, useful.  In a word, they problematise the issue of musical 

autonomy (Cook and Everist 1999, xii).   

 

A trend can be observed, and that is that “…analysis is moving outwards to embrace the 

issues of value, meaning, and difference…” (Cook and Everist 1999, xii).  The work of 

this dissertation involves both formal analysis, and the work of contextualising and 

situating the subjects of the analysis in their own era.  My formal analysis of Hildegard’s 

songs uses multiple tools and perspectives on the understanding that there could be a 

number of interpretations of equal validity; contextualising the analyses invites caution in 

making assumptions about music from a distant era, but nevertheless opens up exciting 

possibilities of interpretation. 

 

Susan Cusick critiques the notion of music as absolute, autonomous, aestheticized sound, 

characterizing this disembodied notion of “the music itself” as “the ultimate feminist 

issue” (Cusick 1999a, 490-1).  She argues firstly that this definition of music does not 

take into account practical music making; secondly, that it “…exalts one kind of 

relationship - that between the ‘music itself’ and its ideal listener –above all other musical 

relationships”; and thirdly, she suggests that the image of music conjured up as 

“…godlike, disembodied, and autonomous…bears a striking resemblance to cultural 

norms of masculinity” (Cusick 1999a, 492).  On the other hand, she suggests that feminist 

                                                                                                                                      
the chapter “The transmission of ancient music theory into the Middle Ages”  by Calvin M. 
Bower, where he suggests that music theory moved from being a purely philosophical study, the 
fourth subject in the quadrivium, towards an integration of theory and the practical art of chant 
singing.  
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musicological perspectives  “…can provide a theoretical legitimacy for multivocal, 

disciplinary thinking.  Further, they provide a theoretical legitimacy for connecting ‘the 

music itself’ with the fabric of human life” (Cusick 1999a, 498).  The problem raised here 

is the one she sees that McClary invoked in “Feminine Endings”, and that is the 

gendering of the dichotomy positivist/historicist as masculine/feminine.  Formal analysis, 

along with the idea of music as autonomous, aestheticized sound, scientifically dissected, 

is gendered masculine, and criticism, along with cultural contextualisation, is considered 

to be subjective, artistic, and gendered feminine.  While I suggest that her bringing to 

light the gendered nature of the debates in musicology is valuable, and that there are 

dangers inherent in using “the master’s tools”,22 in-depth formal analysis does not have to 

assume that “the music itself” is disembodied, and disconnected from its cultural context.   

 

Cook and Everist note that “…the empowerment of the female voice in musicology 

played a major role in [the] expansion of the musicological agenda…” in the late 

twentieth century.  However, they also note that the resistance to the gendering of 

musicological issues has been strong (Cook and Everist 1999, viii, note 6).  Cusick points 

out a number of reasons for this, especially in relation to feminist critique of works by 

women, which she says presents more difficulties than feminist critique of works by men. 

 

…any kind of critical evaluation of work by women is fraught with difficulties.  

Both the works and their creators remain unfamiliar to the general audience for 

musicological writing.  Thus, more background than usual will be required as an 

exordium to one’s principal argument, and there will be fewer readers than usual 

with sufficient background to evaluate one’s arguments critically.  Arguments 

that seem to be gender-based must be very precisely worded so as to avoid the 

twin bogeys of essentialism and special pleading.  And arguments that claim 

evidence of a woman’s resistance to gendered conventions of style must 

                                                 
22 This is the term that Audre Lorde used in the title of her essay “The Master's Tools Will Never 
Dismantle the Master's House” (Lorde 1984), an essay that radically challenges how white people 
"learn about" racism, or how men "learn about" women.  In this case I am using it to evoke the 
way in which formalist techniques have been gendered masculine.  In answer to the question, can 
such tools be useful to a feminist musicological project, I would answer in the affirmative, and 
would further suggest that appropriating them for not only feminist work, but gender-attentive 
work, is necessary and desirable as a transgressive move.  For a further discussion of Lorde’s 
statement, see Hekman (1999, 146), where she contends that only the “master’s tools” can do the 
work feminists want to do.  For instance, she cites the need for feminists to work within the 
parameters of what is regarded as a sound argument.  There are dangers she contends in working 
outside these parameters: “If feminists cast arguments outside those parameters, we will (and have 
been) dismissed as talking nonsense – which is not to say such arguments are nonsense” (Hekman 
1999, 146).   
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simultaneously defend her presumed stylistic eccentricities against charges of 

amateurishness or simple ineptitude (Cusick 1999a, 490). 

 

Even though this statement almost verges on Cusick’s “special pleading”,  nevertheless it 

pinpoints some of the difficulties faced in examining Hildegard’s songs.  I suggest that 

the detailed analysis I have utilized in this dissertation, along with the in-depth 

contextualisation of her songs in twelfth century monastic culture, and a broadly based 

approach to issues of gender, address charges of essentialism, as well as amateurishness 

or ineptitude on Hildegard’s part as oral composer.  The important insight in Cusick’s 

chapter is that feminist musicologies insist that music, as it exists in sound and time, is an 

embodied phenomenon.  Her manifesto for feminist musicologies (and the plural 

highlights her view of feminism as multivalent)  is that they “…share a vision of music as 

practice, as mirroring or even teaching erotic practices, as a means by which people are 

acculturated,23 and taught behaviors that will eventually be markers of gender, ethnicity, 

and class, as a means by which people act out social relationships and relationships to the 

sensual” (Cusick 1999a, 484).  I would add to this that in Hildegard’s convent, the 

women also learned to act out their relationship with the Divine via the sharing of 

Hildegard’s songs, not as consumers in the contemporary sense, but as participants in an 

embodied, devotional practice.  The importance of feminist musicological methodology 

lies in its foregrounding of the embodied nature of music, its social significance, its 

affective power, its educational potential, and the need for gender-attentive insight. 

  

Both the melodies and the texts of Hildegard’s songs “speak” language about God in 

ways which might not have been totally new to her community, but which use fresh 

combinations of sounds and images.  Contemporary feminist theologians also search for 

fresh ways to speak about God, and what could be termed the feminist theological project 

concerning images of the Divine is concisely expressed in the opening sentence in Pat 

Fox’s recent book God as Communion.  She says: “This book is based on the premise that 

symbols of God exercise enormous power within the lives of human beings and that they 

are significant for the well-being of all creation” (Fox 2001, vii).  She identifies sexism as 

having a damaging effect in every dimension of life.  She goes on to say “…if 

Christianity is to be redemptive – be a source of liberation – for the peoples of this planet 

in this new millennium, the destructive power of sexism inherent in Christian theology 

and praxis must be addressed and transformed at its very roots” (Fox 2001, vii).  The 

sexism she identifies is not only that which denigrates women, but which excludes any 

                                                 
23 Author’s spelling. 
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human persons from imagining themselves as equally imago Dei.  It is also the sexism 

which grants an unequal share of power in matters of authority in the Church to one 

gender, a reflection of the patriarchal nature of Western society.  Fox summarises the 

work of feminist theologians in critiquing the Christian Church’s oppression of certain 

humans, and its capacity to diminish the sense of Divine goodness and mystery: 

 

In the last few decades women’s work in theology has begun to address these 

twin tasks.  Expressed positively, the purpose is both to illuminate the mystery of 

God and to promote the full humanity of all the people and the integrity of 

creation (Fox 2001, 20).   

 

This dissertation is informed by the work of such theologians as Fox, who have 

investigated the symbols that function for the Divine in contemporary Christian worship.  

Their findings indicate that these symbols function often to exclude women, as well as 

other humans, and that this sexist hegemony has to be disrupted for all persons to see 

themselves as being imago Dei.  There are many feminist theological works that are of 

relevance to the work of this dissertation, and I have chosen to focus on a small selection 

of those writers whose work has been most important.   

 

Feminist theologian, Elaine Wainwright, has been involved in both critiquing sexist 

readings of biblical texts, and re-reading these texts to reveal new insights.  In her book 

Shall we Look for Another? A Feminist rereading of the Matthean Jesus, Wainwright, 

listens to the Jesus narratives in the gospel of Matthew and discusses the politics of 

engendered reading from a feminist perspective.  She deconstructs the ideology of 

“patriarchy”, the feminist critique of the way in which society’s structures have oppressed 

and do oppress or marginalize women’s contributions, so as to reveal its instabilities: 

 

…patriarchy as ideology will not be considered as a closed, static, monolithic 

system; …it may have been more unstable and permeable than many of the 

historical and social scientific reconstructions allow… (Wainwright 1998, 31). 

 

She suggests that the term “patriarchy” has been used to identify oppressions that might 

have complexities which are flattened by its weight.  In analyzing Hildegard’s four songs, 

I have considered the ways in which Hildegard’s work may have been hindered by the 

patriarchal systems within which she lived and exercised her leadership of her female 

community, as well as the ways in which she was able to take advantage of certain 

instabilities, such as the corruptions she was able to point out within those systems.  
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Wainwright’s work focuses on texts from a much earlier era than the twelfth century, but 

her methodology in the area of interpretation is relevant.  She argues that texts function to 

 

…shape gendered, class, and racial subjectivities, to construct the world 

according to the organising structures of patriarchy, and then to guide praxis so 

that socio-cultural codes and organizations are conformed accordingly 

(Wainwright 1998, 32). 

 

I argue that Hildegard’s texts were intended by her to both construct a world view for her 

female community within the patriarchal structures of the medieval Christian church, and 

guide praxis within that community.  However, my analysis delves deeply into these texts 

to reveal ruptures, places where Hildegard subtly re-aligns the socio-cultural codes within 

which she works.  At the same time as her orthodoxy supports twelfth century ecclesial 

exclusion of women, her over-arching educational drive is to construct a world view 

where her female community assumes a privileged place in the Divine hierarchy, virginal, 

spiritually well-educated, and a potent force in the Divine plan for the cosmos.  As 

Wainwright suggests, a hermeneutics of suspicion allows for the deconstruction of a text, 

and the bringing to light of new perspectives which can “…create a new symbolic 

universe that can shape the reader…” (Wainwright 1998, 32).  Hildegard’s texts shape the 

imaginations of the women in her monastery, particularly in their imagining of the 

various manifestations of the Divine presence, often female, in their lives.  

 

In an earlier work, Wainwright explores the naming of the Divine.  She says of the 

images invoked by the predominant names for the Christian God, father and son: “The 

power of these images in shaping religious consciousness within Christianity has been 

enormous” (Wainwright 1995, 100).  She goes on to note, however, that “…many 

Christians have become cognisant of the monolithic metaphorical structure in which their 

religious imagination has been…trapped and imprisoned” (Wainwright 1995, 100).  The 

“profoundly genderised” naming of the Divine has been the subject of feminist 

theological critique in the latter twentieth century, and this critique informs the work of 

this dissertation.  Wainwright quotes what she calls the “exquisitely constructed poem” in 

Genesis 1: 26-28, where Israel’s theology of the creation of humankind is outlined.  

Wainwright says:   

 

The extraordinary insight and vision which this text contributes to Israel’s 

theology is that the human or earth creature (adam), the one shaped from the 

earth (adamah), is created in the image of the creating, birthing one.  Among a 
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people who were forbidden by divine command to image God in the form of 

anything in heaven or on earth (Exod. 20:4), there exists an image of their God, 

the human creature (Wainwright 1995, 103).   

 

The early Hebrew creation myths imagined a Divine like the Hebrew people themselves, 

but the fleshing out of this image depends on the definition of what it means to be human, 

and unfortunately that has narrowed so that the definition often excluded women, and still 

excludes differently gendered people, the disabled, non-white/Western people, and others 

who do not fit the so-called “norm”, which often turns out to be white, Western and 

male.24  Broadening the definition of what it means to be human to include all people, 

disabled, multiply gendered, all races and colours, all ages, means changing how 

Christians have predominately imaged the Divine, and that is the work to which this 

dissertation contributes.  Marcella Althaus-Reid takes the imagining of the Christian 

Divine into “queer” perspectives in her book Indecent Theology: Theological Perversions 

in Sex, Gender and Politics.  She wants to take the “everyday lives of people [to] provide 

us with a starting point for a process of doing contextual theology without exclusions…” 

(Althaus-Reid 2000, 4). Hildegard would not have been comfortable contemplating 

Althaus-Reid’s suggestion that we contemplate, for example, the Bi/Christ, or the 

obscene Christ.  However, Hildegard’s twelfth century images of the Divine do re-align 

some of the male-centered images of the Divine, either by de-emphasizing them or by 

providing a scintillating company of powerful female figures to balance them.  For the 

twenty-first century, Hildegard’s diverse images do not seem so immediately shocking as 

the ones Althaus-Reid invokes.  However, they do suggest ways of imagining the 

presence of the Divine in all humans, all creatures and all creation which work in 

contemporaneous Christian theologising to break free from what Wainwright calls the 

“…monolithic metaphorical structure in which their religious imagination has 

been…trapped and imprisoned” (Wainwright 1995, 100). 

 

In the 1980's, feminist liberation theologian, Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, developed a 

theoretical framework which has become a keystone in feminist theological critical 

analysis.  The framework assists scholars in structuring their critical analysis of Christian  

texts in a way which incorporates their personal and group experiences, but which also 

addresses issues of justice and ethics in such areas as images of the Divine.  I use 

Schüssler Fiorenza's hermeneutical framework as a background structuring influence in 

my analysis of Hildegard’s songs, while at the same time acknowledging that she herself 

                                                 
24 See note 5 in the Introduction. 
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has developed and extended the original framework into a critical feminist rhetorical 

model for interpreting the Bible (Schüssler Fiorenza 1992).  Although she is speaking 

about biblical studies, her articulation of her model also works to inform a feminist 

theological perspective in regard to Hildegard’s song analyses.  Schüssler Fiorenza says 

that  

 

A critical model for reading the Bible seeks to articulate feminist interpretation 

both as a complex process of reading and reconstruction and as a cultural-

theological practice of resistance and transformation.  To that end it utilises not 

only historical and literary critical methods, which focus on the rhetoric of the 

biblical text in its historical contexts, but also storytelling, role-play, bibliodrama, 

pictorial arts, dance, and ritual to create "different" historical imagination. 

(Schüssler Fiorenza 1992, 40) 

 

The first element in Schüssler Fiorenza's feminist hermeneutical framework is the 

hermeneutic of suspicion (Schüssler Fiorenza 1984, xx).25  The idea of approaching a text 

with an attitude of suspicion is of course one of the primary tasks of feminist criticism, 

but it is the utilizing of this first element as part of a group of four hermeneutical 

approaches which makes Schüssler Fiorenza's approach to texts useful as an organising 

principle, or over-arching framework.  The second element, the hermeneutic of 

proclamation specifically asks, in the case of this dissertation, what happens when 

Hildegard's music is heard in contemporary listening communities, communities of 

women of different ages, races, ethnic backgrounds, sexualities and ableness.  The 

problem is that Hildegard’s music is heard as exotic, and this blurs perceptions of the 

Divine and humanity expressed therein.  Hildegard does not promote the full humanity of 

all people; virgins are highly exalted, and married women are denigrated; black people 

are the ones who have to be taken into the “womb” of Ecclesia and cleaned white; women 

of lower class have to be shuffled off to a lesser establishment.  My analyses bring 

contemporary tools to the task of contextualising her songs, but nevertheless allowing 

twenty-first century listeners to discern those areas in which her transgressive 

appropriation of a privileged connection with the Divine is apparent. 

 

The third element, a hermeneutic of remembrance and historical reconstruction, is also 

important to the feminist theological project in that it suggests a way to listen to 
                                                 
25 Schüssler Fiorenza’s work is based on the work of other scholars such as Freud, Marx, and 
Ricoeur who also articulated a hermeneutics of suspicion.  However, I find Schüssler Fiorenza’s 
articulation of her theoretical framework most useful in the contest of Hildegard’s creative works.   
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Hildegard's voice, and find in it a religious agency which indicates that historically 

women might have exercised influence in more diverse ways than we in the twenty-first 

century have acknowledged.  Hildegard did assume agency in the twelfth century; she 

was a powerful figure, able to influence rulers both ecclesial and secular with her 

apocalyptic prophecies; she took the education of the women in her community as a 

Divine imperative, and in the enclosure of her convent ensured that they were exposed to 

a sophisticated level of spiritual training.  Indeed, she moved her community to an 

independent site, arguably to be able to pursue these educational aims without opposition.  

Schüssler Fiorenza's fourth element, a hermeneutic of ritualisation and celebration, 

carries the task forward into reconstruction of a new way of imagining and acting, new 

ways in Hildegard’s case, of seeing the way in which music fitted into the program of 

spiritual education she constructed for her community.  As Schüssler Fiorenza advocates, 

Hildegard called on the forces of drama, ritual, music, art, preaching and writing to 

further her educational purposes.  This dissertation brings creative contemporary tools to 

the analysis of Hildegard’s songs, to celebrate them in a way which both maintains a 

sense of their context, but which gives contemporary people access to her texts. 

 

Feminist theologian, Teresa Berger, in Dissident Daughters: Feminist Liturgies in Global 

Context, claims that in the last four decades, women-identified liturgies have arisen in 

various global contexts.  This work in uncovering women’s contribution to liturgical life 

in the Christian church is part of the broad feminist theological project, to bring to light 

the contribution of women and to remedy the injustice of the sexist attitudes which have 

kept women from fully imagining themselves as being imago Dei.  Berger notes that the 

twentieth century saw a powerful move for women to shape their own worship and to 

include these worship initiatives into mainstream Christian liturgies.  Their success has 

been patchy, and in most instances the “…developments are accompanied by a renewed 

insistence, in some parts of the church, on priestly (that is male) predominance and 

thereby on the renewed marginalization of women in liturgical life” (Berger T. 2001a, 6).  

Feminist awareness of “…the recognition of wide-ranging gender asymmetry for women 

at worship” (Berger T. 2001a, 5) is positioned in sharp relief by Miriam Therese Winter’s 

poem, quoted in Berger (Berger T. 2001a, 5): 

 

I have sung songs that women have written 

But seldom in church on Sunday 

I have even prayed to my Mother God 

But not in the sacred rites. 
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I would add to this poignant cry that of lesbian, gay, and transgendered people, intersexed 

people, disabled people, people of ethnicities other than white and Western.  If the Divine 

has seldom been addressed as female, how much less as lesbian or gay, transgendered or 

intersexed, disabled or non-white.  If women’s voices are dissident in Christian liturgies, 

the voices of differently gendered people, and differently-abled people are mostly silent, 

and if not, transgressive.  Feminist theologians are bringing to their twenty-first century 

work a sensitivity to the needs of all humans defined in the broadest possible sense.  Sally 

McFague pleads for the need to recognize our common humanity and at the same time a 

need to resist normalizing stereotypes: 

 

At one level, then, we human beings are one: we all belong to one species; we all 

need nature's bounty to feed, clothe, and warm us; all humans are different from 

other species (and similar to them) in unique and specific ways. We form a 

species and hence, in many ways, will relate to other species and to ecosystems in 

similar ways, At another level, however, this is not the case. There is no such 

creature as "human being." We are a lesbian, Hispanic, poor human being; or a 

white, male middle-class, heterosexual, HIV-positive, American one; or an 

African, elderly, royal human being. Each of these people will have a different 

relationship with nature. The recognition of human differences and its 

implication for every relationship, including relationship with nature, is one of 

the contributions of postmodernist and liberationist thought. Whereas there used 

to be a “hegemonic human being”, there is no longer, although, as we shall see, 

he dies slowly. This hegemonic human being, the human being who comes to 

mind when the words are spoken or written, is white, male, Western, 

heterosexual, youthful, educated, able-bodied, middle-class, and successful 

(McFague 2001, 47). 

 

McFague brings into perspective the justice of an inclusive definition of what it means to 

be human, and yet the reality of our differences cry out to be celebrated and recognized 

for justice to prevail.  In the twelfth century, Hildegard, unlike McFague in the twenty-

first, was in no sense a part of any project to flatten out class/race/gender distinctions; she 

advocated the separation of hierarchical classes of humans and animals.  The convent she 

opened across the river from Rupertsberg possibly housed less noble women who wanted 

to be a part of her community.26  Yet she declared that all were loved by God and all were 

                                                 
26 See note 4 earlier in this chapter.  
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able to grow in spiritual wisdom, some to more advanced levels than others, but virginal 

women were certainly included at the advanced levels. 

 

Contemporary feminist religious philosopher Grace Jantzen is also critical of the 

exclusion of women and female imagery from the Christian tradition, as well as what she 

argues is the denigration of the body and by extension all of the physicality of the created 

world.  In her book Becoming Divine: Towards a Feminist Philosophy of Religion, 

Jantzen indicates that her work is built on “…a feminist religious symbolic…premised 

upon the possibility of women subjects…” (Jantzen 1998a, 2).  She proposes that the 

pervasive exclusion of the voice of the female subject from religious philosophical 

debates has meant that the mind has become firmly identified with the Divine to the 

detriment of the body, and that only a return to more embodied values will enable women 

to see themselves as being imago dei.  She accuses “…much of traditional philosophy of 

religion (and western culture generally) [of being] …preoccupied with violence, sacrifice 

and death, and built upon mortality not only as a human fact but as a fundamental 

philosophical category” (Jantzen 1998a, 2).  She proposes an antidote to this which 

involves a  

 

…rethinking of both secularism and religion which…requires an attention to 

gender which goes much deeper than simple ‘inclusion’ or ‘equal opportunity’, 

looking rather for radical deconstruction of both religion and secularism to make 

evident their unacknowledged dependence on alterities of race, gender, and 

sexuality (Jantzen 1998a, 2).   

 

She proposes that “natality”, a preoccupation with the emergence of life in this world, this 

planet, this cosmos, as being a more appropriate and nourishing symbolic than that of 

necrophilia, what she describes as the current and long-standing obsession in the West 

with life in another world, one which rejects the embodied messiness of this one in favour 

of the intellectual esoteric orientation of the other.  Here, Jantzen runs into the danger of 

valorising birth and motherhood to the exclusion of some women, differently gendered 

people, disabled persons, and all men.  However, she counters the argument that not all 

women give birth by reminding us that “…every person who has ever lived has been 

born, and born of a woman” (Jantzen 1998a, 144).  Thus her model of natality is inclusive 

of all human persons and can be extended to creatures and creation as well.   

 

Following this train of thought to the re-imagining of the Divine, of naming the Divine in 

new ways, Jantzen refers to the work of Mark Burrows, who suggests that we need to 
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search out all the names of the Divine, excavating from Christian texts those which have 

been less used, and making them familiar, so we can “…interpret varied experiences as 

tangible means by which we all understand ourselves as created in the divine image” 

(quoted in Jantzen 1998a, 182).  This is important work as it reclaims from canonic texts 

names of the Divine already there and therefore unable to be ignored or excluded by 

those who would like to use such texts to perpetuate narrowly masculine/authoritarian 

images for the Divine.  Jantzen, however, critiques his work as not offering any 

possibility of a new symbolic for the Divine, which she does, in her model of natality for 

Divine activity in the world.  Jantzen goes on to acknowledge that women such as 

Hildegard have offered images of the Divine in the past “…but men…refused to listen” 

(Jantzen 1998a, 183): 

 

The space of the woman subject has not been entirely unclaimed: the 

development of a feminist symbolic of the divine does not need to start from 

scratch; there have been significant names of God offered by women in the past” 

(Jantzen 1998a, 183).  

 

She reflects on the violence that women like Margaret Porete suffered as a result of 

claiming an unmediated relationship with the Divine, and this has resulted in women’s 

speaking about the Divine being suppressed and silenced.  Hildegard, however, was able 

to negotiate gender politics more successfully than many other of her female 

contemporaries, and interestingly, it is one of Hildegard’s songs that Jantzen quotes to 

introduce her chapter outlining her alternate imaginary, that of “flourishing” (Jantzen 

1998a, 157).  Jantzen offers this as an antidote to what she sees as the outcome of a focus 

on “…the necrophiliac imaginary and its obsession with domination, mastery, and escape 

(Jantzen 1998a, 157), which has lead to an unhealthy emphasis on salvation in Christian 

theology, although she suggests that “flourishing” is the “…unacknowledged foundation 

of ‘salvation’ in the western theological ‘text’” (Jantzen 1998a, 157).  Jantzen shows that 

flourishing has a “…considerable biblical basis”, especially in Psalms, which is one 

reason why it features strongly in Hildegard’s thought. 

 

The etymology of “flourishing” brings the metaphor strongly to the fore in regard to 

Hildegard’s frequent use of flos and florere in her songs.  For example in O virga ac 

diadema, Hildegard addresses the Virgin “O flos”, and speak of her “flowering” (birthing, 

in other words, the Incarnation) so differently to the way Adam dealt with his offspring 

(tu frondens floruisti in alia vissitudine quam Adam omne genus humanum produceret) 

(Newman 1998c, 128).  Jantzen emphases the importance of the Incarnation as central to 
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the goal of “becoming divine”, in a way which is parallel to Hildegard’s equally emphatic 

foregrounding of the Incarnation, especially in her songs, and her theology of music, 

which I discuss later in this chapter.  Jantzen contends that the importance of the 

Incarnation is “…not so much as a doctrine about a man who lived 2,000 year ago, …as a 

way of describing how we, too should become God for one another” (Jantzen 1998a, 93).  

Along with Feuerbach and Irigaray, she sees the point of the story of the Incarnation as a 

story about a “…living manifestation of God for us all to follow, so it is laid upon all of 

us, in our flesh-and-blood sexuate existence, to become divine, to incarnate the divine 

ideals as (differently) gendered subjects” (Jantzen 1998a, 93).  I suggest this is close to 

Hildegard’s purpose in the composing of her songs for her community, so that in the 

embodied physicality of communal singing of the words and the music they not only 

incarnate the Divine but become part of Divinity as they are encouraged to emulate the 

Divine Virtues.   

 

In another song, O rubor sanguinis, Hildegard tenderly addresses Ursula in the voice of 

the Divine, ”tu flos es”, and it is interesting to note that the term flos or “flowers” was in 

common use in medieval times as a metaphor for menstruation.  In the texts known as the 

Trotula, specifically the rough draft “Conditions of Women”, the author consistently 

refers to the menses as flos (Green 2001, 21).  Monica Green in her introduction to a new 

translation of the Trotula texts notes that Hildegard, in her medical treatise, also uses 

tree/flower metaphors for a woman’s menses.  Green quotes from the Causa et Cura, 

book 2, translating from Kaiser’s 1903 critical edition:  

 

The stream of the menstrual period in women is her generative greenness and 

floridity, which sprouts forth offspring; for just as a tree flowers in its floridity 

and sends forth branches and produces fruit, so the female extrudes flowers from 

the viridity of the streams of menstrual blood and produces branches in the fruit 

of her womb (Green 2001, 21). 

 

Clearly Hildegard is likening menstrual bleeding to flowering.  When the Divine, 

speaking through Hildegard, says to Ursula “tu flos es”, in the context of a song which 

celebrates the “redness of blood, flowing from that high place touched by Divinity” (O 

rubor sanguinis qui de excelso illo fluxisti quod Divinitatis tetegit) (Newman 1998c, 232; 

my translation), multiple associations are made: Ursula’s ([conflated with] the Virgin’s) 

flower (menses) has been touched (by consummation in metaphorical marriage with the 

Lamb/by the Incarnation), causing creation to “flourish”, and evil to be confounded (the 

serpent’s breath emphatically never allowed to touch that place where the flower emerges 
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- quem hiems de flatu serpentis numquam laesit).27  Hildegard’s recuperation of 

menstruation as a positive aspect of female life is noted by Green who says her attitude 

along with that of the Trotula author stands “…in stark contrast to some later medieval 

European scientific attitudes, which, drawing on ancient traditions…represent 

menstruation as thoroughly poisonous or noxious” (Green 2001, 22).  I suggest that 

Jantzen’s model of Divine activity as “flourishing” has highly charged positive 

consequences, especially for women, and that Hildegard’s works form a backdrop for this 

model in associating a specifically female function with Divine activity in creation. 

 

Finally, a clear description of feminist theological interpretive strategies is to be found in 

Teresa Berger’s approach to the re-writing of liturgical history.  She suggests that “[t]he 

writing of women’s liturgical history today can by-pass two earlier interpretive strategies 

of feminist historiography” (Berger T. 2002b, 3).  Firstly, she characterises these as the 

“add-women-and-stir” strategy, whose “…weakness is its adherence to the traditional 

master narrative” (Berger T. 2002b, 3).  This is clear in the early approaches to 

Hildegard’s music where the urgent task was to instate Hildegard as a writer of liturgical 

plainchant, to ally her efforts with those of her male counterparts.  This was basically 

unsuccessful for two reasons: chant scholars such as Hiley in his Western Plainchant: A 

Handbook neglected to acknowledge her contributions,28 while at the same time it is not 

clear exactly how her songs and her musical play fitted into liturgical life at Rupertsberg. 

That they did fit in a significant way is my argument in later chapters. Secondly, Berger 

sees the subsequent strategy as emphasising women as victims of patriarchy, which 

“…renders invisible the multiple sites of women’s agency and engagement in liturgical 

practices” (Berger T. 2002b, 3).  Some earlier feminist Hildegardian work assumed that 

she was the victim of oppression owing to her gender, and interpreted her works as 

subversively undermining malestream ecclesial authority.  This interpretation ignores 

much of the evidence which indicates that Hildegard was highly regarded in the twelfth 

century in Europe as a prophetic preacher within the Church, even if one of its severest 

critics.   

 

                                                 
27 In the Physica, Hildegard advises birthing females to keep jasper on hand to repel “…the tongue 
of the ancient serpent [as it] stretches out toward the sweat of the infant as it emerges from its 
mother’s vulva…” (Throop 1998, 147).  The connection between her medical advice and her 
theological understanding is vivid, and evokes a deeply positive and reverential response to the 
female body and its capacity to birth new life. 
28 See Hiley’s History of Western Plainchant 1993.  Hiley does not mention Hildegard even as a 
writer of Latin devotional songs, in spite of her extensive and coherent musical output (238-250).  
See also note 3 in the introduction to this dissertation. 
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Ann King-Lenzmeier, in her recent work where she integrates various aspects of 

Hildegard’s spiritual endeavour, outlines the extent of Hildegard’s four extensive 

preaching tours.  She has gathered information from letters Hildegard wrote to and 

received from monastic leaders at institutions in the various towns on her routes, to 

speculate on her various available resting places.  King-Lenzmeier indicates that 

Hildegard preached publicly in two cities on her first tour, Würzburg and Bamberg; Trier 

on her second tour; Cologne on her third tour, in a diatribe against the heretical Cathars; 

and Kirchheim on her fourth tour.  This was apart from visits to various Benedictine and 

Cistercian houses, and the sister of Emperor Frederick (King-Lenzmeier 2001, 177-90).  

This is not a woman who was the victim of patriarchal institutions, but one who had 

carved a place for herself within these institutions, and who commanded respect, 

admiration, love, and sometimes fear.  Not that she won every clash with those in  

authority, as in the case of Richardis’ promotion, but she was able to exercise 

considerable agency in the powerful world of medieval church politics. It is also 

interesting to note that in the Richardis case, Hildegard’s struggle was not only with male 

ecclesial authorities but also with Richardis’ aristocratic mother, the Marchioness von 

Stade, Hildegard’s superior in terms of class, who also refused to support Hildegard in the 

matter, even though she had previously supported her efforts to remove her community 

away from Disibodenberg.29  This must have distressed Hildegard who held the nobility 

in high regard, especially those of higher state than her own. 

 

Berger suggests that there is a more fruitful approach which attends, for example, to the 

intersection of class and gender, and I propose that this is a strategy which is appropriate 

for looking at the context in which Hildegard’s works were produced.  At the same time, 

Berger does not shy away from examining “…gender as a marker of difference…” 

(Berger T. 2002b, 3).  However, she proposes that her “…attempt to write women back 

into the history of liturgy thus primarily is an attempt to historicize not to essentialize 

gender differentiations in worship” (Berger T. 2002b, 3).  In Hildegard’s case, this 

strategy means that the description of supposed oppression can give way to interpretation 

of the “…multiplicity in the cultural and liturgical constructions and performances of 

gender, in gender divisions, and in the symbolic meanings associated with femininity and 

masculinity” (Berger T. 2002b, 3).   

 

                                                 
29 See Sautman and Sheingorn, 2001, 49-83, for an in-depth discussion of Hildegard’s opposition 
to Richardis’ election to the post of Abbess at Bassum. 
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A hermeneutical approach identifies the tension between the breaking open of the 

“bones” of the text using contemporary tools, and the historical circumstances in which 

the text was conceived, and suggests that, in this tension, important new insights are 

generated which can inform feminist research regarding women’s contributions to music 

for devotional and liturgical purposes.  This methodological approach has diverse 

support, from literature, community myth and symbol.  For example, the Akan people of 

West Africa have an icon called the Sankofa bird.  It is “…depicted as flying while facing 

the opposite direction, symbolising the importance of looking backward to move forward 

- or, more colloquially, the need for a people to understand where they’ve been in order to 

understand where they’re going” (Jennings 2002, 10).  This symbol functions 

significantly for African-American people whose roots lie in a different continent and 

culture, but it also functions for those post-colonials living in European diasporas, who 

look back to their distant cultural roots to understand how to move forward into the 

future.  Historian Carolyn Dinshaw, in describing her approach to the study of various 

medieval groups, says “…it is about ways in which some people in the late-twentieth-

century West make relations with those very phenomena from the past in constituting 

ourselves and our communities now” (Dinshaw 1999, 1).  She names her historical 

impulse as queer, “…an impulse towards making connections across time…[which] 

extends the resources for self- and community building into even the distant past” 

(Dinshaw 1999, 1).  Making a link between the Quentin Tarantino film, Pulp Fiction, and 

The Book of Marjorie Kempe is certainly a queer impulse and yet it succeeds in bringing 

to attention the fluidity of sexual, familial, spiritual, and communal relationships.  

“Getting Medieval”, for Dinshaw, is not turning to the past as solidified and full of 

already established causal connections.  She quotes Walter Benjamin’s “…brilliant image 

of the ‘constellation’” as revising “…any positivistic relation of past events to each other 

and to the present: its starry lights are emitted at different times even as they are 

perceived at once, together” (Dinshaw 1999, 17-8).  In twentieth century studies of 

Hildegard’s songs, starry lights have certainly shone, and in some cases, ceased to shine, 

but this dissertation brings to the visual field some new lights which add to the 

constellation, but which may in the future be eclipsed by newer starry insights.   

 

In an evocative article on the reading of medieval texts, Catherine Brown rejects the idea 

of the middle ages as “…a foreign country…[where] They do things differently…” 

(Brown 2000, 547), a place where the gatekeepers insist that only the most seasoned and 

expert time-traveler can understand the exotic and mystical happenings.  She agrees that 

medieval people did do things differently but that we moderns can  
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…seek a model for relation to the past that allows for and encourages the very 

particular liveliness of two historical moments, of past and present, attempting to 

avoid what Jameson called the ‘ideological double bind between antiquarianism 

and modernizing relevance or projection’” (Brown 2000, 550). 

 

This balance between the avoidance of blatant anachronism, and yet the embracing of 

twenty-first century questions as ones which can also be asked of texts in the Middle 

Ages is the approach of this dissertation. Brown suggests that contemporary people who 

work with medieval texts, and here I refer to both Hildegard’s words and melodies, need 

to be open to the unexpected.   “What one does with text in the Middle Ages, and what it 

does back are not at all what we’d expect” (Brown 2000, 561).  Her analogy to eating is 

fitting for a medieval study of texts composed by someone so familiar with scripture as 

Hildegard, who would have sung Psalm 34:8 “O taste and see that the Lord is good;” 

many times in Divine Office.   

 

The text resists; you have to break it open to get your food – crack the bones and 

suck out the marrow, break the bread, open the comb and let the honey run…The 

text resists; you take it into you, but it is not “you”; you break it open, suck it, 

chew it; you change it, and it will change you, so that, ultimately, you and it, 

subject and object, then and now, are not easily distinguishable (Brown 2000, 

561). 

 

In this dissertation I break open four of Hildegard’s songs, both words and melodies and 

the “text” that is formed by their intimate relationship. The bones have been laid bare, 

revealing the underlying frameworks of the melodies.  The nourishing marrow of the text 

is extracted from the intersection of the poetic words and their relationship to Hildegard’s 

other works.  The new “text”, my analysis, brings together a broad-ranging medieval 

contextualisation of Hildegard’s songs, and a twenty-first century “looking backward to 

move forward”. 

 

Thomas Christensen makes a distinction between two approaches which he observes are 

taken by musicologists in relation to the study of music theory, and I suggest that these 

distinctions are useful in the context of the hermeneutical approach taken in this 

dissertation.  One is the approach of the presentist, who “…interprets music from the past 

using contemporary analytical tools and modes of classification” (Christensen 1993, 11).  

The other is the approach of the historicist, who believes that only by abandoning our 

present position and immersing ourselves in the past era under consideration can we “… 
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‘re-enact’ the past in the shoes of those historical actors we are studying” (Christensen 

1993, 19).  His reduction of these two positions to a dichotomy is a problematic 

simplification but his insight into what has been the dominant position of music analysis 

in the twentieth century is useful.  In 1993, he answers the rhetorical question as to why 

the position of the presentist/positivist historian has occupied such a comfortable home in 

the current music-theoretical environment: “One answer suggests itself: the dominance of 

analytical formalism in our profession” (Christensen 1993, 16).  Christensen’s solution to 

the tension between the “presentist’s myopia” and the “historicist’s naivety” is to appeal 

to a “hermeneutical reconciliation” (Christensen 1993, 11-26).    His attitude is that the 

meaning of a text is never finalised, “…for meanings are never finished” (Christensen 

1993, 30).  This fits well with the analogy of the “constellation”, where the configurations 

are ever changing and deepening with some stars fading over time but others adding to 

the panoply.   

 

A text is always open and subject to new readings and meanings by virtue of 

being read and interpreted in new contexts.  We cannot deny that we live in a 

different world from that in which the text originated.  The presentist is right in 

this regard.  The time separating the text from our reading must necessarily alert 

its reception.  We would be naive to think we can or should read the text ignoring 

the accumulated meanings and changes accrued to it over time, or denying the 

differing circumstances in which we are reading the text.  But by saying that we 

read a text differently, it does not follow that all interpretations are relative, that 

the text possesses no immanent meaning.  By virtue of the filiations of tradition 

and commonality of language that connect us to the past, a text can still have a 

common meaning for us.  Although we are distant from the past, we are not 

necessarily separated from it” (Christensen 1993, 30).   

 

Christensen is presenting a hermeneutical approach as one which sees both positions, that 

of the presentist and that of the historicist, as having merit; however, he asks that a 

hermeneutical approach synthesise the two in a mutual dance, circling and spiralling to 

use Gadamer’s metaphor: “…this is not to say that we should privilege one over the 

other, but rather that we should recognise that our understanding arises from an ever-

accumulating dialectic between past meaning and new interpretations” (Christensen 1993, 

31).  In this dissertation, I bring together medieval historical, theological, and 

musicological investigations and twenty-first century feminist, gender-attentive 

understandings to four of Hildegard’s twelfth century songs. 
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In my analysis of Hildegard’s songs, I have raised the issue of the “adjusting” of 

Hildegard’s melodies by the male scribes to make them theoretically “correct”.  I 

conclude that these issues of gender are entwined with those of class and culture, and 

problematise an attitude of disadvantaged female versus advantaged male.  Dorothee 

Sölle says that “This hermeneutic begins by suspecting every text, every tradition, in 

terms of its legitimising role in promoting the domination of the particular tradition” 

(Sölle 2001, 46).    She quotes Ricoeur’s three masters of suspicion, Marx, Nietzsche, and 

Freud, but regards the feminist movement itself as another master of suspicion, especially 

where religion is concerned, “understanding religion as the self-transfiguration of 

patriarchy” (Sölle 2001, 47).  Sölle, however, suggests that the totalising nature of this 

“suspicion” tends to “…overlook the reality of oppression and liberation both” (Sölle 

2001, 47).  Sölle’s discussion concerns a hermeneutical approach to the study of 

mysticism, and her alternative (or advance) to a hermeneutic of suspicion is to a 

hermeneutic of hunger.  “Rather than asking what political domination religious power 

uses to consolidate its own power, we need to ask what it is that women and men are 

looking for in their cry for a different spirituality” (Sölle 2001, 48).  This is an interesting 

inflection of the hermeneutic of suspicion but caution needs to be exercised to ensure that 

the analysis of the exercise of power in a religious, political, and cultural sense is not 

weakened.  Therefore, rather than asking where Hildegard’s theological, medical, musical 

and artistic works show how she struggled, on behalf of women, against a homogenous 

body of males, I ask how she exercised agency as a member of nobility, as a prophetic 

visionary voice, and as a monastic leader, and as a woman, as well as how she was 

frustrated by what she called womanly feebleness, by the perfidy and laxity of male 

monastic leaders, and by her constant illness.  At the same time, her drive to educate the 

women in her monastery was surely prompted in part by what Sölle might call a cry for at 

least a re-aligned spirituality. 

 

“Worrying” a bone is a slow process, from the gnawing and crunching of the bone itself, 

peeling away the calcified layers, to the excavation of all the delicious morsels, and the 

sucking out of the tasty marrow.  This requires persistent work with strong tools.  The 

multi-disciplinary work of this dissertation requires a widespread “worrying” of the work 

of diverse areas and widely varying scholarly debates.  However, there is a common 

thread and that is the persistence of feminist scholarship, often in the face of resistance, 

denigration, and criticism even from within.   Cook and Everist, for example, 

acknowledge that it took a feminist voice to impel the discipline of musicology into 

gender-attentive work, and yet the person who started the impetus was subjected to an 

unusually vituperative critique.  Feminist scholarship has had the courage to look 
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critically at its own work, provoked by accusations, for example, of privileging white 

Western females as speaking for all women everywhere.  Feminist scholars have accepted 

this critique and moved on to even more inclusive work, as I have demonstrated in this 

chapter.  In terms of Hildegardian studies, a feminist approach has matured from one 

which naively celebrated the fact that a twelfth century woman wrote music (a new 

discovery), for women to sing (this must therefore be subversive), so they could escape 

from oppressive patriarchal structures (not while they remained with Hildegard at 

Rupertsberg!), to a much more contextualised understanding of the situation.  Hildegard 

was a woman who powerfully inserted herself into the hierarchical structures of the 

church (in so far as she could, given her gender), where she gained the knowledge and 

experience to write the Book of Divine Works, which Constant Mews describes as “…one 

of the great texts of the twelfth century, a vision of the working world and the human 

person” (Mews 2000, 56).  In her enclosed convent, women remained virgins and studied 

to imagine their full humanity and divine likeness, incarnating Divinity in their bodies 

with their daily singing of rhapsodic and sensual songs composed by Hildegard for that 

very purpose – but only some women; noble, rich, and privileged. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The singing flesh, incarnating the Divine 

 In you, the Holy Spirit makes 

music, joining you to the angelic 

choirs, and adorning you in the 

Son of God. 

In te symphonizat Spiritus 

sanctus, quia angelicus choris 

associaris et quoniam in Filio Dei 

ornaris. 

 

 

 

 

(Hildegard of Bingen, O Jerusalem)1   

 

This verse, from Hildegard’s song where she images a young and virtuous Rupert, the 

saint for whom she named her new convent, encapsulates her attitude to the singing of 

sacred song.  Rupert “sings”, his fleshly instrument/body “played” by the breath of the 

Spirit, and it is the music emanating from his flesh that unites him with the heavenly ones 

in a re-enacting of prelapsarian pleasure.  To Hildegard, singing songs of praise in 

worship, especially the ones she remembers from her visions and subsequently teaches to 

her female community, is the prime manner in which humans make a spiritual connection 

with the Divine.  The communal songs emanate from the Rupertsberg nun’s bodies, the 

sound rising on their breath and filling their worship space, communicating their praise 

and lament to the Living One.  As they then fill their lungs, they draw in the breath that is 

life itself, the breath of the Holy Spirit, the pneuma, whose presence is invited by their 

invocations such as the ones expressed in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, one of the four songs 

analysed in this dissertation.2  In verse two of this song, Hildegard addresses the Spirit as 

O spiraculum sanctitatis, “O breath of holiness”.  She goes on to locate the effect 

produced by the breathing in of this holy breath as dulcis gustus in pectoribus, “a sweet 

taste in the breast”.   

 
O breath of holiness, 

O fire of Divine Love, 

O sweet taste in the breast 

and infusing the heart with the  

good sweet smell of virtue. 

2a O spiraculum sanctitatis, 

O ignis caritatis, 

O dulcis gustus in pectoribus 

et infusio cordium 

in bono odore virtutum. 3

 

                                                 
1 Newman 1998, 194; translation my own. 
2 See Chapter 5. 
3 See Newman 1998c, 148, my translation. 



 60

Every living body must breathe, and does so almost unconsciously, but when the body is 

singing, the drawing in and expelling of breath takes conscious effort.  This is especially 

true of Hildegard’s songs where the lengthy melismas, the frequently high tessitura, and 

the disjunct movement of the melody require considerable breath support.  As they 

invoke the Holy Spirit in Hildegard’s song, consciously drawing in and expelling their 

breath, the bodies of the singers are inundated with Divine presence.  The sensuous 

pleasure of the Spirit-breath, flooding their singing bodies with sweet taste and heady 

fragrance, incarnates the Divine presence in their very flesh.  Of course this was the flesh 

of noble females (and some clerics at times); it is doubtful that Rupertsberg servants and 

the Bingen townspeople were invited to be part of the experience, except insofar as they 

might, at times, have been able to listen from afar.  However, in terms of her community, 

and given the critical role of the melodies in making the connection to the Divine and 

each other, it is not surprising that Hildegard developed a theology of music to validate 

the importance she placed on the vital relationship between melody and text.  Having 

outlined my feminist perspective, the breaking open of the “bones” of Hildegard’s texts 

using contemporary tools, I now take my hermeneutical scalpel and incise the flesh of 

Hildegard’s theology of music, pealing back the layers to reveal the underlying 

foundation of her theoretical structure. 

 

The importance that Hildegard placed on singing in the spiritual life of her female 

community lead her to develop a theology of music, albeit not until she was the under 

extreme pressure of an interdiction which prevented her community from the nine times 

daily singing of Divine Office.  Hildegard had defied the instructions of the prelates at 

Mainz to exhume the body of a nobleman from her burial ground, and, as a result, these 

prelates had placed an interdict on her and her convents which was little short of 

excommunication.4  The nuns were deprived of participation in Mass, as had been their 

                                                 
4 The incident involved the burial at Rupertsberg of a nobleman who, the prelates said, had been 
excommunicated.  Hildegard disagreed, and claimed Divine authority.  There is a detailed 
discussion of the incident and Hildegard’s response in Flanagan (1998b, 177-184).  Like Flanagan, 
Newman reports that, according to the sources, Hildegard blessed or in some way concealed the 
grave with her staff as a sign that she was not going to budge (Newman 1987, 14).  However, an 
interesting version appears on the current website for the Abtei St Hildegard in Bingen: “Hildegard 
had the body of a young nobleman buried in the cemetery of her convent, who had previously been 
excommunicated, but by receiving the sacraments before his death had returned to the church. The 
bishop of Mainz's prelates, who did not know about the young man's change of ways, demanded 
the body to be exhumed, since he should not have been buried in consecrated ground. Hildegard 
refused and prevented the enforced handing over by having the cemetery ploughed over, so that 
the grave of the young man could not be identified” (Hhttp://www.abtei-st-
hildegard.de/english/hildegard/momentum.htmH, accessed 16 August 2003).   This may not be 
historically accurate but it vividly expresses Hildegard’s attitude.  She reserved the right to make 
her decision, supported by her direct and unmediated connection to the Living Light.  Yet, as 
Cont. 
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monthly custom, and were prevented from singing Divine Office.  They were allowed to 

whisper the Office but were not allowed to sing aloud, to the great distress of Hildegard 

and her sisters.  In a letter to the prelates at Mainz in 1178-9, she outlines her reasons for 

placing so much importance on singing, and for urging them to lift their interdiction.  In 

this letter she explicates her theology of music, which she bases on the premise that the 

act of singing returns humans to a reflection of their prelapsarian condition, and therefore 

re-connects them to relationship with the Divine. 

 

Prior to this expression of what can be termed a theology of music, Hildegard’s  spiritual 

formation was strongly grounded in the Benedictine rule, which prepared nuns and 

monks for a heavenly life with Christ by striving to live that angelic life here on earth.  

This preparation was to be achieved by separation from the world in order to do battle 

with evil, by means of constant prayer and discipline.  It is not that Benedictines in the 

twelfth century did not do charitable works in their wider communities; hospitality was 

part of the Rule.  However, the emphasis was on the attempt to create a spiritual 

community which reflected heaven here on earth.  Hildegard expresses this, for example, 

in her song O Jerusalem, where she conflates a glowing city, the new Jerusalem, with the 

body of Rupert, the young saint for whom she named her monastery Rupertsberg.  The 

innocent Rupert, filled with Holy breath, sings with prelapsarian power and resonance, 

incarnating the Divine which shines from his body like the radiance shining from the 

Incarnated One.  Rupert’s body sings and shines like the bejewelled stones/inhabitants in 

the new Jerusalem (Revelations 21:1-2).  This was Hildegard’s vision for Rupertsberg, 

the monastery she moved her community to whose development and construction she 

personally supervised, in order to further her vision of the virtuous spiritual life. 

 

In the final vision recorded in book three of her first great work, Scivias, Hildegard sees 

that in heaven there is constant singing of praises to the Divine: 

                                                                                                                                      
Flanagan points out, she obeyed the interdict, but then argued her case as to the injustice and 
spiritual danger of being deprived of singing Divine Office. 
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Deinde vidi lucidissimum aerem, in quo 

igiui in omnibus preaedictis 

ignificationibus mirabili modo diuersum 

enus musicorum in laudibus ciuium 

upernorumm gaudiorum in uia ueritatis 

ortiter perseuerantium, ac in querelis 

euocatorum as laudes eorundem 

audiorum, et in exhortatione uirtutum se 

xhoartntium ad salutem populorum quibus 

iabilicae insidiae repugnant; (Scivias 3:13)

Then I saw the lucent sky, in which I 

heard different kinds of music, 

marvelously embodying all the meanings 

I had heard before.  I heard the praises of 

the joyous citizens of Heaven, steadfastly 

persevering in the ways of Truth; and 

laments calling people back to those 

praises and joys; and the exhortations of 

the virtues, spurring one another on to 

secure the salvation of peoples ensnared 

by the Devil… (Scivias 3:13 in Hart 

1990, 525). 

The melodies “embody”, bring into the flesh of the body, the significance of the texts, 

which express both praise and lament, as well as sharply encourage the battle for the 

souls of the lost ones.  More than this, Hildegard believed that humans in their 

prelapsarian state sang like the angelic citizens in heaven, but that Adam, representing 

humanity, lost this capacity at the Fall: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…in cuius voce sonus omnis harmonie et 

totius musice artis, antequam delinquerat, 

suavitis erat.  Et si in statu quo formatus 

fuit permanisset, infirmitas mortalis 

hominis virtutem et sonoritatem vocis 

illius nullatenus ferre posset. (Hildegardis 

Bingensis Epistolarium ed L. Van Acker 

1991, 64) 

For, before he [Adam] sinned, his voice 

had all the sweetness of all musical 

harmony.  Indeed, if he had remained in 

his original state, the weakness of 

mortal man would not have been able to 

endure the power and resonance of his 

voice (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 78). 

In the act of singing, the singer is reminded of this prelapsarian state and therefore 

singing should be central to a life which strives to emulate the heavenly life to come, 

where those humans who have striven to a holy life will be admitted to the ranks of the 

blessed ones.  She goes further to say that it is the work of the Devil to prevent the 

singing of Divine praise, and to warn the prelates that they are doing the Devil's work in 

disallowing the singing of Divine Office in her convents.   

 

But when the Devil…learned that man had begun to sing through God's 

inspiration and, therefore, was being transformed to bring back the sweetness of 

the songs of heaven, mankind's h
omeland, he was so terrified at seeing his clever 
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machinations go to ruin that he was greatly tormented…Thus he never ceases 

from confounding…the sweet beauty of both divine praise and spiritual hymns… 

(Baird and Ehrman 1994, 78). 5

 

In fact, as Barbara Newman says, Hildegard believed that “…liturgical song was a 

medium which perfectly united soul and body, rational praise and spiritual melody, just 

as Christ had united the human nature with the divine” (Newman 1998c, 27).6  In the 

Mainz letter, Hildegard spells out the connection between singing and Christ's birth: 

 

…just as the body of Jesus Christ was born of the purity of the Virgin Mary 

through the operation of the Holy Spirit so, too, the canticle of praise, reflecting 

celestial harmony, is rooted in the Church through the Holy Spirit.  The body is 

the vestment of the spirit, which has a living voice, and so it is proper for the 

body, in harmony with the soul, to use its voice to sing praises to God (Baird and 

Ehrman 1994, 79).7

 

Christ is the song in the Virgin’s body as song is the enfleshed Divine presence in the 

human body.  Hildegard makes this clear in Ave Generosa, where she declares that music 

is heard emanating from the womb of the Virgin: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Venter enim tuus gaudium habuit 

cum omnis celestis symphonia de te 

sonuit, 

quia virgo Filium Dei portasti, 

ubi castitas tua in Deo claruit 

For your womb held joy 

When all the harmony of heaven resounded 

from you; for as a virgin, you bore God’s 

own Son when your chastity shone bright in 

God (Newman 1998c, 123-5) 

This extraordinary image of a womb producing music evokes multi-layered connections, 

one of which is that singing her songs, for Hildegard, was like bringing to birth the divine 

within her community.  Fassler agrees with this when she says that “…Hildegard defined 

the rendering of communal song as an incarnational act, basic to the creative regeneration 

of life which takes place within the monastic community” (Fassler 1998, 149).  Newman 

                                                 
5 It is interesting that in the Ordo Virtutum, Hildegard's play about the virtues and their battle with 
temptation, the Devil does not sing, but speaks his part. 
6 Newman refers to Hildegard’s songs as “liturgical”.  I have chosen to avoid this term in relation 
to Hildegard’s songs, although I suggest her songs strongly resemble liturgical songs that she 
would have known.  See introduction, note 2. 
7 Hildegard is making reference to her linking of words and music with body and spirit/soul in 
Scivias 3:12:13 quoted above in this chapter. 
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sees that Mary bears not only “…the Word but the Song of God in her flesh” (Newman 

1987, 180).  Hildegard comes back to this extraordinary image of the Virgin’s womb 

actually producing music a number of times, clearly indicating that she connected Christ 

with song.8  Hildegard also makes it clear in her Mainz letter that human singing also 

invites the Divine presence into the flesh of the body, as did the Virgin’s acquiescence.9

 

In fact, Hildegard had already formulated the “bones” of her theology of music as early as 

1151 when she completed the Scivias.  Going back to the passage previously quoted, 

Hildegard says “Then I saw the lucent sky, in which I heard different kinds of music, 

marvelously embodying all the meanings I had heard before” (Scivias 3:13; Hart 1990, 

525).  It is the music which illuminates the meaning of what she had already heard in her 

visions but not fully understood until she hears them borne on sung melody.  Again, after 

she records the outline of what she later fleshed out to be her play of the virtues, she says 

“And their song went through me, so that I understood them perfectly” (Scivias 3:13:9; 

Hart 1990, 532).  It is the music sung by the Virtues which conveys understanding.  

Without the music, the spoken words can be heard but for the body to comprehend their 

meaning, the spirit needs the vehicle of the melody.  Further on she says: “…as the air 

encloses and sustains everything under the heavens” (the air could be understood as a 

metaphor for the Holy Spirit which circles creation sustaining all things as does Sapientia 

in Hildegard’s song O virtus Sapientie (Newman 1998, 100), “so the wonders of 

God…are enveloped for you in a sweet and delightful song” (just as the Spirit circles 

creation, song circles the mysteries of the Divine and reveals Divinity to humanity) 

(Scivias 3:13:10; Hart 1990, 532).10   Later still, the voice of the Living Light says to 

Hildegard that, among other things, that she is able to hear in song “the ardor of virginal 

modesty embraced by the blossoming branch” (Scivias 3:13:13; Hart 1990, 533).  The 

singing bodies of the women at Rupertsberg desire the embrace of the Virgin, the 

                                                 
8 Newman includes in her critical edition of Hildegard’s songs several songs without neumes.  
These songs appear in Pitra’s  Analecta Sacra (1882).  In one of the songs, O Fili Dilectissime, 
Hildegard has Mary address her Son: …et in visceribus meis omne genus musicorum in omnibus 
floribus tonorum (…and laid in my womb all manner of music in all the flowers of the tones) 
(Newman 1998, 261).  As in Ave Generosa, Christ is likened to song emanating from the Virgin’s 
womb. 
9In her Mainz letter, Hildegard says: “Consider, too, that just as the body of Jesus Christ was born 
of the purity of the Virgin Mary through the operation of the Holy Spirit so, too, the canticle of 
praise, reflecting celestial harmony, is rooted in the church though the Holy Spirit.  The body is the 
vestment of the spirit, which has a living voice, and so it is proper for the body, in harmony with 
the soul, to use its voice to sing praises to God” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 79). 
10 Jacques Attali says in his 1977 work Noise: The Political Economy of Music, that “Music is 
more than an object of study: it is a way of perceiving the world.  A tool of understanding” (Attali 
1985 [English translation], 4).  This contemporary acknowledgement of the power of music to 
engender comprehension seems strangely fitting alongside Hildegard’s theology of music.  



 65

blossoming branch,11 which I suggest in Chapter four is an image of God’s self rather 

than Mary of Nazareth.  Singing in community as the women do, they are able to connect 

to She who births the Incarnated One, and their bodies are warmed with the knowledge of 

this Divinity.  Hildegard’s theology of music is suggested in the Scivias (1151), and in 

1179, she refines and focuses this to privilege singing as the one critical spiritual practice 

which will nourish a relationship with the Divine. 

 

Lisa Hess, in her recent doctoral dissertation “Practices in a New Key: Human Knowing 

in Musical and Practical Theological Perspective”, acknowledges Hildegard’s important 

contribution to a theology of music: 

 

Hildegard, in text and composed chant, confessed music as [a] revelatory 

medium to be the enfleshed presence of the Word of God attested to in Scripture 

and given full voice through embodied, sung praise to God in the Divine Office 

of the church’s liturgy.  Music clothes the Word of God in a visible garment, a 

concretely vested exertion of the spirit through the discipline of the body in 

harmony with the soul united in sung praises to God (Hess 2001, 107). 

 

Hess also sees that, for Hildegard, music was the Incarnated One.  Interestingly, Hess 

points out that “In all of Hildegard’s extensive corpus of liturgical song, Christ has no 

explicit voice in the music; Christ is the music that is embodied in the musica celestis…” 

(Hess 2001, 108-9, my emphasis).  Therefore singing, for Hildegard, was the means by 

which she and her community could incarnate the Divine in their bodies.  These bodies 

were not mere portals or gateways, but active agents in that the breathing in and out, the 

vibrating of the vocal cords, and the effort of raising the energy to produce the words and 

melodies contributed to the continuous physical manifestation  of the Holy One.   

 

Hildegard’s doxological expression of praise is an example of what Teresa Berger 

describes as “…anticipat[ing] the final, unqualified, eschatological appearance of God’s 

doxa, that is, God’s glory, at the end of time.  It therefore serves an anticipatory function” 

(Berger T. 1995, 162).  However, at the same time, she contends that doxological speech 

“…is dialogic in its intent” (Berger T. 1995, 158).  Hildegard’s singing community 

yearned for a fully realised communion with the Divine here on earth at the same time as 

longing for the arrival of the “new Jerusalem” of Revelations 21:1-5, partly realised in the 
                                                 
11 In O viridissima virga Hildegard addresses the Virgin in highly charged erotic terms, and one 
appellation is the one whose branches blossom “quod tu floruisti in ramis tuis” (Newman 1998c, 
126). 
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monastery at Rupertsberg.  At the end of her song for St Rupert, Hildegard writes “help 

us who serve and labour in exile - succurite nobis famulantibus et in exilio laborantibus” 

(Newman 1998c, 196-9).  Hildegard and her community sang praises and laments 

directed to the Divine, naming a “…god to whom one can speak” (Berger T. 1995, 158).  

Berger summarises the doxological interpretation of religious existence expressed in 

Hebrews 13:15 as “…offer[ing]…praise to God…the fruit of lips that confess his name”.  

She suggests that praise of the Divine “…draws humankind into a relationship of 

thanksgiving, confession, adoration, and celebration in which the praise of God’s doxa 

anticipates its fulfilment at the end of time.  Doxology suggests that the life of faith is not 

possible outside the realm of this doxological encounter” (Berger T. 1995, 163).  

Hildegard would certainly concur with this, as evidenced in her horror at being forced to 

abandon the singing of Divine Office; whispering the words was simply not sufficient for 

communicating with the Living Light. 

 

Hildegard’s theology of music values the body as well as the spirit.  In the final vision she 

reports in the Scivias, Hildegard makes the connection between the body and the spirit 

and song very clear:  

 
And so the word designates the body, 

the symphony indeed manifests the 

spirit: because celestial harmony also 

announces divinity and the Word 

spreads the humanity of the Son of 

God (Jeffreys 2000, 89). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sic uerbum corpus designat, symphonia 

uero spiritum manifestat: quonium et 

caelestis harmonia divinitatem denuntiat 

et uerbum humanitatem Filii Deim 

propalat. (Scivias 3:13:12; Hart 1990, 

533). 

Although Hildegard frequently envisions Divine images as exquisitely beautiful, as in her 

song O splendidissima gemma, where she refers to the Virgin as “resplendent jewel” and 

“unclouded brightness” (Newman 1998c, 115), aesthetics are not her prime consideration.  

What is critical is the connection between word and body, music and spirit, text and 

music, and body and spirit.   

 

Julia Kristeva proposed in her work, Revolution in Poetic Language, that there are 

“…two modalities of…the same signifying process” (in Oliver 1997,34).  There 

are the actual words (la symbolique), but in addition there are non-verbal aspects 

to communication (le sémiotique).  The non-verbal aspects are the powerfully 

emotive ones, which evoke and embody erotic desire and longing.  There are 

parallels between Kristeva’s theory of these dual but inseparable aspects of 
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language with Hildegard’s theology of music.  Hildegard’s early statement at the 

end of the Scivias foreshadows her later explication of her theology of music, and 

has interesting resonances in Kristeva’s theory of the two aspects of language and 

communication: 

 
…the interdependence between the 

symbolic (la symbolique) and the 

semiotic (le sémiotique) guarantees 

a relationship between body (soma)

and soul (psyche).   

 

(Kelly Oliver, introduction to The 

Portable Kristeva, xiv) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The words (of the musical performance) 

signify (point out, mark out, trace out) the 

body, the musical performance truly manifests 

(shows clearly) the spirit.  

Sic uerbum corpus designat, symphonia uero 

spiritum manifestat:  

(Scivias 111 vision 12:13) 

 

Although these two statements were made nine hundred years apart, there is a compelling 

correspondence between them.  Hildegard links words and melody (the vehicle for the 

audible delivery of the words) with body and spirit, in a parallel pairing which indicates 

that it is the words that are like the body (soma) and the melody that is like the spirit/soul 

(psyche).  Kristeva links what she understands as la symbolique (this could be understood 

in some respects as the actual words and what they indicate) with le sémiotique (non-

verbal aspects of communication, specifically music or melody), in a parallel pairing 

which indicates that it is la symbolique that is linked with the body (soma) and music (le 

sémiotique) that is linked to the soul (psyche).  Both Hildegard and Kristeva make it clear 

that although they make these parallels, there is no sense in which the words can be 

separated from the melodies which carry them, or in which la symbolique can be 

separated from le sémiotique.  Hildegard indicated this in her distress at the end of her life 

in being forced to whisper Divine Office (including, I would suggest, her songs and 

possibly also her play).  Kristeva explains her concept of the symbolic and the semiotic as 

two modalities of the same signifying process: 

    

These two modalities are inseparable within the signifying process that 

constitutes language, and the dialectic between them determines the type of 

discourse (narrative, metalanguage, theory, poetry, etc.) involved; in other words, 

so-called natural language allows for different modes of articulation of the 

semiotic and the symbolic.  On the other hand, there are nonverbal signifying 

systems that are constructed exclusively on the basis of the semiotic (music, for 

example).  But…this exclusivity is relative, precisely because of the necessary 
 



 68

dialectic between the two modalities of the signifying process, which is 

constitutive of the subject.  Because the subject is always both semiotic and 

symbolic, no signifying system he produces can be either “exclusively” semiotic 

or “exclusively” symbolic, and is instead necessarily marked by an indebtedness 

to both (from Revolution in Poetic Language in Oliver 1997, 34). 

 

Kristeva’s concept of the intimate connection between the two modalities, la symbolique 

and le sémiotique, and their corresponding and also intimate connection to the body and 

spirit, parallels Hildegard’s theology of music which posits an intimate connection 

between producing melody (singing), the body and the spirit, and in her view, the Divine.  

It is the body which produces that which connects its corporeal senses to the Divine.  

These singing bodies desire Divine connection, expressed in melody, and in turn 

incarnate Divinity in the song which emanates from these bodies.  Kristeva connects this 

sensual desire to what Freud called “drives”.  She takes Freud’s theory of drives to be 

“…the instinctual energies which operate between biology and culture…[they] have their 

source in organic tissue and aim at psychological satisfaction” (Oliver 1997, xvii).  

Kristeva suggests that “The drives make their way into language through the semiotic 

element of signification, which does not represent bodily drives, but discharges them” 

(Oliver 1997, xvi).  The drives, desire, longing, emotional affect are released through the 

nuns’ singing of the melodies that deliver Hildegard’s texts, which are directed to the 

Divine, who desires the praise and lament expressed therein. 

 

What is important here is the linking of the body to the connection to the Divine, in 

circulations of desire between humanity and Divinity.   Hildegard’s poetic words merely 

spoken, do not satisfy her or her community; the bodies must sing for the connection to 

the Divine to be made.  It is as if the words of her songs and their non-verbal sémiotique 

dimension, the melodies, are written on either side of a constantly twisting möbius strip, 

inseparable, revealing one then the other but also both at the same time: one dimension 

the words, the text, perhaps the actual musical pitches, the cultural codes of familiar 

maneriae and melodic gestures, the rational, the mind; the other dimension the underside 

which turns and becomes the overside, the underlying, the unspoken, the unspeakable, the 

unconscious, desire, the body.12  At the same time, Hildegard imagines a Divine which 

                                                 

Cont. 

12 The first one-sided surface was discovered by A.F. Möbius (1790-1868) and bears his name. In 
fact the surface was described independently and earlier by two months by another German 
mathematician J.B.Listing.  The strip was immortalized by M.C.Escher (1898-1972).  Elizabeth 
Grosz used it in “Volatile Bodies” as a metaphor for the intimate and inseparable connection 
between the interior and exterior surfaces and depths of the body.  Here I invoke the model of the 
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desires this embodied connection to humanity.  In her song O rubor sanguinis, the Divine 

says to Ursula “tu flos es” – you, intimate and familiar member of my loved ones, are a 

flower, beautiful, fecund, flourishing and unable to be besmirched by any evil.13  

Expressed in this tender song about Ursula is the idea of the Divine as deeply engaged in 

relationship with humanity, and desirous of loving connection with that humanity, in this 

case, Ursula, virginal warrior and fearless martyr. It is the strength of her belief in the 

critical importance of the connection to the Divine via singing, and what she understood 

as the desire of the Divine for this connection that lead her to finally formulate her 

theology of music. 

 

Along with other scholars of Hildegard’s works, Marianne Pfau acknowledges the 

theological dimension of Hildegard’s understanding of music.  However, Pfau argues that 

Hildegard concentrates on the aesthetics implied in the term harmonia.  She says “…this 

artwork should not be considered as autonomous either from use or from her spirituality” 

(Pfau 1990a, 31), but she goes on to assert that “By concentrating on the artistic act rather 

than on theory, [Hildegard] is drawn especially to the beauty of musical sound” (Pfau 

1990a, 33).  Hildegard professes to be ignorant of music theory certainly, but Hildegard’s 

theology of music, expressed in her Mainz letter and based on Scivias 3:13:12 above, has 

more to do with the full range of human experience of the Divine than solely an aesthetic 

appreciation of beauty.  Pfau’s work is also based on the presumption that Hildegard 

wrote her melodies.  I do not contest that she composed the melodies, only argue that her 

oral melodies are mediated through theoretically trained scribes who notated her music 

for posterity.  These transcriptions were not necessarily for performance in her 

community, the notating happening long after the songs were current in the oral repertoire 

of the convent.  Pfau is of the opinion that Hildegard used the term harmonia to 

“…designate[s] both the celestial harmony she envisioned and longed for in eternity, and 

the earthly harmony between body and soul she discerned within the individual human 

being” (Pfau 1990a, 35).14  This was part of a medieval tradition to look for order and 

                                                                                                                                      

Cont. 

möbius strip as a metaphor for the intimate and inseparable connection between the words and 
melody of song, and the body and spirit/soul. 
13 O rubor sanguinis qui de excelso illo fluxisiti, quod divinita tetegit, tu flos es: quem hyems de 
flatu serpentis numquam lesit. O redness of blood, which flowed down from on high, and which 
Divinity touched: you are the flower that the serpent will never touch (Newman 1998c, 232-3, my 
translation). 
14 As understood by Boethius, whose work on ancient Greek texts was widely influential in the 
Middle Ages, the term harmonia referred to the proper agreement of magnitudes and multitudes, 
not the contemporary technical understanding of the vertical relationship of musical pitches.  
Harmonia referred to a Platonic understanding of the immutable forms and numerical relationships 
that are manifested imperfectly in the corporeal world (see Bower 1967, 23-30 for translation of 
Boethius Principles of Arithmetic Book 1). Boethius does connect harmonia to music, not as an 
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structure in the created universe but I would argue that Hildegard’s texts and music, as we 

can unravel them from the surviving MSS, express a much wider range of affective and 

theological understandings than one of aesthetic beauty and harmony. 

 

Jeffreys’ discussion of Scivias 3:13:12, concentrates on what she calls Hildegard’s 

“speculative music theology” (Jeffreys 2000, 89).  Hildegard, she argues, considers that 

the melody expresses the meaning of the words:  

 

…music is the articulation of meanings – musical expression of these meanings 

imitates the prophets so that humans can understand the significance of the words 

they song and hear.  The song is an expression of spiritual meaning, and it is the 

musical articulation of this meaning that makes the meaning known” (Jeffreys 

2000, 89).   

 

However, it is Holsinger’s insights which delve further into the implications of 

Hildegard’s linking of words and body, music and spirit.  He points out that in the first 

formal writing that Hildegard made public, the Scivias, she opens with a description of 

the bodily pain involved in receiving her visions, as well as the warming of the brilliant 

light (Holsinger 2001, 93).  The body is the site of both pain and pleasure, and therefore 

the affective qualities of music would express both. Holsinger says: …[the] conception of 

body as locus of pain and material basis for religious experience informs Hildegard’s 

reflections on the nature of music” (Holsinger 2001, 93).  He goes on to quote Scivias 
                                                                                                                                      
aural phenomenon but as a philosophical concept. The three types of music that Boethius refers to, 
musica mundana, musica humana, and  musica instrumentalis are united by harmonia.  Thomas 
Christensen describes them thus: “Musica mundana concerned the macrocosmic harmony of the 
universe…musica humana concerned the microcosmic harmony of the body and soul, …and 
musica instrumentalis concerned the sounding harmony of “songs” made by singers and 
instrumentalists” (Christensen 2002, 3).  Harmonia was understood to refer to the underlying and 
mystical Divine order which governs all things in the created universe.  Dissecting mathematical 
relationships was an important way of understanding harmonia.  However, I argue that although 
Hildegard may have been well aware of these concepts, she accorded the body and its affective 
responses to singing more significant weight.  Even Boethius, who accords primacy to the power 
of abstract numbers, admits that music has affective power (see Bower 1967, 32 for translation of 
Boethius Principles of Music Book 1).  See Holsinger 2001, 61-83 for a discussion of Augustine’s 
understanding of harmonia as the internal order “…implanted within our bodies and gluing us 
together…” (Holsinger 2001, 80).  In the Scivias 3:13, Hildegard says that she hears the heavenly 
citizens singing songs (sonus), making music in harmony (in harmonia symphonizans).  Her use of 
the term harmonia here indicates that the singing expresses both the macrocosmic and mirroring 
microcosmic Divine order.  It is fascinating that the two songs that follow in the Scivias celebrate 
the Incarnation,  the quintessential meeting of the microcosmic and the macrocosmic.  In O tu 
suavissima virga, for example, Hildegard hears the citizens sing “cum supernus Pater claritatem 
Virginis attendit ubi verbum suum in ipsa incarnari voluit – at the same time as the celestial Father 
noticed the illustrious Virgin, He desired his Word to take flesh in her” (Scivias 3:13:1, my 
translation).  The Incarnation restores harmonia, now enfleshed in the Virgin’s body and in the 
bodies of Hildegard’s singing community. 
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3:13:12 and notes that “This subtle analogy, in which music vivifies the liturgy just as 

‘celestial harmony’ vivifies the body of Christ, establishes music’s vital immanence 

within the flesh, suggesting that sung cantus, the performed union of harmonia and 

verbum, is itself the Incarnation” (Holsinger 2001, 93-4).  Incarnating the Divine, for 

Hildegard, was a fully embodied experience running the full gamut of human emotions 

from the beauty of the rosy dawn shining from the portal of the Virgin’s womb, to the 

excruciating pain of an early death.15  Holsinger sees this reflected in music which is 

more than merely beautiful, but which has affective significance beyond aesthetic 

considerations. 

 

It is obvious from Hildegard’s impassioned Mainz letter that she accorded sung texts  a 

primary place in her plan for the spiritual formation of the women in her community.  In 

her songs I suggest she imagined fresh ways of speaking/singing God language.  

Although she did not propose that all women should be so formed, only selected noble 

ones, and in spite of her protestation that women were the weaker sex, her writings 

clearly encourage her nuns to imagine the Divine in female form.  In the remainder of this 

chapter, I look at what contemporary scholars have developed as methods for thinking 

about images of the Divine, and ways to speak about God.  Sandra Schneiders, for 

example, has developed a categorization of types of imagination which are useful in the 

analysis of Hildegard’s images.  Schneiders defines the type of imagination I am 

concerned with in this dissertation as “constructive imagination” (Schneiders 1991b, 

103), and sees this as different to three other categories of imagination: the reproductive 

imagination which allows us to recall the experiences we have had in the past; the 

synthetic imagination which allows us to combine experiences or parts of experiences to 

create new realities in our mind which may or may not ever exist independently of our 

minds; and the imagination which is pure fantasy (Schneiders 1991b, 102-3).  She defines 

constructive imagination as the “capacity to construct our world…to create wholes or 

images” (Schneiders 1991b, 103).  One aspect of the world Hildegard imaginatively 

constructed for her community was that of an intimate relationship with the Divine, most 

affectively perceived in the act of singing.  Schneiders examines what she sees as the five 

characteristics of image as a product of the constructive imagination.  Although 

Schneiders is discussing image in relation to symbolic representations of Jesus in the 

Gospels, these categories can be usefully adapted  to the understanding of Hildegard’s use 

of images in her songs.   

                                                 
15 In O cruor sanguinis Hildegard envisions Christ’s blood actually crying out as He is pierced on 
the cross, causing all creation to tremble and lament (Newman 1998, 102-3). 
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First, Schneiders postulates that “…imagination’s images are dynamic rather than 

static…the tensive cohesion by which the imagination construes as one, as a whole, that 

which is dispersed in experience” (Schneiders 1991b, 103).16  In Hildegard’s imagination, 

the Virtues such as Caritas, her visionary construction of Divine Love, is “…not a picture 

of a thing but a principle of cohesion and unity” (Schneiders 1991b, 103).  This is 

apparent particularly in the influence Caritas is pictured as potentially having on those 

who invite her into their lives, enriching and deepening the person’s experiences of the 

Divine.  The image is “…not [a] static picture but [a] dynamic and tensive principle[s] of 

wholeness governing entire realms of reality and experience” (Schneiders 1991b, 103).  

Singing Hildegard’s song about Caritas, her representation of Divine Love, would have 

brought understandings to her nuns that would have been coloured by their experiences, 

both in the past and present.  The young oblate, sent  from her home like the character of 

the soul in Scivias 1:4:1 “…bitterly weeping for the loss of my mother…” (Hart 1990, 

110), would take delight in the tender attentions of the compassionate Caritas.  The 

embittered woman, perhaps confined to the monastery against her will, might take hold of 

the image of Caritas giving the kiss of peace, and feel this reconciliation in her own 

spiritual life.  To the image that Hildegard presents in her song, her community would 

bring their own experiences.  The synthesis, renewed again and again as the singers 

repeat the song, brings them closer to an affective understanding of their relationship with 

God. 

Secondly, Schneiders suggests these images “…develop and operate hermeneutically” 

(Schneiders 1991b, 103) as principles of interpretation.  The images operate dynamically, 

“…forming…an intuition of relationship of parts to a whole…that not only unifies 

seemingly unrelated facts and experiences but also facilitates their interpretation” 

(Schneiders 1991b, 104).  Hildegard’s images of the Divine are multitudinous and varied, 

incomplete parts that relate to a whole.  Hildegard’s scintillating play of Divine images 

can be likened to those seen when looking through a prism.  The Living Light, 

Hildegard’s characterisation of her personal experience of the Divine, is refracted through 

her luminous poetry and melodies, revealing multiple facets of Divinity, personified as 

Divine Love, Caritas and Wisdom, Sapientia.  The shadow of this Living Light passes 

swiftly over images and scenes from creation, illuminating one then another as it passes.  

Many of Hildegard’s images are individually familiar in Scripture and in the work of 

                                                 
16 Schneiders bolds her primary points but I have omitted the bolding in my quotes. 
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religious authors such as Bernard Silvestris and Aelred of Rievaulx,17 but her imagination 

puts them into situations which speak to her goals for her community.   

Thirdly, Schneiders sees this type of image as “…never fully articulated and clearly 

thematised…the images of the imagination are fleshed out in interaction with 

reality…[and] reciprocally interpret each other in never-ending and ever-deepening 

spirals” (Schneiders 1991b, 104).  She specifically refers to images of the Divine as the 

best example of this characteristic of images.  Hildegard assists the newly inducted nuns 

to understand themselves as part of Divine creation initially in vivid, visual, concrete 

representations of those virtues they must emulate in the spiritual life they have chosen.  

This is specifically so in her play of the Virtues, probably enacted by the nuns at 

Rupertsberg.  Scholars such as Margot Fassler have speculated that the play might have 

been performed regularly, and this would have dramatically deepened the nuns’ 

understanding of the battle of the Divine virtues against the evil forces in the world.   

 

Fourthly, Schneiders suggests images “…operate simultaneously in relation to all three 

modes of time: past, present and future” (Schneiders 1991b, 104).  She says that the most 

important image of this sort is the conception of what a person wants to become in 

relation to what they have been, their imagining now of what they would like to become, 

and a therapeutic imagining of a future wholeness and healthiness.  One could think here 

of Anima, the beleaguered soul in the Ordo.  Anima comes plainly clad into the presence 

of the Virtues, who are arrayed in shimmering silk. Anima desires to be clad like them, 

and to rise up to their elevated position from her lowly one.  She conceives of herself as 

one of them, but her past enjoyment of worldly pleasures interferes with her imagined 

future and her present becomes conflicted with completing images.  Finally the Virtues 

win her back and she is ready to embark on the journey towards an intimate relationships 

with the Divine, more satisfying and enlivening than the relationships and pleasures she 

previously experienced.  Her future becomes clearer as she invites the Virtues into her 

imagined world in the monastery, and integrates them into her image of the Divine.  If 

Fassler is right, and this play was performed regularly at Rupertsberg as part of the 

induction of new postulants, then all members of the community would have had brought 

home to them a sense of their past at the beginning of their monastic formation, their 

present adaptation and their future spiritual work.  It is evident from Hildegard’s 

correspondence and homilies that there was dissention in the convent, and women who 

                                                 
17 See Barbara Newman’s new work, God and the Goddesses: Vision, Poetry, and Belief in the 
Middle Ages, 2003, especially her chapter four discussion of Caritas. 
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were unhappy with their communal life.  The Ordo performance would have brought to 

the fore their imagining of who they had been, were, and wanted to be in the future. 

 

Fifthly, Schneiders suggests that “…the imagination’s images are loaded with affect” 

(Schneiders 1991b, 105).  From her wide experience as a spiritual advisor, Schneiders 

emphasises the importance not only of a person’s self image but their image of the 

Divine.  “Those who deal pastorally with people on an individual basis soon learn how 

profoundly controlled the spiritual life is by a person’s God-image” (Schneiders 1991b, 

105).  She goes on to suggest that it is “…only when the affect that is integral to the 

image begins to surface as conscious experience that the person comes alive spiritually to 

a God who is no longer an abstraction but real” (Schneiders 1991b, 105).   This is a very 

apt description of Hildegard’s educational purpose in her songs; the affect generated in 

the bodies of the women by the singing of vivid and vivifying Divine imagery, spirals 

gradually, in ever-expanding circles, to a growing consciousness of the reality of the 

presence of the Incarnated One.  Schneiders’ concept of the “constructive imagination” 

shows the way in which religious texts construct realities by interacting with the subject’s 

experience, forming future possibilities for intimate relationship with the Divine.  

 

Not all of Hildegard’s images of the Divine are female or even human, however, it is the 

female images which have interested religious historian, Barbara Newman.  She proposes 

that medieval images of the Divine, including Hildegard’s, functioned as allegorical 

goddesses, accessible to the religious imagination as mothers, lovers, teachers or friends, 

and by means of these relationships, facilitated encounters with the Divine.  (Newman 

2001, 195-6).  This is a somewhat different perspective from Schneiders’, who sees 

images functioning as imaginative constructs affectively engaging the imagination, and 

qualitatively effecting one’s experiences and self image.  Newman sees the female 

images as fleshed out personifications to whom the nuns would relate personally and 

individually.  She suggests, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, that “The God of medieval 

Christendom has one son but many daughters: Sapientia, Philosophia, Ecclesia, Frau 

Minne, Dame Nature, Lady Reason… (Newman 2001, 173).  However, she proposes that 

“…in the most imaginative and provocative texts…they add an irreducible… dimension 

to the spiritual universe” (Newman 2001, 174).  She places these personifications in an 

important role: 

 

As emanations of the Divine, mediators between God and the cosmos, embodied 

universals, and not least, ravishing objects of identification and desire, the 

goddesses substantially transformed and deepened Christendom’s concept of 
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God, introducing religious possibilities beyond the ambit of Scholastic theology 

and bringing them to vibrant imaginative life (Newman 2001, 174-5).   

 

Newman suggests that the Platonic revival, at its height in the twelfth century, meant that 

the goddesses, personifications of abstract aspects of God’s self, did “…possess a prior 

and independent reality…” (Newman 2001, 187).  As such, they were the subjects of 

extended allegories, such as the courtly “romances” Hildegard constructs between 

Caritas and various of her correspondents.  Newman admits that it is difficult sometimes 

to discern whether these personifications are “…substantive beings [or] mere rhetorical 

tropes” (Newman 2001, 198), but she does find the proliferation of these female figures 

remarkable.  She discounts Addison’s eighteenth century hypothesis that the female 

gender of Latin abstract nouns resulted in female images of such entities as Philosophia 

as being an inadequate explanation for the figure’s popularity.  She says: 

 

I would like to suggest a new interpretation of medieval goddesses by reading 

them precisely as goddesses: female, but not necessarily women.  Thus my 

starting point is not “representations of woman” but modes of religious 

imagination (Newman 2001, 190). 

 

She refutes the idea that the goddesses were simply an antidote to a Divine imagined as 

male.  Her approach is more in tune with Berger’s “gender-attentive” suggestion.  Her 

argument is that “[h]uman beings come in two sexes, and once they have admitted the 

concept of a personal deity, they tend to imagine deities in both sexes” (Newman 2001, 

191).  However, she points out that Christianity is a male monotheistic religion, and the 

“…dogma of the Trinity pointedly excludes the feminine” (Newman 2001, 192).  It was 

unsafe to theologise too adventurously about the male oriented Trinity (as Peter Abelard 

discovered),18 but those who wrote in erotic and adoring terms about female Divine 

figures in the twelfth century seemed to do so with impunity.  Newman mentions 

Hildegard’s aversion to heresy which sat comfortably alongside her writings which 

“…teem with goddess figures” (Newman 2001, 192).  She says  

 

It is a fascinating and seldom noted truth that the proliferation of goddesses in a 

medieval text did not render it heretical, nor did the ascription of goddess-like 

traits to the Virgin…In other words, male God-language was taken literally and 

                                                 
18 See Mews (1999, 173-4) for a discussion of Abelard’s dangerous questioning of Christian 
doctrine, in particular the hierarchy of the Trinity. 
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therefore carefully regulated, while female God-language was accepted as 

figurata locutio and granted some latitude (Newman 2001, 192).   

 

Newman does not suggest that any subversive strategies to empower women were 

operating here, but more a broadening of the invitation to approach and experience the 

Divine to include those not educated in a formal scholastic sense:   

 

Each goddess thus represents a distinct way to approach and experience, or 

“participate in”, the Divine.  To assert that Lady Reason is the daughter of God is 

to say that, by the diligent exercise of our reasoning powers, we participate in the 

divine nature (Newman 2001, 193). 

 

The imagining of Hildegard’s female Divine figures as educationally potent supports the 

argument that Hildegard’s over-arching purpose was educational.  It would seem that 

Hildegard and her twelfth century community had no hesitation in giving these female 

Divine figures the adoration and praise which twentieth century communities see as 

properly belonging to the Divine, and that her community was part of a much wider 

Christian context in which this adoration was acceptable.  

 

Newman’s gathers together all her work on medieval goddesses in a wide-ranging 

analysis of the place of these divine metaphorical figures in the spiritual life of this era.  

She proposes a new category of theology here, which she terms “imaginative theology”, 

which counters the accusation that adoration of female divine figures, such as the Virgin, 

is idolatry.  She argues that “…metaphors in theology are no less significant than 

principles, and acts of religious imagination no less important than the cultic practices 

they may inspire” (Newman 2003, 294).  Therefore, she contends that an imaginative 

theology “…focuses on how theology might be performed; it draws attention to 

theological method and epistemology” (Newman 2003, 297, author’s italics).  The 

methods of imaginative theology distinguish it from other theologies which Newman 

terms scholastic, monastic or mystical.   

 

Imaginative theology may be compatible with any or all of these [theologies], but 

its methods are different.  For the imaginative theologian, like the poet, works 

with images and believes, with Christine de Pizan, that ‘the road to 

imagination…reveals the face of God to whoever follows it to the end’” 

(Newman 2003, 297). 
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Newman acknowledges that her category is not a medieval one, but one which is useful in 

that it casts a net over many works which would not be labelled theological, such as 

Hildegard’s visionary writings and composing.  Where Schneiders offers us a description 

of how her constructive imagination works, Newman offers us a theological category 

which makes valuable connections between contemporary and medieval theologising, and 

between works which “‘think with’ images, rather than propositions or scriptural texts or 

rarefied inner experiences – although none of these need be excluded” (Newman 2003, 

298).  Hildegard also wrote exegetically but the focus is on her images of the Divine in 

prose, song and illumination.  

 

Feminist theologian Kari Børreson argues that there was a considerable body of women 

in ancient and medieval times who strove to achieve religious capacity by imaging 

themselves fully human and Godlike (Børreson 2000, 343).  She does not take the view 

that women were universally “silent” but that there were strong women who emulated the 

church “fathers” in writing about the Divine. 

 

Traditional Christian doctrine and symbolism were formed by the Church 

Father’s Graeco-Roman enculturation, mainly between the 3rd and the 4th 

centuries.  This patristic innovation is emulated by the Northern European 

Church Mothers’ transformation of Christian Godlanguage, mainly between the 

12th and the 15th centuries.  Therefore, I have introduced the terms 

matristic/matristics in order to designate their achievement, which originates 

from a less male-centred Germanic, Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon culture 

(Børreson 2000, 344).   

 

Børreson goes on to argue that their  contribution was centred on “…the doctrinal 

reshaping of human Godlikeness” (Børreson 2000, 344).  Among those she names as 

contributors to a female Godlikeness is Hildegard of Bingen.   

 

Setting up a dichotomy between patristics and matristics implies a subversive political 

agenda on the part of women like Hildegard which is not able to be supported from her 

theological writings.  Hildegard was very clear that women should be submissive to 

males in authority, although she herself was only prepared to submit to the highest 

ecclesiastical authorities and that not consistently.  Abbot Kuno of Disibodenberg was 

unable to command her obedience in remaining in his monastery and not moving to her 

own at Rupertsberg.  Even Pope Eugenius had difficulty convincing her that her friend, 

Richardis, should be allowed to take up her appointment as Abbess at another monastery, 
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but in this case he prevailed, unlike Abbot Kuno.  Hildegard was granted understanding, 

she says, of  “…the writings of the prophets, of the Gospels, and of other saints and of 

certain philosophers…” (Vita 2:2, Silvas 1998, 160).  This understanding was orthodox, 

even to the extent that she was a sought-after preacher against heretical sects like the 

Cathars.19  However, Hildegard’s lived experience, I argue, was shaped by a desire to 

form the women in her convent in the Benedictine rule as she interpreted it, and to this 

end she felt impelled to take on a leadership role that was seen as presumptive, for 

example, by Mistress Tengswich.  Hildegard did envision the Divine often as female, and 

this, I argue, was with conscious educational purpose, in a paradoxical fit with her 

notions of female “weakness”.20

 

Twentieth century feminist theologians have extensively critiqued the effect that male 

images of the Divine and masculine language for the Divine has had on the Christian  

worshipping community.  They argue that the images and the language have not reflected 

the diversity in that community in terms of gender, sexuality, age, race, and ableness. 

Gail Ramshaw in God Beyond Gender: Feminist Christian God-Language, suggests that 

the solution to late twentieth century anxieties over the imago dei is to imagine a God 

beyond gender.  She suggests that the “…conundrum over the imago dei illustrates the 

church’s tendency to humanize God” (Ramshaw 1995, 19).21  This problem is inherent in 

an incarnational theology; if the Divine desires to indwell in humanity, then the 

temptation is to envisage this Divine in anthropomorphic images.  Human persons are 

embodied and sexed, and therefore for the Divine to be tangible, the images tend to have 

sexed and gendered human bodies, and these images have been overwhelmingly male.  

Decades of feminist theologians have worked on changing this and have various 

suggestions which have won some ground, but we are, I suggest, a long way from 

consistently imagining the Christian God as either male or female or lesbian or gay or 

transgender or any sexual, gender, or racial orientation other than white, Western and 

male.  Ramshaw proposes that we need to return Divinity to the deity, and this, she 

suggests, requires the de-gendering of images of the Divine (Ramshaw 1995, 14-22). 

 

                                                 
19 See Hildegard’s sermon preached at Cologne c1163 in Baird and Ehrman 1994, 54-65). 
20 However, she was not above using such a topos to reach her goal, such as the time she suffered a 
catatonic fit when Abbot Kuno would not allow her to leave Disibodenburg (Vita 1:V in Silvas 
1998, 145-6). 
21 Ramshaw says that is it only recently that the imago dei in Genesis 1 has come to be accepted as 
a statement about sexuality (Ramshaw 1995, 17).  She locates the roots of this link in 1 
Corinthians 11:7 where she contends that Paul is speaking from a cultural context which meant 
that he linked rationality with maleness, God with rationality and therefore the male with the 
Divine.   



 79

Ramshaw argues that “…when anthropomorphisms succeed in containing God, we have 

no God; we have instead a glorified image of ourselves” (Ramshaw 1995, 21).  The 

worship of the male-gendered, humanised Divine has almost amounted to idolatry in 

various times, places, and communities, although the same would be said for worship of 

the Virgin, although the distinction is that the former has mostly occurred in authoritative 

institutionalised settings whereas the worship of the Virgin has often been located in 

popular piety, vernacular languages, and non-institutionalised settings.  This is a 

simplification of a complex web of circumstances and practices, doctrine and its 

subversions, and the site of human striving for genuine experiences of the Divine, but 

also for hierarchical power.  However, the dichotomy is useful in that it highlights a 

problem that will not go away with all the post-structural shape-shifting that a post-

modern approach can take.  The majority of Christians, practising, non-practising, 

nominal, and culturally conditioned think of God as an old grey-bearded man in the sky, 

or a King in gold crown on his throne in the clouds, or as Michelangelo’s patriarch 

touching fingers with a male likeness.  Ramshaw argues that there is a credible antidote; 

“tradition has usually avoided anthropomorphism and chosen instead objectification, the 

Spirit as dove, fire, wind, oil, fountain, light” (Ramshaw 1995, 113).  She claims that 

“When God is called after an object, the metaphor tends to remain a metaphor” 

(Ramshaw 1995, 110).  The problem with Ramshaw’s solution is that the Divine which is 

imaged as non-human object remains transcendent, remote from our human selves and 

our relational lives.  Can a Divine which has no sexed, gendered, human dimension fully 

partake of our daily lives, understand our strivings, and be an inspiring force towards an 

ethical and compassionate attitude?  It is surely the incarnational aspect of the Christian 

story which brings together so intimately both the transcendent and immanent aspects of 

Divinity, and a proliferation of images of the Divine, anthropomorphic and objective, is 

needed to fully image this Divinity.   

 

In analysing Hildegard’s song O virga ac diadema, I turn to the work of Elizabeth 

Johnson in her article “Mary and the Female Face of God”.  Johnson argues that 

“…female images of God, arguably necessary for the full expression of the mystery of 

God but suppressed from official formulations, have migrated to the figure of this 

woman” (Johnson 1989, 500).  Johnson suggests that “…those elements in the Marian 

symbol which properly belong to divine reality…” should be returned to “…God imaged 

as female” (Johnson 1989, 501).  I argue that the desiring devotion expressed in 

Hildegard’s song, although directed to the person of the Virgin, is a case where Divinity 

is imagined, by Hildegard and her community, as female.  In Hildegard’s songs for the 
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Virgin, there is little evidence of Mary of Nazareth, first century woman of faith and 

courage. Johnson argues that by the middle ages 

 

…Mary was gifted with omniscience and a certain omnipotence over heaven, 

earth, and hell.  Biblical affirmations of God the Father were attributed to 

her…[and]…she was prayed to as Our Mother…In moments of critical reflection 

there was universal insistence that these and similar honours redounded to the 

glory of God who “Himself” has so honoured Mary.  In effect, however, this kind 

of devotion to the Mother of God was actually devotion to God the Mother, to the 

ultimate mystery of the creative and re-creative God glimpsed in female form 

(Johnson 1989, 508-9).22

 

Twentieth century feminist theologians have searched for ways of imagining the Divine 

that are more nourishing for all humanity than the ones that have been in vogue in 

previous centuries.  Sallie McFague argues in Models of God that God can be healthfully 

envisioned as mother, lover and friend, as antidotes to father, judge and king (McFague 

1987).  However, each of these anthropomorphic models has its negative aspects as well 

as positive.  Both mothers and fathers can be cruel, manipulative and authoritarian; lovers 

can be deceitful, co-dependent, and disloyal; and friends can betray and hurt.  Each 

individual person brings to these models their life experiences which can predispose them 

to difficulties with imagining the Divine in one of these ways. The Christian church has 

had ambivalent relationships with these models: institutional authorities have frowned 

upon friendship between religious as being too sexually tempting; mothers have been 

denied the sacraments after birthing; and reproduction, not love, has been the raison 

d’être for marriage, with the idea of “lover” regarded as illicit. However, McFague 

reminds us that “…a metaphor or a model is not a description” (McFague 1988, 70).  She 

defines metaphor as “…a word or phrase used inappropriately.  It belongs properly in one 

context but is being used in another…” (McFague 1988, 33).  In the chasm formed 

between the “is” and the “is not” of the likeness, is the new understanding that is sought 

for in first forming the metaphor.  She gives an example which relates to the idea of God 

as mother: 

 

…to say “God is mother”, is not to define God as mother, not to assert identity 

between the terms “God” and “mother”, but to suggest that we consider what we 
                                                 
22 In chapter four of this dissertation I show how this devotion operates in Hildegard’s song for the 
Virgin. 
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do not know how to talk about – relating to God – through the metaphor of 

mother.  The assumption here is that all talk of God is indirect: no words or 

phrases refer directly to God, for God-language can refer only through the detour 

of a description that properly belongs elsewhere (McFague 1988, 33-4).    

 

McFague also clarifies what she sees as the difference between a metaphor and a model, 

and she contends that it is one of degree; “a model is a metaphor with ‘staying power’” 

(McFague 1988, 34).  She turns to the example of the metaphor of God as father which 

she sees has become a model under the terms of her definition: 

 

In becoming a model, it has permitted an understanding of many things.  If God 

is seen as father, human beings become children, sin can be understood as 

rebellious behaviour, and redemption can be thought of as a restoration to the 

status of favoured offspring (McFague 1988, 34).   

 

Taking Hildegard’s songs for the Virgin as praise of the Divine figured as female, as 

birthing mother, Holsinger’s exploration of the implications of this metaphor takes us into 

territory which has the characteristics of what McFague describes as the best metaphors, 

which always give “…both a shock and a shock of recognition” (McFague 1988, 35). 

Imagining the Divine as birthing mother in the macrocosm, eternally birthing the 

Incarnated One just as each dawn repeats its rosy opening to the day, the women imagine 

themselves also birthing as they breath in and out, singing the words of praise for the 

sacred secret womb. 23  There is shock at this image at first, but then a “why not?”; why 

would one not see Divinity in the miracle of a newly created life emerging from a female 

womb?24

 

                                                 
23 See Chapter 1, p. 39 
24 Jesus himself invokes God as midwife when, on the Cross, he dies with the words of Psalm 22 
on his lips (Mark 15:34).  The psalmist pleads with God for deliverance, and remembers that it 
was Godself who took him from the womb.  Jesus invokes the image of God as the tender 
midwife, while he suffers the birth pangs of his Incarnation in death as he once did in life.  
Rushton’s feminist interpretation of John 16:21 links Jesus death-glory with a woman birthing.  
Painful labor is followed by euphoria, as Jesus death is followed by the joy of the resurrection.  
She says “Central to this is the premise that the female human person in her body may, and does, 
image God and divine activity” (Rushton 2000, iv).  Margaret of Oingt also likens Jesus’ life and 
death to a woman birthing: “Are you not my mother and more than my mother?  The mother who 
bore me labored at my birth for one day or one night, but you, my sweet and lovely Lord, were in 
pain for me not just one day, but you were in labor for me all through your life!  But when the time 
approached where you had to give birth, the labor was such that your holy sweat was like drops of 
blood which poured out of your body onto the ground” (Blumenfeld-Kosinski 1990, 31).  See also 
the works of Caroline Walker Bynum (1982) for discussion of Jesus as mother. 
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McFague suggests that imagining the world as God’s body is a model particularly suited 

to an incarnational theology.  Although she warns that all metaphors are inadequate on 

their own, she asks what the implications are of a model for the Divine which is so 

embodied and immanent.  She suggests that this model fits surprisingly well with 

Christian traditions of the resurrection, the Eucharist, and the church as body with Christ 

as its head.  However, the model opens itself up to accusations of pantheism, in that it has 

the potential to reduce God to the world (McFague 1988, 71).  However, McFague 

supports the notion because of the implications; “…the metaphor of the world as God’s 

body puts God at risk” (McFague 1988, 72).  She is not suggesting that God is dependent 

on the world but that the incarnation of the Divine in the created world brings in 

“…notions of vulnerability, shared responsibility, and risk…” (McFague 1988, 72). This 

resonates with Hildegard’s celebration of the created world as a constant reflection of 

Divinity.25

 

In her latest work McFague returns to the model of the world as God’s body, which she 

says is the most ecologically responsible model for the Divine.  This model “…gives us a 

way of imagining reality as good, as having value; every creature, thing, and process in 

the universe has value because it is an aspect of God, it is part of God’s body” (McFague 

2001, 141).  As I have noted, this model has been denigrated as pantheistic, too closely 

identifying the Divine and the world, but McFague sees it as what she calls panentheistic, 

the Divine as both immanent and transcendent, combining the insights of both pantheism 

and theism. This is reminiscent of Jantzen’s description of Irigaray’s “sensible 

transcendent”: “…a transcendence which is wholly immanent, not in opposition to the 

flesh but as the projected horizon for our (embodied) becoming” (Jantzen 1998a, 271).  

Jantzen characterises the expansive possibilities of this view in a metaphor of play rather 

than one of tension: “The transcendent and the immanent are not seen as opposites.  

Rather, the sensible transcendental, the pantheistic projection of the female divine, opens 

out what has been seen as a set of polarities into a play of diversities” (Jantzen 1998a, 

272).  Transforming the opposing forces of the duality into the weaving in and out of 

diverse attitudes allows for a multiplicity of models and metaphors and symbols for the 

Divine. McFague reminds us again that “…no models [for the Divine] are adequate” 

(McFague 2001, 141), so the wider the horizon, and the more diverse the models for the 

Divine, the better chance that human persons will find the Divine in themselves as well as 

themselves in the Divine.  I suggest that this attitude has certain similarities to that of 
                                                 
25 See also John Sanders The God who Risks, 1998, where he explores the consequences of 
imagining a God who works with the created world and its creatures, limiting this work to what is 
possible, desiring an on-going, intimate relationship with humanity. 
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Hildegard, explored in subsequent analyses of the songs that are the subject of this 

dissertation. 

 

McFague suggests that accepting this paradigm shift means focusing on praxis (McFague 

1998, 671-3). Unmediated individual encounters with the Divine have not been regarded 

as worthy of religious inquiry.  However, McFague suggests that  

Increasingly… the hermeneutics of suspicion and deconstruction are helping to 

unmask simplistic, absolutist notions of objectivity, revealing a variety of 

perspectives, interpretations, commitments and contexts. Moreover, this variety is 

being viewed as not only enriching but necessary. Hence the emphasis on praxis 

and commitment, on a concerned theology, need in no way imply a lack of 

scholarly rigor or a retreat to fideism. Rather, it insists that one of the criteria of 

constructive theological reflection…thinking about our place in the earth and the 

earth's relation to its source is a concern with the consequences of proposed 

constructions for those who live within them (McFague 1998, 671-3). 

Just as the consequences of an understanding that God is omnipotent, all-powerful and 

transcendent can lead to inertia (if God is in control, why make any effort?), the 

consequences of an understanding that God is vulnerable, risk-taking and immanent can 

logically lead to active human partnership with God to grow into more life affirming 

ways of relating to each other and to the Holy One.  

McFague goes on to speculate what would be the consequences of thinking about the 

world as God’s body, and she proposes three ideas in this regard: 

• To see the world as God's body brings us close to God. God is not far off in 

another place, a king looking down, as it were, on his realm, but here, as a visible 

presence. The world is the bodily presence, a sacrament of the invisible God. 

• Were we to think this way, we would overcome a very important dualism in the 

Christian tradition -- the split between spirit and body, with salvation totally 

concerned with the former (except for the resurrected body).  

• …were we to imagine the world (the universe) as God's body, then God would 

be, in some sense, at risk. If we follow out the implications of the metaphor, God 

becomes dependent through being bodily in a way that a totally invisible, distant 

God would never be. The world as God's body may be poorly cared for, ravaged 

and, as we are becoming well aware, essentially destroyed, in spite of God’s own 
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loving attention to it, because of one creature, ourselves, who can choose or not 

choose to join with God in conscious care of the world (McFague 1998, 671-3). 

McFague is not suggesting that we could destroy the Divine even if humans managed to 

destroy this planet, but the ecologically responsible perspective made available through 

the metaphor of the world as God’s body encourages us to treasure the earth as well as 

our own bodies. 

Hildegard uses images in nature and the cosmos, such as the metaphor of light, to 

describe her experience of the Divine.  In a letter late in her life, answering the queries of 

the monk Guibert, Hildegard writes that in her visions, she sees a light which is “…far 

brighter than a lucent cloud through which the sun shines…I can discern neither its height 

nor its length nor its breadth” (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 23).  She names this the 

“shadow of the Living Light”, which is like a pool or screen where she “sees” all the 

words, images, and songs she later remembers and records.  The pool or screen is 

reflecting the actual Living Light, which she sees at times but is unable to describe; 

“Suffice it to say that when I do see it, all my sorrow and pain vanish from my memory 

and I become more like a young girl than an old woman” (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 23).  

The beauty of this Living Light overwhelms her senses.  In the introduction, I suggested 

that a prism is useful as a model for the Divine from several perspectives.26  First, it gives 

a concrete form to Hildegard’s Living Light. A prism is the medium through which, when 

pure light passes, the beauty of its full spectrum is revealed.  It permits us to see various 

aspects of this pure light, just as metaphors and models of the Divine allow us to see and 

savour different aspects of the Divine presence. Secondly, the combinations of colours 

and images shift in an never-ending kaleidoscope of infinite possibilities, just as the 

Divine, as Hildegard says of her Living Light, has no discernable limits to its height or 

depth or breadth.27  There is another interesting aspect to this model and it was suggested 

by Teresa Berger in a recent article, “Of Clare and Clairol”.  She points out that “…the 

powerful imaginary of ‘light’, ‘radiance’, and ‘brilliance’” can work in opposing 

directions.  Hildegard not only sees her “Living Light” but is illuminated by it.  The 

young novice describes her as “…always seemed perlustrata – ‘shining with light’.  The 

light that fractures in the prism, breaking open to reveal its structure, also renders visible 

one who for a long time was buried and invisible.  This light is not only warming and 

brilliant, but also incisive and revealing, and both these aspects were experienced by 

Hildegard, whose visions caused her both great joy and great pain. 

                                                 
26 See Introduction p. 6. 
27 This could be a reference to Ephesians 3:18. 
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Hildegard’s theology of music indicates that she envisioned a Creator who desired mutual 

relationship with creatures and creation.  The singing of her songs and the chants of 

Divine Office connect her and her community to the Divine in an embodied sense, 

uniting words and melodies, bodies and spirits.   This is notable in both her song for 

Ursula O rubor sanguinis and in O Jerusalem where in the body of the young Rupert, the 

Holy Spirit makes music, joining him to the angelic choirs, and incarnating the Divine in 

his innocent young body (Newman 1998, 192-7).  As Hildegard’s community sing, 

images of a beautiful, loving, strong, even sometimes terrifying Divinity are breathed into 

their bodies and their consciousness.  The melody imprints the meaning and import of the 

words in their flesh.   

 

There is over a nine hundred year gulf between Hildegard’s monastic world and twenty-

first century Christian communities; between Hildegard’s liturgical goals for her singing 

community and the liturgical goals of twenty-first century communities; and between 

Hildegard’s impetus to communicate a sense of the Divine presence in her visions to her 

community, and the twenty-first feminist project to claim and re-claim images of the 

Divine which can nourish the spiritual health of all humans and all creation.  However, 

bridging this gulf brings imaginative insights for contemporary Christians regarding the 

Living God and the music which praises this God and laments the human condition, 

including the sexism which has and does keep women particularly, and others, from 

mutual relationships with the One who desires this connection.  The work of bridging 

involves both honouring the twelfth century context of Hildegard’s songs, but also 

bringing an understanding of their significance to twenty-first century listeners, using 

contemporary tools of analysis.  Now in chapter three, I outline my methodology for 

teasing out the influence of the oral composer from the influence of the scribes who 

neumed her Latin texts, as well as a rationale for my argument that Hildegard’s primary 

purpose was that of the spiritual education of her female community.  The thrust of this 

education is, I argue, most clearly discerned in the text-melody relationships in her songs, 

which condense Hildegard’s most critical theological and spiritual principles for monastic 

life. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

The Fire of the Marrow 

 

The marrow (medulla) in human bones…burns with the most 

fervent ardour so that its heat is stronger than the heat of fire, 

because fire can be extinguished but the fire of the marrow is not 

extinguished as long as the human lives (Hildegard’s Cause et 

Cure trans. Berger M. 1999, 56). 

 

In her medical work, Hildegard writes that the marrow, the medulla, “lends firmness to 

the whole body” as well as the bones.  It is the innermost part of the bone, but, in the 

sense in which she uses the term in the Cause et Cure, it also stands for the inner essence 

of a person, that which controls breathing and blood flow.  The marrow, Hildegard says, 

has three forces: “One force ignites the blood so that it flows”; another lets the blood flow 

off or escape the body as needed in both females and males; and the third “…produces 

the ardent and sweet sensation and the sweating and ardent wind of the most pleasurable 

desire for procreation” (in Berger M. 1999, 56).  The seat of human desire, according to 

Hildegard, is the marrow, where the fires of pleasure are ignited.  Later, in discussing 

sleep, Hildegard links the functions of the marrow and the work of the human soul.  

When a human person becomes so exhausted that they become insensate, the soul works 

with the marrow to keep the vital breath operating.   

 

Then his soul, having collected its forces, makes the marrow grow and 

strengthens it.  Through this marrow the soul makes his bones firm and 

coagulates his blood, also concocts his flesh, aligns the members of his body, and 

increases wisdom and knowledge in the human, to his life’s delight (Hildegard 

Cause et Cure in Berger M. 1999, 65-6).1

 

Cont. 

1 Margaret Berger notes that the primary term for the human person in the text of the Cause et 
Cure is homo.  She translates this as “humankind, human being(s), human(s), person(s), and 
individual(s)” (Berger M. 1999, 127).  However, she translates any subsequent pronouns as the 
masculine “he”.  She considers this to be in keeping with the distinctions made in the text between 
mulier/vir, femina/masculus, and uxor/maritus which are gender specific.  Seeing that Hildegard 
does use gender specific terms where she intends to differentiate between male and female, it 
would have been possibly more appropriate although linguistically awkward to render pronouns 
referring to homo as gender inclusive.  Admittedly, inclusive language is a twenty-first century 
concern; Hildegard may have been comfortable with all humanity being subsumed under the 



 87
 
 

                                                                                                                                     

 

While the human person is insensate, the soul and the marrow together lovingly take care 

of the health of the body, and the content of the mind.  Returning to Catherine Brown’s 

analogy for textual analysis, the need to tear away the resisting bone to reveal the 

precious marrow, I suggest that there is more work that this metaphor can accomplish.  

As my analysis delves deeper, the sweet marrow that runs out like honey from 

Hildegard’s songs is sustained by the breath of the spirit-borne melody, carrying the 

word-wisdom of Hildegard’s visionary song-imaging of the Divine.  The fiery marrow 

desires the breath of the Spirit, and yearns for the indwelling of the incarnate Divine.  

Then the soul sings the body, the words, back to God who desires an embodied 

relationship with God’s creatures.  In the weaving of these multiple associations, I 

suggest that for Hildegard, the very innermost essence of the body, the marrow, which 

contributes to controlling the body’s vital breath and the precious blood flow, is 

intimately connected to the Spirit, just as in her theology of music, the words are 

intimately connected to the melody.   

 

Eight hundred year later, an anatomist’s work on the body has surprising resonances  with 

Hildegard’s conception of the marrow.  Henry Gray, in his classic nineteenth century 

work on anatomy, identifies the medulla spinalis as the central nervous system running 

deep inside the spinal column.  The medulla spinalis is the central control system for 

various reflexes including heart rate, blood vessel dilation, breathing, vomiting, coughing, 

sneezing and swallowing.  These violent bodily reactions to stimuli require that the 

vulnerable medulla is well protected, and so its soft matter is sheathed in three layers of 

protection.  The outer sheath is interestingly labelled the dura mater, the strong mother, 

and the innermost sheath, right next to the medulla is called the pia mater, the good, holy, 

compassionate mother.  The pia mater, Gray says, “…closely invests the medulla spinalis 

and sends delicate septa into  to its substance.”2 Gray’s understanding of the functions of 

the medulla are not unrelated to Hildegard’s and his terminology, the strong shelter of the 

dura mater, the sensitive penetration of the septa, and the gentle protection of the pia 

mater, evoke the mighty power of the fiery Spirit as well as the gentle pneuma which 

invades the lungs even in sleep.  As my analysis splinters bone, and gradually exposes the 

vulnerable medulla, it becomes ever more apparent how vital singing the sacred chant and 
 

generalised “he”.  However, as the twenty-first century writer addressing twenty-first century 
readers, I have tried to maintain gender inclusive language while at the same time honouring the 
twelfth century context, except where quoting directly from scholars’ works. 
2 Gray, Henry. Anatomy of the Human Body. Philadelphia: Lea & Febiger, 1918; Bartleby.com, 
2000. www.bartleby.com/107/. [03/04/03]. 

http://www.bartleby.com/107/
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especially singing Hildegard’s own visionary songs were in the bodily well-being, as well 

as the nourishing spiritual life, of her community.   

 

Over her lifetime, Hildegard’s prolific production of texts, songs and artwork suggest an 

urgency, a drive to communicate her perspective on theological matters.  Margot Fassler 

believes that Hildegard’s Scivias, her play and the fourteen songs in Scivias 3:13 are all 

interconnected.  “I believe that Hildegard designed all three together to support a 

particular educational program for her nuns” (Fassler 1998, 175).  I would include later 

theological works, her other songs, and her sermons and probably also some of her 

correspondence under this educational goal.  Hildegard herself was exposed to a high 

level of education, albeit not necessarily in a formal sense as would have been the case 

for a male monk.  Constant Mews’ careful investigation of monastic culture at 

Disibodenberg shows that Hildegard had access to considerable cultural resources during 

the first forty years of her life spent at this monastery.  First, he suggests that the Abbey 

of St Disibod was most probably one of many German houses influenced by the Hirsau 

reforms (Mews 2000b, 184).  Mews says that “…monastic communities influenced by the 

Hirsau reform placed great value on the study of both secular and sacred authors” (Mews 

2000b, 193-4), and most importantly, placed an emphasis on the education of women 

alongside men.  Conrad of Hirsau, a key figure in the reform movement identified with 

this monastery, wrote the Speculum Virginum specifically “…as a way of explaining to 

women the core values of the spiritual life” (Mews 2000b, 192).  Hildegard may well 

have had access to this and similar writings.  Mews also notes that at another house 

influenced by the Hirsau reform, the monastery at Zwiefalten, a female scribe, Mathilda 

of Nifen, is named alongside a male scribe, as having written “…many books of St 

Mary…” (Mews 2000b, 186).  Mews goes on to discuss the significance of this record: 

 

We do not know if Zwiefalten ever owned a copy of the Speculum Virginum.  Yet 

the fact that its obituary should record the achievement of a female scribe, 

Mathilda of Nifen, as well as that of a male monk, is in itself significant.  It 

suggests that the practice of combining significant communities of religious 

women alongside a male community did result in shifting conventional attitudes 

and in promoting a modest form of recognition of the contributions that they 

could make.  At Disibodenberg where Jutta and Hildegard lived in the shadow of 

a larger male community, the encouragement which Volmar gave to Hildegard, a 

woman he was deputed to teach, had far-reaching consequences.  Volmar 

eventually gave up his role as Hildegard’s magister, in order to dedicate himself 
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to recording her visions and her commentary on those visions (Mews 2000b, 

194). 

 

Mews’ work and the work of other historians increasingly suggest that Hildegard’s 

humility topos disguised considerable breadth of learning.3

 

In terms of music education, Bruce Holsinger speculates that Hildegard may have had 

some familiarity with music notation.  After all, she was at least involved, if not the 

instigator, of the notating of her melodies in the final decade of her life.  Holsinger notes 

the multivalent use of the term virga in Hildegard’s songs to signify Jesse’s branch, as 

well as the Virgin, “…the redemptive progeny of the Stem of Jesse…” (Holsinger 2001, 

123).  In addition he suggests that Hildegard may well be referring to the neume labelled 

the virga, one of the basic notational signs which, in Hildegard’s MSS, indicates a single 

accented pitch.4  Holsinger quotes the author of the summa musice who describes the 

virga as “a simple note, elongated like a staff [Virga est nota simplex ad modem virge 

oblonga]” (Holsinger 2001, 123).  He then suggests that Hildegard’s song texts that use 

the term may also be referring to her own music, which would suggest that she had some 

familiarity with neumic notational signs and their use.  His argument is speculative but 

persuasive.  He takes as his final example the song O tu suavissima virga, where 

Hildegard declares “o quam magna virtus est” (Newman 1998, 132), and he suggests this 

praise is multivalent: 

 

Hildegard gives praise to the ‘budding’ virga of her music in one of the most 

self-referential moments in the Symphonia: ‘What a mighty work is this!’  The 

virga is both the medium and the object of song, both the notational apparatus of 

plainchant and the venerated result of divine inspiration and liturgical 

performance (Holsinger 2001, 124). 

 

However, speculative this suggestion might seem, it is not inconsistent with Hildegard’s 

penchant for metaphors which have multiple referents, and it does give some context to 

the thought that Hildegard might at least have had some knowledge of the function of 

neumic notation.  This is a more critical and situated understanding than that which states 

 
3 King-Lenzmeier notes that Hildegard’s final preaching tour in 1170 took her to Zweifalten, 
where presumably she would have been aware of the activity of educated females in the 
Benedictine double monastery (King-Lenzmeier 2001, 188). 
4 See Jeffreys 1996, 19 for a list of the neumes used in the Hildegard music MSS. 
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that Hildegard was musically uneducated, or that she “composed” melodies for her songs, 

in the modern sense.  In addition, even a cursory acquaintance with the possibilities 

opened up by musical notation would give a rationale for her decision to agree to the 

transcribing of her songs in the 1170’s.     

 

I have suggested that Hildegard’s approach to the composing of new songs was primarily 

educational, part of a larger enterprise which encompasses her theological works, 

dramatic work, art, and various other writings, as well as her correspondence.  Margot 

Fassler signaled this insight in her contribution to Voice of the Living Light, an important 

collection of essays edited by leading Hildegard scholar, Barbara Newman, in honour of 

Hildegard’s nine hundredth anniversary in 1998.  Fassler suggests that “Hildegard's 

music…was a part of an elaborate program of education she designed for the nuns of her 

community and [that it] arises from a Benedictine understanding of religious life” 

(Fassler 1998, 155). Fassler goes on to outline the extent of this educational program: 

 

[Hildegard's] attention to office music…was part of her intention to lead the nuns 

entrusted to her care more fully into Benedictine life.  The intensity with which 

she set about the work of education has made her the only female composer from 

the entire Middle Ages whose works include all of the following: an ensemble of 

liturgical chants (both poetry and music), art works to accompany them (planned 

by the composer), a full-length musical drama (the most sophisticated of the 

genre from the twelfth century), and a theological text explaining the significance 

of the songs and the drama for spiritual life (Fassler 1998, 156). 

 

Seeing Hildegard's oeuvre as a deliberate attempt on her part to use every means at her 

disposal to lead the nuns entrusted to her care more fully into the Benedictine charism, 

places in context a number of circumstances which, taken separately, seem to be 

somewhat enigmatic.  Take, for example, the fact that we have not one but two 

manuscripts of Hildegard's nine hundred year old music, carefully notated in greater 

detail than other music so far uncovered from that era and genre.   It is entirely possible 

that other abbesses periodically made up new chants for Divine Office, and taught them 

to their communities, but that these songs remained in the oral tradition.  The twelfth 

century, according to Fassler, saw very little new music written for the Mass, but much 

more new music written for Divine Office, often to accommodate new feast days or 
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dedications, and it would seem strange that only one abbess added to the repertoire.5   It is 

possible that other abbesses did not have Hildegard's strong sense of the vocation of the 

monastic leader according to the Rule of Benedict, that is the care of souls, or if they did, 

were not able to imaginatively conceive of or execute the kind of program of education 

that I argue Hildegard was able to construct over her lifetime.6  In terms of the monastic 

leader's responsibilities, Benedict warns that: 

 

The abbot must know that anyone undertaking the charge of souls must be ready 

to account for them.  Whatever the number of brothers he has in his care, let him 

realise that on judgement day he will surely have to submit a reckoning to the 

Lord for all their souls…(de Waal 1995, 20).7

 

Hildegard seems to have taken this directive very seriously, once she was elected 

magistra of her community.  Her establishment was “…no finishing school but a 

battleground” (Van Engen 1998, 45); not a “…residence for ladies but…a school for 

virtue, wherein she saw the interplay of virtues and vices competing to shape a person in 

the love and fear of God” (Van Engen 1998, 47).  Although I argue that Hildegard took 

the care of souls very seriously, her efforts were generally much appreciated by her 

community as witnessed in Volmar's letter to her in 1170.  Volmar had been her teacher, 

scribe, secretary and friend since her youth at Disibodenberg, had moved with her to 

Rupertsberg, was probably the priest and confessor there, and knew Hildegard and her 

community like no other.  He writes in anticipation of her death and the loss this would 

be to her community, and enumerates the things they will all miss the most. 

 

Who will then give answers to all who seek to understand their condition?  Who 

will provide fresh interpretations of the Scriptures?  Who will then utter songs 

never heard before and give voice to that unknown language?  Who will deliver 

 
5 Fassler quotes Basil the Great on the importance of “…diversity and variety” in the daily singing 
of Divine Office “…because somehow the soul is frequently bored and distracted by routine, 
which change and variety in the psalmody and prayer at each hour its desire is renewed and its 
concentration restored” (Quoted in Fassler 2000a, 1).  In response to this boredom, Fassler 
suggests that medieval monastics “…embroidered [psalmody] with thousands upon thousands of 
new texts and chants” (Fassler 2000a, 1).  This seems an apt description of Hildegard’s situation 
and her response. 
6 Or Abbesses did compose new chants but thus far the MSS have not come to light in such a 
substantial body of work as Hildegard’s (or they were ascribed to males, or written under a make 
pseudonym). 
7 Benedict is speaking to males, monks, but as women's communities grew initially alongside 
males communities and then in more separate circumstances, women also professed to follow the 
Rule of Benedict, even though this was not something that Benedict originally encouraged. 
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new and unheard-of sermons on feast days?  Who will offer revelations of things 

past, present, and future?  Who will expound the nature of creation in all its 

diversity?  We know that God's grace has bestowed these capacities upon you 

along with a sweet and humble character and a heart that pours out maternal 

affection on all around you (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 168). 

 

This passage certainly outlines an educational program of some diversity, from exegesis 

to sermons, from songs to an unknown language (the so-called lingua ignota), from 

spiritual revelation to scientific treatise. 

 

It is also obvious from this passage that Hildegard's community held her in much love as 

well as respect and obedience.  Newman tells of a nun, Hedwig of Alzey, who gave 

evidence at Hildegard's canonisation hearing approximately fifty year after her death.  

Hedwig, who must have been a very young novice when Hildegard died, recalls her 

spiritual leader with affection.  Hildegard to her “…always seemed perlustrata – ‘shining 

with light’ - and not only then…but also ‘when she walked through the cloister and 

chanted…O virga ac diadema’” (Newman 1998a, 176).  I am not suggesting that all was 

unproblematic in the convent in terms of the relationships between Hildegard and those 

whose souls were in her charge.  In Gottfried and Theodoric's Vita, after a period of 

illness, Hildegard is quoted as saying: 

 

And now my spirit was again strengthened, and I looked after the spiritual and 

emotional needs of my daughters as it was prescribed for me by my Rule.  In a 

genuine vision I noticed with special care how the incorporeal spirits were 

fighting against us.  And I saw that these spirits had lured, as if into a net, some 

of my noble daughters through various snares.  After a revelation of God, I let it 

be known and gave them assurance and protection through words of Sacred 

Scriptures, through the discipline of the Rule, and the good way of the cloister.  

But some of them looked at me with sceptical eye, spoke bad things about me in 

the house, and said they could not stand the unbearable speech about the regular 

discipline by which I wanted to restrain them.  However, God sent me 

consolation in other good and wise sisters who stood by me in all my 

sufferings… (Gottfried and Theoderic 1995, 66). 

 

From this can be seen that Hildegard's convents were not devoid of conflict, but the 

passage does demonstrate Hildegard's emphasis on the Rule and her sense of 
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responsibility for the spiritual welfare of those in her care, as well as alluding to the 

opposition of some sisters and the support of others. 

Hildegard’s play of the virtues, known as the Ordo Virtutum is an exemplar of the kind of 

work Hildegard devised for the spiritual training of those in her care.  In it, the Soul 

(Anima) battles with her worldly desires and is finally converted to the virtuous life, 

exactly as the sisters were called to battle within Hildegard's convents.  The virtues, all 

female, such as Knowledge of God, and Humility, the Queen of the Virtues, battle with 

the Devil, the only male character, for Anima's soul, and at one point the Devil seems to 

win.  However, he is ultimately defeated by the virtues who combine to bind him fast, 

and render him powerless.  Fassler says that 

The play offers a small slice of actual communal life.  Here is how nuns in a 

particular region re-enacted and celebrated who they were and proclaimed their 

relationships not only to God but also to one another.  We need to 

remember…that the parts were designed for real people, with personalities and 

interactive lives.  Who would have played the Queen of Virtues, Humility?  

Perhaps Hildegard herself?  Which nuns were chosen for the other roles: Those 

who lacked most keenly the particular virtues they were chosen to represent?  Or 

would a nun have played the virtue she most especially seemed to embody?  Did 

the only man in the convent, Hildegard's secretary Volmar, play the Devil and 

end up bound, virginal heels crushing his head?…The play…embodying as it 

does a powerful call to repentance and confession of sin, would have shifted in 

meaning and emphasis as the personalities of the players and relationships 

between them changed (Fassler 1998, 174-5). 

The fact that the play, in an early version, appears in Hildegard's first theological work, 

Scivias, where it is framed within a vision that Hildegard is reporting, links it to her 

spiritual teaching.  In the vision she hears and sees the virtues being exhorted to “…help 

humanity and oppose the inimical arts of the Devil” (Hart 1990, 529), which is exactly 

what I argue she saw her duty to be in educating the souls in her charge. 

Fassler suggests that Hildegard’s Ordo Virtutum was regularly enacted by the women in 

her community as part of Hildegard’s program of formation, possibly each month to 
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prepare for Eucharist.8  The parallels between the virgins in the convent and the Virtues 

are made with great care, so that the nuns could clearly understand that the virtues were 

like steps on the ladder to the spiritually nourishing life.  In Scivias 3:8 Hildegard 

describes her vision where the virtues climb up and down a ladder, laden with heavy 

stones to signify their strength in doing holy work (Scivias 3:8; Hart 1990, 425).  Fassler 

suggests that the Scivias describes the costumes and actions of the characters in the Ordo, 

and functions as the stage directions for the performance of the Ordo. Sarah Bromberg 

sees the costume descriptions in the Scivias as almost like detailed sewing instructions, 

and the illuminations as reminders to the nuns of what they would wear while performing 

the play, and therefore what virtue they represented.9 Her suggestion is persuasive; 

Hildegard describes real clothes, textiles, jewels, and designs.  For example, Caritas’ 

costume is sky blue, and the clue to the colour is a familiar flower, so no error in 

execution can occur: 

And the second figure was a deep sky-blue like a hyacinth, both in person and in 

tunic.  Into her tunic two stripes were marvellously woven and incomparably 

adorned with gold and gems, so that one stripe descended to the figure’s feet over 

each shoulder in both front and back (Scivias 3:8; Hart 1990, 426). 

 

In an educationally astute move, Hildegard links the lives of the noble postulants and 

novices to their lives prior to entering Rupertsberg, where they were attired in rich clothes 

and costly jewels.  She harnesses this love of finery to the emulation of spiritual virtues.  

Later in the same vision she exegetes the meaning of the clothes, right down to the 

significance of the material chosen for the costumes; the virtues are clad in soft silk, for 

example, which represents “…gentleness and affection in judging holy souls…” (Scivias 

3:8:17; Hart 1990, 441). Fassler considers that the virtues teach the notion that flexibility 

is necessary; the virtues “…are like the glimmering glue between the rocks of the 

church…” (Fassler 2002).  Theologically Fassler makes three further claims concerning 

the Ordo: first, that the virtues relate to the virgins’ life in the convent; secondly, that the 

virtues relate to choices in a person’s life, the ethical dilemmas their souls face; and 

thirdly, that the play moves understanding of virtue pre- and post-Incarnation.  Taking 

 
8 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, 2-5 May 2002: “The Theological 
Significance of the Virtues in the Ordo Virtutum”, Margot Fassler, session 399, sponsored by the 
Society for Medieval Scholarship. 
9 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, 2-5 May 2002: “Envisioning the 
Ordo Virtutum”, Sarah Bromberg, session 399, sponsored by the Society for Medieval 
Scholarship. 
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seriously the idea that the Ordo might have been performed regularly and often to prepare 

for Eucharist, Fassler suggests that the play asks the searching questions: “Do you believe 

or not?”, and “Can you taste and see?” (Fassler 2002).  These questions, framed with 

reference to the play, would have been powerful formational challenges to the new nuns. 

 

Looking at Hildegard's oeuvre as primarily dedicated to the spiritual edification of the 

souls in her care may also go some way towards explaining Hildegard's reaction when the 

nun Richardis, who helped her transcribe her visions, left her charge to become Abbess of 

Bassum, another Benedictine monastery.  If it is correct to say that Hildegard's main 

purpose in writing a large body of new songs, a full-length musical play, three extensive 

theological works illustrated with numbers of cryptic images, and a secret language of 

over nine hundred words, plus several Vitae, was the education of those in her care, she 

took that responsibility very seriously, so much so that those who chose to leave would 

seem to be motivated by her enemies, the forces of evil, rather than any force for good.  

Of course she would be upset and would fight as hard as she knew how to retain those 

souls in her care, believing, as the Rule said, that she would eventually be called to 

account for every one.  This is not to posit that the explanation for the letters that 

Hildegard wrote to various parties, including Richardis herself, her mother the Countess 

von Stade, one of Hildegard's benefactors, Richardis' brother Hartwig, the archbishop of 

Mainz, and finally Pope Eugenius, are all explained by a single circumstance.10  

However, I argue that seeing Hildegard as having a very strong commitment, via her 

understanding of the directives in the Rule of Benedict which she professed to follow 

with reforming zeal, and via her own agenda as educator of the souls in her care, does 

contribute to an understanding the vehemence with which she attempted to change 

Richardis' mind about leaving Rupertsberg.11

 

 
10 See Susan Schibanoff’s discussion of the relationship between Hildegard and Richardis 
(Schibanoff 2001), where the author argues that “… Hildegard’s musical poems illuminate her 
letter to Richardis…” (Schibanoff 2001, 50), and that Hildegard’s attachment to Richardis had 
homoerotic dimensions in spite of the Abbess’s strictures against sexual relations between women. 
In another strand, Richardis was the skilled nun who had helped Hildegard’s creative endeavors 
alongside Volmar, and it would be heart-wrenching to lose such an important collaboration.                                           
11 The Rule also emphasises the concept of stability.  De Waal explains this idea, saying "One of 
the foundations of Benedictine life is stability, which involves not simply remaining in one place 
but a deeper stability, the stability of mind which stays still and does not endlessly search, 
constantly switching from one thing to another, hoping for something new or better somewhere 
else." (de Waal 1995, 16)  It is possible that Hildegard viewed Richardis leaving as doing precisely 
this, switching from one place to another, for non-spiritual reasons, thus breaking the Benedictine 
vows she made of obedience, continual conversion and stability.  
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Hildegard began transcribing her visionary works in her forties, although in many 

instances she was remembering visions she had experienced years earlier.  It is generally 

accepted that her secretary, Volmar, transcribed her writings from her dictation.  In the 

case of her songs, however, although some of the texts were recorded as early as 1151 

when she completed the Scivias, the song melodies were not transcribed until 1174, long 

after they had been in the singing repertoire of her community.  Although there is little 

controversy surrounding Hildegard’s claim to having dictated her original written works 

(including her song texts) to her scribe, there has been controversy surrounding her claim 

to have composed the melodies of her songs.  This controversy has been fuelled by 

Hildegard’s own declaration concerning her lack of formal musical training, and by the 

finding that her music was transcribed by formally trained musical scribes, the 

implication being that they substantially composed the melodies as they notated her 

melodies.  However, I suggest that there is sufficient evidence to claim that Hildegard did 

indeed compose the melodies of her songs.  First, she claims in the Scivias that she hears 

both the words and the melodies that deliver them in her visions, and that it is the 

melodies which bring about spiritual understanding in the human person.  She says “their 

song goes through you so that you understand them perfectly” (Scivias 3: 13:10-14; Hart 

1990, 534).  The melody penetrates the human body bringing about comprehension of the 

words and their import.  Secondly, in her Vita, complied by Theodoric of Echternach, 

Hildegard is quoted as claiming that she composed and sang chant with melody:  

 

In this vision I understood without any human instruction the writings of the 

prophets, of the Gospels, and of other saints and of certain philosophers, and I 

expounded a number of their texts, although I had scarcely any knowledge of 

literature, since the woman who taught me was not a scholar.  Then I also 

composed and sang chant, without being taught by anyone, since I had never 

studied neumes or any chant at all (Vita 2:2; Silvas 1998, 160). 

 

Anna Silvas, who has translated both Hildegard’s vita and that of her mentor, Jutta, 

claims that the autobiographical inserts in Hildegard’s vita are “overwhelmingly 

authentic” (Silvas 1998, 128).  She cites two pieces of evidence: first, the style is simple 

yet striking, and consistent with Hildegard’s other writings; secondly, Monika Klaes, the 

editor of the critical edition of the Vitae in the Corpus Christianorum Continuatio 

Medievalaris series, suggests that Theodoric’s attitude to his texts was one of awe and 

wonder as “testimonies of the prophetic charism conferred on Hildegard” (Silvas 1998, 

127).  For this reason, he is regarded by Klaes and Silvas as adding “nothing to 
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Hildegard’s actual text, but at the most omit[ing] a phrase or two here, a sentence there”  

(Silvas 1998, 128).  Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that Theodoric would be 

motivated to preserve Hildegard’s words with integrity.12

 

There is more indirect evidence in another twelfth century work to support both a late-

medieval propensity for composing new devotional songs, and for the writing of such 

songs as a response to a written text.  Catherine Jeffreys, in a 2001 work reflecting on the 

Speculum Virginum, gives evidence for the “new way of psalmody”, which is supported 

in both the Speculum Virginum and in Hildegard’s song collection.  At the end of the 

Speculum Virginum a Bridal song or Epithalmium is neumed.  It is a response to the 

theme of the text, that women can also live the challenging spiritual life, characterised as 

marriage to Christ.  The author of the text and composer of the song are not known, but it 

does show that Hildegard was not alone on composing new music as a liturgical 

“response” to the written word, in both cases new texts for the edification of 

predominantly female monastic communities (Jeffreys 2001, 147).  

 

I find the suggestion made by Richard Witts in Early Music(1998), that Hildegard did not 

write her songs, to be unsupported by any evidence gleaned from twelfth century sources.  

The evidence from Hildegard’s correspondence and other contemporaneous sources that 

clearly indicate that Hildegard did compose the melodies.  Whether one takes the position 

that she independently made them up or remembered what she heard sung in her visions, 

I suggest that she then transmitted them to her community in oral form, and in this sense, 

is the oral composer.  Holsinger responds to Witts article with strong words: 

 

It is crucial at this particular historical moment to continue situating 

[Hildegard’s] works in their own. While the appropriations of Hildegard's life 

and work performed in the name of “Creation Spirituality” and the New Age 

might seem innocuous enough, a recent essay published in a prestigious British 

music journal, Early Music, baldly and bizarrely asserts (against a mountain of 

contradictory codicological, epistolary, and other empirical testimony that goes 

entirely uncited in the article) that there exists “not a scrap of evidence that 

 
12 Schütz (1996) has an interesting discussion of Hildegard’s claim to Divine authority.  Schütz 
says “As the Divine word rests in the paupercula femina forma, the poor unlettered female, so her 
voice somes through in her Vita, part of a genre that bristles with intention and coersiveness, but 
succumbs to a woman with vision” (Schütz 1996, 442).  Schütz hears Hildegard’s voice as more 
her own than the voice of the Divine, but using the topos of vision as an autheitcating device.  See 
also Dronke 1984, pp. 154, 156 for a similar opinion. 
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[Hildegard] actually composed any of the 77 songs in her name, or wrote them 

for her nuns to sing at daily service.” Such an assertion would seem almost 

laughable if it did not have behind it a long, strong tradition of historical amnesia 

of the sort that used to deny to Heloise her letters and Hrotsvit her plays 

(Holsinger 2001, 92). 

 

His chapter on Hildegard’s music, in contra-distinction to Witts article, is replete with 

references to original documents.  Holsinger also reminds his readers that the feminist 

recovery and validation of women’s contributions to endeavors, such as monastic 

education through creative works, is still in process, and is still essential as an antidote to 

institutional neglect. 

 

Although it appears that Hildegard did not personally transcribe the melodies of her 

songs,13 given the evidence I have outlined, I designate her as the oral composer of these 

melodies.  However one might interpret her visionary reception of her works, on a 

continuum between protective topos and Divine communication, the facts suggest that 

she sang the songs she “received”, taught them to her community, and between herself 

and her schola, the songs entered and remained in the Rupertsberg repertoire for many 

years.  Her decision to have the songs transcribed could reflect many things: her desire to 

have them remain unchanged in the convent repertory after her death; her sense of her 

own importance and the need to leave her works for future generations of nuns; and her 

proposed canonization.  What remains is a record of the songs after they spent up to forty 

years in the schola repertoire.  What is critical now, nine hundred years later, are the 

questions we need to ask of the written record so as to reveal something of what the oral 

composer intended.14  My method for doing just this is outlined below.  However before 

doing this I would like to clarify what I mean by “oral composer”. 

 

The term “oral composer” has its antecedents in the 1930’s work of Milman Parry and 

Albert Lord, who investigated the composition of the Homeric epics.  According to Leo 

 
13 Of course, she did not personally scribe her written works either, but used dictation, or possibly 
personal scribing on wax tablets.  Her secretary Volmar, until his death, would then write out the 
good copy onto parchment.  We know from Hildegard’s own declarations and Volmar’s personal 
testimony, that the transcriptions were faithful renditions.  There is no call to assume anything 
different in the case of the songs, except for the difficulties the musical scribes might have had 
with technical matters such as which maneriae in which to cast the melodies. 
14 See Treitler 1974, 334, where he signals that this is one of the key tasks when looking at what 
remains in writing of the so-called Gregorian chants, formed in the oral tradition and notated and 
redacted over many centuries in tandem with the development of music notation. 
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Treitler, Milman proposed that we could only understand the Homeric epics if we saw 

them as belonging in the domain of oral literature, something fundamentally different to 

written literature (Treitler 1974, 335).  Treitler then goes on to define the term oral 

composition as “composition done in the act of performing” (Treitler 1974, 335).  He 

links the idea of oral composition to the composer’s accumulation of a repertory of 

standard formulae which are then called upon when an associated theme arises.  

Transmission is therefore highly implicated in learning, what the composer has known 

from an early age.  In relation to chant, Treitler says: 

 

In the plainchant tradition before the age of writing we cannot think of 

transmission simply as the passage of whole melodies through adult singers.  

From the moment he (sic) entered training as a choir boy, the singer was 

assimilating melodic principles and patterns according to type and liturgical 

moment (Treitler 1974, 357). 

 

This could be a description of Hildegard’s experience, entering Disibodenberg at a very 

young age, and being immersed in the daily liturgical chanting of Mass and Divine 

Office.  Out of many years’ immersion in the chant comes an internalized sense of the 

melodic gestures appropriate for certain themes, words, and liturgical moments. Treitler 

suggests three ways that one might test whether a written composition arose in an oral 

tradition: first, does the melody show inconsistencies, such as places where the singer lost 

track momentarily; secondly, does it shows evidence of recurrent formulae; and thirdly, is 

it built up of standard themes?  I suggest that Hildegard’s songs exhibit at least the first 

two of Treitler’s criteria. 

 

However, the term “oral composer” is not without its ambiguities in Hildegard’s case. 

She indicates that one crucial aspect of her songs is the close association between the 

song’s words and melody, as close as body and spirit.  In the seventy-seven songs there 

are very few instances where a melody is used for words other that the song for which 

they were originally designated.15   The words of her songs were transcribed, the first 

ones at the time of the writing of the Scivias, so in this sense the songs were only partly in 

what might be called the “oral tradition” of the monastery; the words served as a 

reminder of at least part of the songs, but also as prompts for what Treitler calls the theme 

 
15 See Jeffreys 2000, 219.  The melody for the first part of O lucidissima apostolorum is used for 
the melody of  Kyrie interpolated in the second Riesencodex to represent the Father and Son 
aspects of the Trinitarian Divine. 
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of the song.  Therefore, I suggest that Hildegard was the oral composer of the melodies of 

her songs, but that her memory of what she heard in her visions was assisted by the 

written record of the texts.  So although Hildegard composed the texts with the aid of 

writing, she apparently did not do this with the melodies, which she “imagined” or 

“created” under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and orally transmitted to her 

community, who received the songs aurally, while Hildegard may have had a written 

prompt of the texts.  Therefore, I am not suggesting that Hildegard’s process quite 

satisfies Treitler’s definition of oral composing as composing while performing.  She may 

have spontaneously sung the songs, but she may also have heard the melodies internally, 

rehearsed them either internally and/or privately, silently or aloud, and then when secure, 

begun aural transmission to her community.   

 

Therefore I suggest that a more useful definition of oral composing, in Hildegard’s case, 

might be the creation of melodies, without the aid of notation, for texts in written form.  I 

also suggest that Hildegard’s (and her schola’s) formation in a monastic setting would 

have trained her (and them) in the memorization of a vast array of texts and songs in a 

way which we in the twenty-first century would find hard to conceive. Once she had 

decided on a melody, Hildegard may well have been able to recall it over long periods of 

time, with only the words as prompts.  The imperative for recalling the melody with 

exactitude was that chant was sung by a group, either the whole body of the community, 

or by a smaller specialist group.  The solo cantor had a role in the liturgical singing of the 

community, but Divine Office was primarily sung by the whole community.16 For this to 

happen, the melody had to have a relatively permanent character. It is not possible to 

even partially comprehend Hildegard’s compositional process; in the twenty-first century, 

in Western musical traditions, we are so conditioned by the hegemony of the notated 

musical score that understanding the processes of an “untrained” but highly experienced 

singer/composer as Hildegard must have been is challenging.  The irony of the situation 

is that, while acknowledging that Hildegard was the oral composer of her songs, it is 

necessary to rely on a written record, which has to be dissected in order to reveal what 

might be attributed to Hildegard’s influence. 

 

Work on the oral transmission of chant melodies has suggested several ways in which a 

monastic composer might remember melodies from one performance to the next.   One is 

 
16 See Hildegard’s Mainz letter, where she writes about the distress of all the sisters at being 
prevented from singing Divine Office and Mass as has been their custom (Baird and Ehrmann 
1994, 76-7). 
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the use of formulae which was first proposed by Milman Parry.17 He proposed that a 

singer of epics could use formulae, which were associated with certain themes or ideas, to 

compose at high speed during an actual performance.  In Hildegard’s case, I suggest that 

this is not relevant for several reasons.  First, she characterized her composing as 

remembering what she had heard in her visions. However one constructs this experience, 

either as mystical communication from the Divine, or as the welling-up of a creative 

impulse fueled by years of daily singing the chant, combined with a desire to influence 

the spiritual education of one’s community, the process was one of hearing mentally, 

remembering and reproducing.  The theory of the use of formulae for oral composing of 

melodies implies a process which is one of at least partially conscious construction, 

which does not closely parallel Hildegard’s own description of her creative experiences.  

However, this is not to say that there are not observable repetitions of significant melodic 

passages and I refer to these as “gestures”.  By gesture I mean a melodic passage which 

might consist of as little as Hildegard’s rising leap of a fifth, or as much as a descending 

scalic passage ranging over a ninth.   

 

Studies in musical semiotics have employed the term “gesture” to signify a musical event 

which has affective meaning in the context in which it is employed.18  The meaning 

encoded within the gesture may only have significance to the composer, or may be shared 

by the composer and their audience.  Naomi Cummings suggests that an investigation 

which begins with a close structural analysis, as I have conducted in regard to 

Hildegard’s four songs, might be broadly identified as “semiotic” in the sense that it 

creates “…a richly described account of how the place of [this] music in its cultural 

context creates codes of meaning or association”.19  A close analysis of Hildegard’s 

melodies demonstrates that certain gestures are frequently repeated, and are often 

associated with certain themes, ideas, contexts, or emotions, although reading through the 

lens of scribes notating melodies in medieval notation no longer in use, it is not possible 

at times to do more than to suggest associations.   

 

 
17 See Adam Parry’s edition of Milman Parry’s work in The Making of Homeric Verse: The 
Collected Papers of Milman Parry, 1971, and Albert Lord’s Singer of Tales 1960.  See also 
Timothy Rice: “Transmission”, The New Grove Dictionary of Music On-Line ed. L. Macy 
(accessed 18 April 2003) www.grovemusic.com.   
18 For examination of the development of musical semiotics see Naomi Cumming: “Semiotics”, 
The New Grove Dictionary On-Line, ed. L. Macy (accessed 18 April, 2003) 
www.grovemusic.com.   
19 Cummings: “Semiotics”, The New Grove Dictionary On-Line ed. L. Macy (accessed 18 April, 
2003) www.grovemusic.com)  

http://www.grovemusic.com/
http://www.grovemusic.com/
http://www.grovemusic.com/
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A second suggestion regarding the composition of chant is that composers “lifted” certain 

melodic phrases from existing chants and scrambled them together in a kind of musical 

patchwork.  Termed “centonisation”, the pejorative implication is that the composer was 

unable to create new melodies but had to rely on reconfiguring scraps from existing 

ones.20  This was Bronarski’s 1920’s suggestion in his analysis of Hildegard’s melodies,21 

one that was strongly refuted by Pfau in 1990.  She contest his analysis particularly on the 

grounds that it isolated melodic “motifs” from the texts of the songs, and from 

Hildegard’s own assertion that it was the intimate relationship between the words and the 

melody which illuminated the spiritual import of the text (Pfau 1990, 49).  I also suggest 

that the concept of centonisation is strongly tied to an imagination wedded to a written 

script or score.  The idea of deliberately assembling a whole from multiple sources, some 

from here, some from there, is a creative process which almost requires physical “cutting 

and pasting” rather than the flowing utterance of an oral composer. 

 

The careful paleographic work of such scholars as Catherine Jeffreys has shown 

conclusively that Hildegard’s melodies were not neumed before 1174, when Hildegard 

was seventy-six years old (Jeffreys 2000, 17-24).  She cites as evidence Volmar’s letter to 

the absent Hildegard, dated post 1170, where the first reference is made to her songs as 

not only cantus but cantus cum melodia.  Volmar speaks of the community’s concern 

about Hildegard’s illness and what they would lose if she were to die, and one loss would 

be “…the voice of a melody and a language not heard before…” (Silvas 1998, 87).  

Jeffreys also shows that the neumed MSS which had been assumed to pre-date the 

Dendermonde MS (c.1174-5), namely the so-called Stuttgart 4°253, prepared c.1170 at 

Zwiefalten, had had neumes added post-1175.  If there were attempts in Hildegard’s 

scriptorium to notate the melodies of her songs, and this is not out of the bounds of 

possibility, we have no known evidence of this.  Jeffreys concludes that examination of 

the scribal “hands” suggests that two scribes from a nearby monastery, St Eucharius at 

Trier, scribed both the Dendermonde MS and the Riesencodex MS.  Friendly relations 

had been established as early as 1150 between Rupertsberg and St Eucharius and 

Hildegard’s correspondence shows that she kept in contact with various members of the 

community.  Late in her life, bereft of her secretary Volmar, she sent her only copy of her 

 
20 See Treitler’s 1975 article “Centonate Chant: Übles Flickwerk or E pluribus unus?” in The 
Journal of the American Musicological Society vol. 28 for a discussion of centonisation in chant. 
21 See Bronarski, Ludwig. 1973. Die Lieder hl. Hildegard: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der 
geistlichen Musik des Mettelalters. Walluf bie Wiesbaden: Sändig, first published in 1922. 
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last theological work, Liber Divinorum Operum, to the St Eucharius scriptorium for 

editing, which shows the degree of trust she felt towards the community there.  Jeffreys 

concludes that “…beginning in 1174, two St Eucharius monks collaborated with 

Hildegard to ‘get her songs written down’” (Jeffreys 2000, 22), and that this collaboration 

took place in the Rupertsberg scriptorium.  

 

In regard to the melodies of Hildegard’s songs, given that the records we have are 

collaborations between Hildegard and her schola, and two trained music scribes, the 

analytical task is to separate the two influences, the influence of the oral composer, and 

influence of the technically trained transcribers.  To achieve this, I have developed the 

categories set out in Table 1.  The influence of the scribes can be seen most in the 

application of the theoretical rules of composition according to the theorists whose work 

was known and copied in the 12th century.  The influence of the oral composer, 

Hildegard, can be seen in the fissures opened up when these theoretical rules are not 

strictly applied, and in certain anomalous behavior which results from these 

transgressions. 
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Table 1: The influence of the scribes and the influence of Hildegard, the oral composer 22

The Influence of the 
Scribes 

The Influence of Hildegard, Oral Composer 

• identifying the oral 
songs with a maneria 

• avoiding pitches foreign 
to the gamut 

• obeying the theoretical 
rules of composition 
according to the theorists 
whose work was known 
and copied in the 12th 
century  

 

• the structure of the final-diapente-diapason-diapente-
final and other similar structures involving the 
diatessaron which open up the pitch space occupied 
by the melody, and which operate in Hildegard’s 
songs irrespective of the maneriae 23 

• the alignment or non-alignment of the syntactical and 
musical phrases 

• the emphasis on the finals and co-finals,24 related to 
the alignment (or non-alignment) of finals and co-
finals with the ends of syntactical and musical 
phrases, although taking into consideration that these 
anchor points also show scribal attention to medieval 
theory for composing chant 

• frequently occurring gestures, related to the quartal, 
quintal and tertial relationships as revealed in the 
neume groupings transcribed by Jeffreys25 

• points of tension and resolution 
• changes that occur through the course of the song 
• the balance between repetition and variation, often 

occasioned by the prose style of the texts, with 
inconsistent lengths of lines and syllable counts 

• the evidence of jubilatio, sung joy, in such gestures as 
long melismas on one syllable. 

• anomalous melodic behavior, not described even by 
Berno who did consider the placement of irregular 
chants on the gamut. 

 
 

                                                 
22 In referring to the notes of the medieval gamut, I have chosen to use the register symbols 
recommended by the Acoustical Society of America (Gardner Read 1969, 44).  I will be referring 
notes in the octave below middle c with lower case letters (eg c ), notes in the octave above middle 
c with lower case letters with comma (eg c'), notes in the second octave above middle c with 
lowercase letters with two commas (eg c" ) and so on.  Notes in the second octave below middle c 
I will refer to with uppercase letters, eg C.  Musical notes will be bolded.  I have chosen to use this 
system for ease of reading.  
23 I have retained the medieval terms diapente, diatessaron, and diapason for the fifth, fourth and 
octave, as these are the terms used by theorists to whom I refer. See note 10 in the introduction for 
a definition of maneria. 
24 The terms “final” and “co-final” are used to designate the ending pitch of the chant as well as 
ending pitches of internal phrases.  Hildegard would have been familiar with the concept of the 
“final” because one needed to know what the final of an antiphon was in order to match it up with 
the appropriate psalm. 
25 By tertial relationships I mean the occurrence of successive pitches which relate to each other in 
what twenty-first century musicologists would refer to as thirds.  By quartal I refer to pitches 
which relate to each other in terms of fourths, and by quintal relationships I refer to pitches which 
relate to each other in terms of fifths.  These relationships might be revealed in leaps, or in the 
bounding of pitch spaces by notes in third, fourth or fifth relationships to each other. 
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I have used the term “pitch space” to describe a range of pitches, indicated by conjunct or 

disjunct motion, rather than “tonal space”.  “Tonal space” would seem to imply the 

system of tonal arrangements which applied much later than the twelfth century, whereas 

“pitch space”, can be used to indicate more generally the pitches over which a melodic 

gesture ranges.  Kevin Mooney suggests that “A further distinction can be made between 

‘tonal space’ and ‘pitch space’. The former is appropriate in connection with music that 

exhibits features of major–minor tonality; the latter is preferred when these features are 

lacking or significantly altered, as in some music by Skryabin and Bartók. ‘Pitch space’ 

may be considered the general term, ‘tonal space’ (sometimes ‘tonal pitch space’) the 

more specific” (Kevin Mooney: ‘Tonal Space’, The New Grove Dictionary of Music 

Online ed. L. Macy [accessed 11/03/03], http://www.grovemusic.com).  The general 

nature of the term “pitch space” is therefore preferred to the more specific “tonal space”. 

 

Even the term “pitch” itself is somewhat problematic in regard to medieval music.  David 

Cohen, in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, discusses the relative merits 

of using “note”, “pitch” and “tone” to refer to a “distinct sonic entity” (Cohen 2002, 307).  

He prefers “note” in spite of its association with a written mark on paper or parchment. 

“Pitch”, he says, is an acoustical term denoting the property of a note, and “tone” has 

associations with early modal theory (Cohen 2002, 307, n.1).    However, I use the term 

“pitch” in this dissertation when analysing Hildegard’s melodies to distinguish between 

the written record and her oral composition.  However limited our twenty-first century 

understanding of what medieval singers actually sang, they apparently did sing discrete 

sonic events in their chanting, and referring to these as “pitches” at least acknowledges 

that they may not have been exactly what twenty-first century musicians know as “notes”.  

The scribes who transcribed Hildegard’s melodies placed oral compositions on a 

theoretical gamut of allowed notes, but this is not to say that Hildegard and her schola did 

not sing notes that fell to some extent outside this gamut, either in height or depth, or in 

the use of non-diatonic pitches.  In his research into aspects of orality in medieval chant, 

particularly the use of coniunctae (extra-diatonic degrees) Theodore Karp concludes that  

 

…the extraordinary diversity exhibited by the more complex examples discussed 

in this study demonstrates that tones not appearing within the Guidonian gamut 

were used long before the development of a richer vocabulary for polyphony and 

that the coniunctae represent a late, and only partial, accommodation of chant 

theory to chant practice (Karp 1998, 223). 

 

http://www.grovemusic.com/
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However, all we have is the scribes’ attempts to represent Hildegard’s melodies in the 

pitches allowed on the medieval gamut in the twelfth century, and so my analysis works 

with these records to sift from the scribes neumes what might be signs of the oral 

chanting of Hildegard’s original songs. 

 

One important aspect of the scribes neuming of Hildegard’s songs is the choices they 

made regarding the placement of the songs on the gamut.  They had to choose a starting 

pitch and final for Hildegard’s melodies, and their choices were circumscribed by the 

theoretical training they had received.  There is ample evidence in the seventy-seven 

neumed songs that this was a difficult task, to take melodies conceived orally and 

constrain them in an acceptable theoretical system.  Jeffreys suggests that the 

classification recommended in the Praefatio, an anonymous Cistercian work c.1147, 

based on Guy D’eu’s Regula de Arte Musica, and legitimised by an introductory letter by 

Bernard of Clairvaux, is the best way to think about classification in Hildegard’s songs.  

Firstly, a chant is designated according to one of four maneriae, protus (final d'), 

deuterus (final e'), tritus (final f'), or tetrardus (final g').  Then the range was considered 

to be either plagal (lower pitches within the designated range) or authentic (in the higher 

range).  In addition, other finals were allowed for three of the four maneriae: protus-a 

(final a'), deuterus-b (final b'), and tritus-c (final c").  This preserved pitch relationships 

but avoided the need for notes not allowed according to the gamut such as e' flat or f' 

sharp.  I suggest, along with Jeffreys, that the four fold system implied by the term 

maneria, as opposed to the eight fold system which represents songs with an a' final, for 

example, as being in a separate mode, is the best way to understand the scribes placement 

of Hildegard’s melodies on the gamut (Jeffreys 2000, 49-50). 

 

In this dissertation, I have limited my analysis of Hildegard’s song texts, melodies and 

text-music relationships to four songs: 

 

1. O virga ac diadema 

2. O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

3. Caritas habundat 

4. O virtus Sapientie 

 

The four songs were primarily chosen for their exploration of images of the Divine, 

overtly female in three cases, and by association in the fourth.  However, there are other 

continuities as well as discontinuities in both texts and melodies: 
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1. O virga ac diadema is cast in protus-a and is like a sequence in form.  It celebrates 

woman as the centrepiece of the universe, as well as the Virgin as salvatrix and 

redeemer (Newman 1998c, 277).  (Scribed in both the Dendermonde and the 

Riesencodex MSS). 

 

2. O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, a sequence for the Holy Spirit, conflated in the song and in 

Hildegard’s works with Caritas and Sapientia, also in protus-a, emphasises the work 

of the Spirit in unifying the community of the faithful. (Scribed in both the 

Dendermonde and the Riesencodex MSS). 

 

3. Caritas habundat is an antiphon for Divine Love, who is an important Divine 

personification for Hildegard.  She is an actor in a courtly romance often used as an 

analogy for the virtuous life.  The melody is cast in protus-d.  (Scribed in both the 

Dendermonde and the Riesencodex MSS). 

 

4. O virtus Sapientie is an antiphon for Wisdom, a radiant figure in Hildegard’s visions, 

and somewhat less identifiable with the human form.  The melody is cast  in 

deuterus-e.  (Scribed solely in the Riesencodex MS). 

 

The Latin texts are taken from Barbara Newman’s critical edition of Hildegard’s songs, 

and unless otherwise specified, the Latin translations are mine.  Chapters four, five, six, 

and seven are devoted to analyses of the four songs.  First, the text of each song is 

contextualised within Hildegard’s own writings, within the Scripture in which she would 

have been so immersed, and within her twelfth century monastic world.  Secondly, the 

melody of each song is analysed, and the marrow of Hildegard’s melodies are extracted 

from the structures imposed on them by the scribes.26  Thirdly, the text-music 

relationships are outlined, recombining the foregoing separate analyses of text and 

melody to show the intimate connection between the two. 

 

The analyses which follow demonstrate the intimate link between words and melody, and 

what Hildegard hoped her community would learn through the singing of these songs.  

 
26 I am indebted to Catherine Jeffreys for her transcriptions of the four songs I analyse in this 
dissertation.  She supplied accurate and unedited transcriptions of both the Dendemonde and 
Riesencodex versions of the songs where appropriate, and this has proved invaluable to my 
analysis.   
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My analyses show something of what might be attributed to Hildegard’s oral composing 

in terms of the melodies, and more securely to her theologising in the texts, but it is in the 

text-music relationships that the most interesting associations are to be found.  I 

concentrate on three broad areas in the melodies and ask the question, can these be 

perhaps what Hildegard sang, and if so, what in the text might have prompted such a 

melodic response? The first of the three areas is the so-called errors and corruptions 

attributed to scribal error in neuming the melodies.  If, instead, these are what the oral 

composer intended, I ask what that might mean in terms of  the text-music relationships, 

and I demonstrate that some interesting associations emerge.  The second area is the 

evidence of the freedoms and constraints that operate in the songs.  There are places 

where Hildegard’s melodies and their texts burst out of the constraints imposed by the 

scribes; the free approach of the oral composer formed in her monastic culture, although 

constrained by the scribes, does manage to escape their theoretical strictures at times.  

The third area is the connection between commonly utilised gestures and the texts they 

deliver.  My analysis reveals some interesting connections between the places where 

these gestures are employed.  Given the critical importance Hildegard placed on cantus 

cum melodia, spiritual texts sung to melodies specifically composed for those words, a 

close analysis of these songs is appropriate.  Hildegard may not have been able to write 

the melodies above the words of her songs, but given her immersion in daily chanting and 

her training in the memorisation of Divine Office, she could well have been capable of 

holding the melodies of her songs in her memory, and of reworking them as she reworked 

her visionary writings with the help at least of Volmar and Richardis and perhaps others 

in her community.  Therefore, it is more than interesting to tease out the influence of the 

oral composer in order to discern the significance she might have attached to the 

relationship between cantus and melodia, words and music. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Miraculous Womb and Radiant Flesh: O virga ac diadema 

 

Just as you do not know how the breath comes to the bones in the 

mother’s womb, so you do not know the work of God, who makes 

everything (Ecclesiastes 11:5). 

 

O Virga ac diadema is one of Hildegard’s sixteen songs celebrating the Virgin, and it is 

interesting to note that it was regarded as her favourite.  In the “Proceedings of the 

inquiry into the virtues and miracles of S. Hildegard”, written after Hildegard’s death in 

preparation for her canonisation, Hedwig, a lay sister says: 

 

…the blessed Hildegard was constantly sick in bed from the scourge of God, 

except when she was irradiated by the Holy Spirit.  Then she would walk about 

the monastery singing that sequence inspired by the Holy Spirit which begins: ‘O 

sceptre and diadem!’  With this the cellarer and guardian agreed on oath (Silvas 

1998, 263).1

 

This story may be an imaginative looking back at a much revered leader, but if there was 

a sense of this song being highly regarded by Hildegard, then a close analysis might 

reveal much about the things she wanted her predominantly female community to 

experience and learn in the music and words of O Virga ac diadema.  As indicated in 

Firstly I examine the text of the song, and then the relationship between the text and the 

melody to which it is set. 

 

The Text 

 

Table 1: The Latin words and an English translation  

 

O branch [of the Jesse tree] 

and diadem of royal purple 

you are enclosed as  

by a breast-plate. 

1a. O Virga ac diadema 

purpure regis, 

que es in clausura tua 

sicut lorica. 
                                                 
1 Jeffreys also refers to this report with the added  information that the custodian and cellarer was a 
person according to the Rule of St Benedict who had to be “…wise, mature, sober and a moderate 
eater (among other things)”  (Jeffreys 2000, 36). 
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You have flowered, your leaves unfolding 

in another situation  

than the one in which Adam brought forth  

the whole human race. 

1b.Tu frondens floruisti 

in alia vicissitudine 

quam Adam omne genus humanum  

produceret. 

 

Hail, hail, from your womb 

came forth another life [eternal life] 

which Adam had stripped  

from his children. 

 

O flower, you did not sprout from the dew 

nor from drops of rain 

nor did the wind blow over you 

but Divine brightness [radiance] 

generated itself within you, the most noble 

branch [the Virgin]. 

2a. Ave, ave, de tuo ventre 

alia vita processit 

qua Adam filios suos 

denudaverat. 

 

2b. O flos, tu non germinasti de rore 

nec de guttis pluvie, 

nec aer desuper te volavit, 

sed divina claritas 

in nobilissima Virga te produxit. 

 

 

O branch, God had foreseen  

the manner of your flowering 

on the first day of his creation. 

 

And out of you,  

O praiseworthy Virgin 

he made the golden matter of his Word. 

 

O how great in its strength 

is the flank of the man 

from which God produced the form of the 

woman.  He made her the mirror of all his 

honour and the [warm, loving, circling] 

embrace of all his creation. 

 

From that time forth, heavenly musical 

instruments 

play in harmony and all the earth wonder

O praiseworthy Mary 

For God has intensely loved you. 

3a. O Virga, floriditatem tuam 

Deus in prima die 

creature sue previderat. 

 

3b. Et te Verbo suo auream materiam, 

O laudabilis Virgo,  

fecit. 

 

4a. O quam magnum est in viribus suis 

latus viri de quo Deus  

formam mulieris produxit, 

quam fecit speculum 

omnis ornamenti sui 

et amplexionem omnis creature sue. 

 

4b. Inde concinunt celestia organa 

et miratur omnis terra, 

O laudabilis Maria, 

quia Deus te valde amavit. 

 
 

s
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How right it is to intensely weep and  

mourn because,  

through the serpent’s counsel, 

sorrow for sin flowed through a woman. 

 

For that woman 

whom God established to be the mother  

of all humans injured her own innermost 

fleshly parts, her womb, with the wounds  

of ignorance, and brought consummate  

pain on her own kind. 

5a. [O] quam valde plangendum 

et lugendum est quod tristicia in crimine 

per consilium serpentis 

in mulierem fluxit. 

 

5b. Nam ipsa mulier 

quam Deus matrem omnium posuit 

viscera sua cum vulneribus ignorantie  

decerpsit, 

et plenum dolorem generi suo protulit. 

 

 
But, O Dawn 

from your womb a new light has come 

forth, which has washed away all the sins 

of Eve, and brought through you a greater 

blessing than the one [the blessing]  

which was ruined by Eve for humans. 

6a. Sed, O Aurora, 

de ventre tuo novus sol processit, 

qui omnia crimina Eve abstersit 

et maiorem benedictionem 

per te protulit 

quam Eva hominibus nocuisset. 

 
Whence, O Savior 

who brought forth the new light for 

humankind 

gather together the members of your Son

[all those who are in the community of 

Christ] into celestial harmony. 

6b. Unde, O Salvatrix, 

que novum lumen 

humano generi protulisti: 

collige membra Filii tui 

ad celestem armoniam. 2

 

 

The Virgin, about whom Hildegard rhapsodizes, is more like an immortal female Divine 

figure.  This is also largely true of Hildegard’s other Marian songs and her prose writings 

about the Virgin.  Newman notes that “…what seems most distinctive about this body of 

prose and song is the near-total absence of Mary as a person” (Newman 1987, 187).  She 

goes on to outline four aspects of the Virgin which she sees as preoccupying Hildegard’ 

writings: first, she is a state of existence, an embodied Eden; secondly, she is the garden 

where God dwells; thirdly, she is all about beauty, joy, innocence and what Newman sees 

                                                 
2 The Latin text is from Newman’s critical edition, revised in 1998 (Newman 1998c, 128-31).  The 
English translation is my own with assistance from Dr Drina Oldroyd. 
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as asexual eros; and fourthly, her beauty is not in human form but the beauty of light, 

perfume, and music, all intangible essences (Newman 1987, 187).  These aspects are 

readily identifiable in O virga ac diadema, and all resonate more with the description of a 

Divine image than the human person, Mary of Nazareth. 

 

Elizabeth Johnson suggests that “…the retrieval of those elements in the Marian symbol 

which properly belong to Divine reality, and the direct attribution of them to God imaged 

as female” (Johnson 1989, 501) would go a long way towards redressing the injustice to 

women of a patriarchal God imagined as male, establishing ways of imaging the Divine 

which would resonate with women’s reality and experience.  This is a radical move in 

direct contrast to what centuries of Christian theologising has constructed around the 

Virgin Mary.  From the Gospel narratives about a young woman who bears a child out of 

wedlock has been built a myth about the Queen of Heaven, Mother of God, immaculately 

conceived, fecundated by a spiritual breath, birthing mysteriously from a virgin womb, 

with the power to dispense salvation though her role as mediator and champion of 

humans. Now Johnson is proposing that these mystical attributes be shifted to become 

attributes of the Divine, thus imaging the Divine as female as well as male.  She says: 

 

For this renewal of the doctrine of God, for the growth in human dignity of real 

women made in her image and likeness, and for a properly directed theology of 

Mary within a liberating community of disciples, it would be well to allow this 

imagery to disperse beyond Mary, in the direction of the reality of the holy 

mystery of God (Johnson 1989, 526). 

 

Johnson’s proposal goes to the heart of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century 

feminist theological project, that of re-imaging the Divine in ways that allow women and 

other marginalized people to imagine themselves as reflecting this Divinity. 

 

Johnson does not propose that all the attributes that have become attached to the Virgin 

are ones which could be appropriated as rightfully images of the Divine.  She suggests 

that there are five images of the Divine which could be retrieved from Marian imagery: 

first, the image of God as mother; secondly, the idea of the Divine as mercifully 

compassionate; thirdly, the power and might of the Divine to protect and save, liberate 

and heal; fourthly, the concept of God as immanent in all creation; and fifthly, the Divine 

as source of re-creative energy (Johnson 1989, 520-25).   Johnson’s proposal is in direct 

contrast to Marina Warner’s claim that what she calls the myths about the Virgin Mary, 

the constructions which have been erected around her legend, are bankrupt, and that 
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“…the moral code she affirms has been exhausted” (Warner 1976, 338).  Warner 

rightfully points out that the problem lies in the contradiction in the Marian myth that has 

been used to confuse and torment women.  As exemplified in O virga ac diadema, Mary 

is both virgin and mother at the same time, an impossible feat for a human woman.3  She 

is not sexually active, and yet is able to birth a child.  She alone is able to become a 

mother without marriage, and escape the censure of the Church.  Her virginal state is 

lauded as the ideal, but for most women that was and is neither achievable nor desirable.  

As Warner puts it: 

 

Mary establishes the child as the destiny of woman, but escapes the sexual 

intercourse necessary for all other women to fulfill this destiny.  Thus the very 

purpose of women established by the myth with one hand is slighted by the other 

(Warner 1976, 336).   

 

I suggest that Johnson’s approach is the one which would ultimately contribute more 

securely to the feminist theological purpose of imaging the Divine in ways relevant to 

women.  Warner vacates the field, in a sense, which allows male images of the Divine to 

remain unchallenged, whereas, by remaining engaged with the tradition, Johnson reminds 

Christians that there is a first century Mary, friend of God and prophet,4 but also a Divine 

image of a powerful woman who acts to birth and re-birth creation.   

 

Cristina Traina, in discussing the sexual dimensions of maternal experience, agrees, 

pointing out that there are ways of imagining Mary that are “damaging”, such as 

imagining her as never having had a sexual experience (Traina, 2000: 398).  Traina 

includes birthing and breast-feeding, and nurturing in this category, and she argues that if 

the stigma were removed from “…the patently sexual experiences of childbirth and 

nursing, Mary need not be seen as having eschewed sexual contact either” (Traina, 2000: 

398).  It is not essential, she argues, to see the virgin birth as “logically or theologically 

necessary to the doctrine of the incarnation” (Traina, 2000: 398).  This perspective 

contributes to imagining Mary, first century woman of courage and faith, as a fully 

human woman, separate from the Virgin with Her miraculous womb and radiant flesh.  In 
                                                 
3 Interestingly, virginal conception is not impossible with twenty-first century technology, if 
artificial insemination or invitro-fertilisation or cloning is used.  However, the technology has not 
yet been fully perfected where a pregnancy could take place without sperm being injected in some 
manner, and it would seem that here lies the distinction between the Virgin, conceiving by the 
overshadowing of the Holy Spirit and a woman conceiving by injection of sperm, or the 
implantation of a fertilized ovum, however that is accomplished.   
4 See Johnson’s new work Truly Our Sister: A Theology of Mary in the Communion of Saints, 
2003 chapter 11 pp305-325. 
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this paper I take seriously Johnson’s suggestion that we return Divine attributes “…in the 

direction of the reality of the holy mystery of God”.  However, I suggest that we need to 

exercise caution in choosing which attributes are to be directed to the Divine, which are 

to be re-defined or de-emphasised, and which are to be returned to Mary of the Gospels.   

 

Examining Hildegard’s O virga ac diadema, it is apparent that many of the attributes of 

the Virgin, who is the subject of praise and prayer in this song, could more appropriately 

be regarded as attributes of the Divine.  The following table (table 2) lists those attributes 

together with the references in the song, and then categorizes them according to 

Johnson’s five attributes.  I follow this table with a detailed discussion of each category, 

with most attention being paid to the attribute of God and Mother, via Hildegard’s 

important womb imagery.  The other attributes are related to this central image, a God 

who feels a mothers’ womb compassion for her offspring, who loves her children, whose 

fecundity brings new life, and who powerfully protects and heals. 
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Table 2: Attributes of the Divine in O virga ac diadema 

 

Attributes of the 
Divine… 

…in O virga ac diadema… …related to Johnson’s five 
categories  

Womb is the source of 
life 

Womb is not like a human 
organ – dawn shines through 
it (6a); it has the power to 
heal the broken womb of Eve 
(2a, 6a); womb is like gold, 
valuable (3b); brilliant light 
shines from it (6a);  

1. God as mother 

Virgin as warm lover of 
all creation 

Embraces all creation (4a); 
matter from which God 
manifests (3a); saves 
humanity (6b); listens to 
prayer (6b) 

2. Divine compassion and 
mercy 

Queen of Heaven Virgin is saluted as crowned 
and in royal purple (1a); atop 
the Jesse tree, royal 
genealogy (1a, b, 3a) beloved 
of God (4b); saluted in 
heaven and on earth with 
music and adoration (4b); 
mirror of the Divine (4a); 
with God from the beginning 
(3a) 

3. Divine power and might 

Jesse tree, flowering 
branch, sign of fecundity 

Her flowering on the Jesse 
tree shows the Divine in the 
world, active and fecund, re-
creating and regenerating (1a, 
b; 2a, b; 3a, b) 

4. The Divine is immanent 
as well as transcendent  
5. Source of re-creating 
energy 

Brings new life to all 
creation 

As Dawn she brings the new 
light which also cleanses the 
past (6a, b) (see also Jesse 
tree imagery above) 

5. Source of re-creating 
energy 

 

God as Mother 

 

One aspect of Hildegard’s imagery in O virga ac diadema which points to images of the 

Divine as Mother is the emphasis Hildegard places on the womb as the source of life.  In 

six of the sixteen songs dedicated to the Virgin, Hildegard gives considerable attention to 

the Virgin’s womb, using both venter and viscera.5  In table 3, these instances are set out 

together with the properties that she associates with this miraculous womb. 

                                                 

Cont. 

5 Hildegard also uses the term materia in O virga ac diadema, and in two other Marian songs, and 
in each case, Newman translates this term as “matrix”.  The late Latin meaning of materia was 
womb, with its derivation from mater.  In O splendissima gemma Hildegard says the Virgin is the 
Father’s Word, per quod creavit mundi primam materiam – she is the primal matter, or the first 
womb from which creation emerged.  In her song, Ave generosa, Hildegard again uses materia in 
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Table 3: The Virgin’s womb 

 

Instances in song Images 

Ave generosa: venter and viscera Music is heard coming from her womb; 
moisture floods it; it is full of joy.  

O virga mediatrix: viscera  and venter Flowers burst from the womb; light shines 
from it. 

O viridissima virga: viscera Wheat grows in the flooding moisture in 
the womb, and grows so high birds make 
their nests there. 

O virga ac diadema: venter and viscera New life arrives; the Sun shines from the 
womb as if through the dawn; Eve wounds 
her womb with ignorance, but the Virgin’s 
womb is the source of healing for these 
wounds; regeneration brings new hope. 

O quam preciosa: viscera and venter Her womb is flooded with warmth; it is a 
secret place where beautiful flowers grow; 
again the Sun shines out of it, as through 
the dawn. 

O tu illustrata: venter Again her womb is flooded with moisture, 
and flowers grow from it; the Spirit sucks 
out Eve’s infection, and there is healing; 
again the womb is a secret place where 
beauty is concealed for a time.. 

 

Hildegard has taken the microcosm of the human female’s womb from where a child is 

birthed, and invested it with macrocosmic proportions as a place where creation is 

generated and re-generated.  Birthing from a womb is a uniquely female activity, so the 

connection she is making is between what women do, and what God does, imaging the 

Divine as Mother.  The womb Hildegard celebrates in song is a place where the Divine 

becomes manifest, and from where Divine light and sound emanate. It is significant that 

Hildegard directly experienced the Divine as lux vivens, living light.  Mews says: 

 

While John’s gospel uses images of light and life to refer to the Incarnation, 

Hildegard employs the phrase lux vivens, never used in this way in previous Latin 

Christian literature, to describe the source of her inspiration (Mews 1998, 55). 

 

Hildegard describes this lux vivens in her letter to the monk Guibert in 1175.  Mostly she 

sees the light in a reflecting surface like water:  

 
                                                                                                                                      
relation to the sacredness of this womb, in a reflection of what she says in O virga ac diadema, 
that is, sancta viscera, holy womb.  These occurrences of materia add to the weight of Hildegard’s 
use of the terms venter and viscera as expressions of the Divine as birthing Mother. 
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This light I have named ‘the shadow of the Living Light,’ and just as the sun and 

moon and stars are reflected in water, so too are writings, words, virtues, and 

deeds of men [homo] reflected back to me from it” (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 23).   

 

Later she says “And sometimes, though not often, I see another light in that light, and this 

I have called ‘the Living Light’” (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 23).  It is clear that for 

Hildegard this brilliant light is her direct experience of the Divine. This light is the new 

light of the song, novus sol, the lux vivens of the Incarnation, which shines from the 

Virgin’s womb and which presages and brings to “light” the Divine for all creation to see 

and experience.  In imaging her highly intense awareness of the Divine into images such 

as a mother’s miraculous womb opening to allow radiant light to illuminate all creation 

and all creatures, Hildegard is shaping the imaginations of the women in her monastery, 

so that they too can experience the Divine as she often does, intensely female, 

continuously creating, lovingly relating to humanity as a mother is to her offspring.  This 

image of the Divine is not passive, nor is Divine activity confined to simply delivery.  

Through what is like a portal between several realities, Divine illumination is 

communicated to humanity, and humans are able to experience that which transforms the 

way in which they live with each other and all creation. 

 

In a 1989 study, anthropologists and psychologists MacDonald et al suggested that, in 

many mystery traditions, portalling devices are used “…at the junction between ordinary 

and non-ordinary realities…” (MacDonald et al. 1989, 40).  In defining portals they say 

 

The distinction between inside and outside bears a number of 

connotations…:known/unknown, safety/danger/sacred/profane…portals define 

thresholds and liminality presenting new possibilities for being.  Another 

characteristic of portals is that they demarcate the qualities of 

transition…(MacDonald et al. 1989, 40).   

 

They go on to say that, common to the experience of many mystics is the visualisation of 

a mandala type object whose centre “…typically opens up to become a threshold 

phenomenon of some sort: for example, a doorway, tunnel, cave, womb entrance…” 

(MacDonald et al. 1989, 61).  Hildegard’s vision of the miraculous womb of the Virgin 

could be likened to the mystical portal suggested by MacDonald et al.  At this site there is 

the possibility of an exchange between Divinity and humanity, a site where 

transformation could occur, and new possibilities for the virtuous and moral life, the life 

illuminated by knowledge and understanding could be explored.  This was I argue, an 
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important facet of Hildegard’s creative activity, and she used multi-layered metaphorical 

imaginings to make these learnings come alive for the women in her monastery. 

 

Not only does the womb of the Divine birth and shine but it has the capacity to heal as 

well.  In a poignant reference to the Genesis story, Hildegard imagines Eve injuring her 

own womb.  In the story, Eve’s actions are the cause of her own subsequent pain in 

birthing and the pain of all women thereafter.  However, the womb of the Virgin, shining 

with Living Light, produces that which heals all the pain and cleans the wounds, and in 

doing so almost justifies the first transgression; without it, the Divine would not have had 

the opportunity to express the love and forgiveness of a mother restoring a child to her 

good graces after an episode of disobedience.  The regenerating activity of the womb is 

reminiscent of Hildegard’s vision of the universe as a vast instrument (maximum 

instrumentum), pictured as a highly decorated mandorla, shaped like a womb (Scivias 

1:3).  In medieval terms, an instrument was associated with the causation of events.  An 

instrumental cause was not an efficient cause; it was a means but not the instigator of an 

action.  The instrument was regarded as the filter through which meaning flows in the 

way that music flows through, for example, a flute.  The flute is not the music but the 

means by which the music is realised in sound and time.  Hildegard’s image of the 

universe is like a womb, the means by which the Divine as Mother continuously rebirths 

and regenerates all creation.   

 

The image described and illuminated in Scivias 3:1, representing the universe, is subject 

to powerful forces which cause it to move in various ways.  The “globe of sparkling 

flame” (Hart 1990, 93) which represents the sun, moves up and down and causes the 

flames which surround the vast instrument to rise and die down.  Hildegard connects the 

rising flames with the Incarnation: 

 

“Therefore the globe sometimes raises itself up, so that much fire flies to it and 

therefore its flames last longer.  This means that when the time came that the 

Only-Begotten of God was to become incarnate for the redemption and uplifting 

of the human race by the will of the Father, the Holy Spirit by the power of the 

Father brought celestial mysteries wonderfully to pass in the Blessed Virgin; 

(Hart 1990, 95) 

 

Hildegard connects the dying flames to the misery and physical anguish suffered by the 

Incarnated One, but the rising and falling of the flames is a continuous activity, indicating 

that she saw the Incarnation as a continuing Divine activity in the world, mediated 
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through the Virgin’s body.  The “maximum instrumentum” could be thus said to be an 

analogy for a Divine womb, a metaphor which is reinforced by another attribute.  

Hildegard describes the moisture with which the “instrument” is flooded, and gives her 

key to this analogy.  She sees an area of “…watery air with a white zone beneath it, 

which diffuses itself here and there and imparts moisture to the whole instrument….When 

this zone suddenly contracts, it sends forth sudden rain with great noise; and when it 

gently spreads out it gives a pleasant and softly falling rain” (Hart 1990, 97).  This 

“flooding” is identified as the waters of baptism, the waters of birth into a new life.  The 

concept of movement sometimes sudden and painful, sometimes gentle and pleasant, 

together with the idea of birth waters, added to Hildegard’s identification of the  

“maximum instrumentum” with the universe, evokes the image of the Divine womb 

continuously re-birthing creation sometimes with anguish and pain and sometimes with 

gentle blessings.6   

 

There are some difficulties with womb imagery for the Divine.  If images of the Divine 

are to resonate with the experience of all women and men, then womb imagery can 

exclude those who do not or have not yet birthed.  In addition, celebrating God as Mother 

can work to elevate motherhood above all other aspects of parenting or being human.  

This can work to idealise motherhood, setting up impossible standards not only for 

discovering what it means to be a human person, but also what it means to mother, or 

become a mother, or experiencing being mothered. There are two approaches here which 

can mediate these concerns, firstly looking more closely at women’s actual experience of 

birthing.  Naomi Wolf, analysing misconceptions around motherhood and birthing, keeps 

using the word “profound” and talks about the “white-knuckled struggle”, “the most 

primal, joyful, lonely, sensual, psychologically challenging and physically painful 

experience” that a human can face, “a great work of stoicism, discipline and patience” 

(Australian, Sept 8-9. 2001, 21).  This is a more realistic description of some women’s 

experience of birth and motherhood.  These images of a profound experience which is at 

the same time physically painful, yet sensual and joyful, requiring great courage to 

overcome the fear it engenders, resonate more closely with women’s actual birthing and 

mothering experiences. This, therefore, makes Divine images of God as mother, and 

creation as both the womb itself and that which is birthed from the womb, more resonant 

with human experience.  Hildegard’s descriptions of the Divine womb, shining, singing, 

                                                 
6 In her song O clarissima mater Hildegard refers to the Virgin as vivificum instrumentum, life-
giving instrument, further suggesting the connection Hildegard makes between her vision of the 
universe and the Virgin’s womb. 
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moist, warm, regenerating, renewing, healing, are full of images which counter images of 

a disembodied and distant Divine.   

 

Secondly, an approach which identifies experiences which are like birthing, such as the 

painful and yet joyous experience of bringing to fruition a creative work or a large 

project, works to counter exclusive patriarchal practices.  This approach, in fact, resonates 

with the experiences of all humans, women, men and those who identify with other 

genders, such as lesbian, gay, transgender, trans-sexual and bi-sexual.  Imagining the 

Divine as mother birthing creation can be an image which would nourish all humans and 

work to perhaps suggest to us that in becoming Divine ourselves, we should be like the 

mother who accepts the care of the fruits of her womb with love and compassion. Being 

birthed from the womb is an experience common to all humans, whether they go on to 

birth physically or metaphorically.  This inclusive experience, used metaphorically to 

image Divine action in creation, can work to include all humans, unlike other images of 

the Divine which have been used to exclude more than half of humanity.  However, this 

image of the womb is one image among many, and, if taken up as such, can avoid the 

problem which can arise when such an image becomes enshrined.  McFague sounds a 

warning note here, in her suggestion that it is when a metaphor becomes a model, it can 

lose its “shock of recognition” and become installed as a definition (McFague 1987, 35).  

She gives the example of “God the Father”, a model for the Divine which has come to 

dominate Christian imagery.  The consequences have been that “humans beings become 

children, sin can be understood as rebellious behaviour, and redemption can be thought of 

as a restoration to the status of favoured offspring” (McFague 1987, 34).  I suggest that 

Hildegard’s proliferation of images for the Divine helps to avoid the installation of one 

metaphor as an intractable model. 

 

In the late twentieth century, Gael O’Leary took up Johnson’s challenge to enshrine 

nourishing images of the Divine in art.  Her painting “Birthed from the Womb of God” 

portrays the Divine as a woman in labour, about to deliver.  Her legs are widespread and 

her cervix dilated.  She says: 

 

The stretched cervix draws us into the mystery and depth of the womb.  The dash 

of red there is symbolic of the on-going life/love process, and a reminder that 

there we have been known, nurtured and carried, enclosed in an environment of 

tender love and protection (O’Leary 1987, 34). 
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The woman is resting, as if between contractions, not fearful, but deeply concentrating on 

her body and what lies ahead.  The image is graphic and potentially disturbing to those 

who may not have considered imagining the Divine as female, but as O’Leary says, we 

are all human and yet differentiated.  In our differentiation, she suggests, we need  

 

…such images to glimpse the richness of the transcendences of God.  The more 

we can touch into and reflect on the richness of our womanhood and our 

uniqueness in humankind, the more we add to our understanding of the image of 

God (O’Leary 1987, 33).   

 

The quiet repose suggested in the painting is reminiscent of what Schipperges, writing 

about Hildegard’s views of the universe, says of God’s delight in humanity: “It was not a 

Spirit encompassing the universe that actually illuminated and enlightened it, but  

woman’s quietly gestating womb” (Schipperges 1998, 139).  O’Leary’s painting is one 

artist’s attempt to add dimensions to the imaging of the Divine, in this case as birthing 

mother.  The distinction she makes between difference and differentiation is also useful; 

it has been unhelpful for women to be categorised as essentially different to males, but 

recognising that there needs to be some acknowledgement of differentiation between 

genders is helpful in the feminist project of expanding images of the Divine to include 

multi-faceted images which are female as well as male, gendered as well as non-

gendered. 

 

In her early theological work, Hildegard records her vision of a powerful woman, 

representing the Church, with a red glow like the dawn shining at her breast. 

 

After this I saw the image of a woman as large as a great city, with a wonderful 

crown on her head and arms from which a splendour hung like sleeves, shining 

from Heaven to earth.  Her womb was pierced like a net with many openings, 

with a huge multitude of people running in and out.  She had no legs or feet, but 

stood balanced on her womb in front of the altar that stands before the eyes of 

God, embracing it with her outstretched hands and gazing sharply with her eyes 

throughout all of Heaven (Hart 1990, 169). 

 

Black children are caught up in the net of her womb, like fish swimming in water caught 

in the fisherman’s net, and then the woman “…groaned, drawing them upward to her 

head, and they went out by her mouth…” (Hart 1990, 169), now clothed in pure white 

garments.  Hildegard’s exegesis of the vision makes it clear that the woman is the Church, 
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labouring in birth, “…always pregnant and procreating children of hers by the true 

ablution” (Hart 1990, 171).  As Newman says, Hildegard “…compares the catechumens 

to fish and the womb of Ecclesia to a fishnet, which is presumably the net of Peter, the 

fisher of men…” (Newman  1987, 230).  However what is extraordinary is what Newman 

calls the “feminisation” of the image (Newman 1987, 230).  On the altar is a woman 

tenderly holding her “quietly gestating” womb, from which she re-births humanity into 

the community of the faithful.  Hildegard sees that she has no legs and feet because she, 

Ecclesia, “…has not yet been brought to the full strength of her constancy…” (Hart 1990, 

171).  The transformation of creation into wholeness, the full embodiment of Divinity, 

has not yet been achieved.  Yet the woman Hildegard envisions brings not only her 

creativity (her miraculous womb), but also her rationality to the work of transformation: 

 

…for her purpose…can be obscured by no wickedness: no persuasion or devilish 

art, nor error of a wavering people, nor storms over the various countries in 

which madmen tear themselves to pieces in the fury of their unbelief (Hart 1990, 

172). 

 

This image of the Divine is female, welcoming humanity into her miraculous womb 

which she embraces with an intimate gesture of mother-love, re-birthing them tenderly 

through her mouth (her Word is their baptism into the community of the faithful), yet 

intently focussed on all creation, alert for danger to herself and the community.  

 

In her work “Models of God”, Sally McFague says that “…belief is related to an 

imaginative and credible picture or myth of the relationship between God and the world” 

(McFague 1987, 31-2).  She suggests that these pictures or myths are created by means of 

metaphors and models which, in many cases, have resulted in pictures or myths which 

have not been nourishing for all humans.  She lists such metaphors: “…God as king, 

ruler, lord, master, and governor…”, and she goes on to list the associated concepts which 

accompany them: “…God as absolute, complete, transcendent, and omnipotent…” 

(McFague 1987, 19).  Now she says we need to “remythologize” our concepts of the 

Divine in more appropriate ways, and she labels this endeavour as “metaphorical 

theology” (McFague 1987, 32-3).  This can be done by using enlivening metaphors, and 

she goes on to define what she sees as the function of a metaphor.  “A metaphor is a word 

or phrase used inappropriately.  It belongs properly in one context but is being used in 

another” (McFague 1987, 33).   O’Leary uses her image of the naked reclining woman 

giving birth to express her imagining of Divine activity in creation, linking two contexts 

which have not been strongly linked in Christian thinking, God and a pregnant woman.  
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O’Leary has not used a phrase or word directly but the metaphor operates at a visual level 

to link two unfamiliar contexts in a new and startling way, suggesting a nourishing image 

of the Divine especially relevant to women, the ones who physically birth, and who have 

traditionally not been regarded as being imago dei.  

 

McFague says that metaphors such as this say something which could not be adequately 

said in direct terms.  The idea that “…in metaphor one used a word or phrase 

inappropriately but one need not have: whatever was being expressed could be said 

directly without the metaphor ” (McFague 1987, 33) she suggests is now not necessarily 

accepted.  She calls metaphor “…a strategy of desperation, not decoration” (McFague 

1987, 33), strong words but more appropriate than ever in terms of the feminist 

theological project of finding more appropriate images of the Divine in a century where 

yet more wars are being waged in the name of the Divine.  McFague goes on to define 

metaphor as “…an attempt to speak about what we do know in terms of what we do not” 

(McFague 1987, 33).   We humans do know about birth; we were all born from a 

woman’s womb and many are familiar with what it means to personally birth a new life.  

We reach for understanding of the mystery of the Divine through familiar images.    

 

In a recent play, “The Vagina Monologues”, Eve Ensler recounts the experience of 

attending her granddaughter's giving birth to her great grandchild.  She, as well as the 

grandmother and husband, are there through all the labour, the screaming, the pain and 

the agony the young woman endures.  Finally the baby is born and great grandmother and 

grandmother stand looking into the birthing one's vagina, with the doctor stitching the 

tearing: 

 

I stood, and as I stared, her vagina suddenly 

became a wide, red, pulsing heart. 

 

The heart is capable of sacrifice,  

So is the vagina. 

The heart is able to forgive and repair, 

It can change its shape to let us in, 

It can expand to let us out, 

So can the vagina. 

It can ache for us and stretch for us, die for us, 

and bleed and bleed us into this difficult, wondrous world 

So can the vagina. 
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I was there is the room 

I remember (Ensler 1998, 14-5). 

 

Here are two concepts which are not usually brought into association, the vagina and the 

heart, the first a body part much maligned in Western first world society, the other 

glorified in art and poetry as well as religious thought.  The vagina has been denigrated as 

foul-smelling, evil, dangerous, a place to be kept secret, sanitised, secured, and even 

surgically altered for the exclusive use of the penis, whereas the heart has been the locus 

of love and romance, nurturing and compassion, smelling of roses and sweet chocolate!  

The somewhat shocking association of vagina and heart brings into a metaphorical 

relationship the tender feelings invoked by the concept of the human heart, and an 

unfamiliar veneration and empathy for the most private and delicate part of a woman’s 

body.  Metaphors such as O’Leary’s, a woman’s womb as a metaphor for the mystery of 

Divine connection to humanity, have the same jolting effect as this passage because they 

bring together concepts which are not usually brought into association, as with 

Hildegard’s miraculous womb which utters music, grows food, and shines with the rose 

light of dawn. 

 

Asian theologian, Choan-Seng Song, in discussing the struggle for peace and freedom in 

Asia in 1979, develops a theology of the womb.  He says that, for Asians, “the 

concentration of human hope is in the womb” (Song 1979, 128).  It is the dark place 

where life is created, takes form, grows and connects the past to the future.  The birthed 

one has roots in the family/community/culture from which it arises, and lives in the 

present as a guarantee of future generations.  He locates three Scriptural occasions that 

mark God’s intervention in human history, each involving miraculous life arising in 

women’s wombs.  The first is the story of Sarah who conceived after what might be 

characterised as menopause (Genesis 21:1-7) and bore Isaac, a link in the story of Divine 

salvation.  The second is the proclamation by Isaiah (7:14) where the prophet declares 

that the young woman conceiving and birthing is a sign from God that has saving 

significance.  The third is the birth of Jesus from the miraculous womb fecundated by the 

Holy Spirit.  He argues that “the human womb thus becomes the embodiment of human 

hope.  It is where God comes to meet us, to become united with us, to be one with us” 

(Song 1979, 133).  He valorises “woman” in an undifferentiated way, naming “her” as a 

“…natural theologian, and an unsurpassed interpreter of the pain-love of God as the hope 

of the world” (Song 1979, 136).  However, his working out of a theology of the womb 

fits well with Hildegard’s Ecclesia and her net-like womb, Johnson’s God-as-mother, and 

O’Leary’s image of the Divine as birthing woman.  Song’s theology of the womb has 
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three main aspects, all connected to an imagining of the Divine in mutual relationship 

with human community.  First, it is a theology of obedience, but not to a wrathful ruler 

but to One who is mighty in tenderness, the One to whom “…Mary burst out in praise 

that is also a doxology of obedience…” (Song 1979, 137).  Secondly, it is a theology of 

commitment, bringing new hope and new life, and liberation to humankind.  Song likens 

the whole cosmos to “…a womb where a new life struggles to come into being” (Song 

1979, 137).  Thirdly, it is a theology of hope for the community, at the centre of which is 

the power of creation and generation of the human womb”  (Song1979, 138).  Song’s 

work uses various metaphors taken from nature and the human body in an attempt to 

create a theology which unites Christians in a community which is tolerant of diversity.  

“…the theology of the womb enables us to appreciate blood relationship and kinship as 

pivots of the inner structure of the human community…God enters human history 

through the human womb and creates new life…”.  Song sees that it is in a communal 

situation that humans can best express their relationship with God, a community made 

possible by wombs human and divine. 

 

Phyllis Trible finds that there is considerable evidence in the Hebrew Scriptures of the 

use of womb imagery to understand the relationship between God and God’s people.  

God has “womb compassion” for God’s people, and humans have “womb compassion” 

for their offspring.  Trible examines the Scriptural use of the Hebrew root rhm, the basis 

of the word for the womb or uterus, rehem, and for the abstract concept of compassion, 

mercy and love, rahªmîm, the kind of feelings that a mother has for the child born of her 

womb (Trible 1978, 33).  In discussing the poetic language used in the Hebrew scriptures, 

Trible argues that “[a]ssociations of God with the uterus expand in the poetic literature of 

Israel.  Not only does Yahweh control fertility by closing and opening the womb, but also 

this deity works in the organ itself to mold individual life” (Trible 1978, 35).  She 

suggests that readers of these scriptures in the twentieth century have been slow to 

acknowledge this Divine metaphorical image, but her close analysis of the original 

Hebrew shows that womb imagery is a major biblical metaphor for Divine compassion 

and creativity.  She goes on to suggest that this image has the power to “unfold new 

dimensions of the image of God male and female” and to reveal “the Creator who is 

Lover” (Trible 1978, 35).   

 

Hildegard's O virga ac diadema, as well as her theological, medical and art works, also 

yield images of a maternal Divine who feels "womb compassion" for humans,7 creatures 

                                                 
7 See for example Isaiah 49:15; Psalm 22: 9 and 139: 13.  
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and the created world.  The womb metaphor thus threads a connection between an ancient 

people, whose beliefs are foundational to Christianity, to a twelfth century Abbess, who 

taught her Christian community about the Divine, to late twenty and early twenty-first 

century feminist theologians, such as Phyllis Trible, who have exposed the sexism 

inherent in the predominantly male images for the Divine, that had become entrenched as 

definitions of God.  For the Hebrew people, womb imagery repeatedly reminded the 

worshippers of "Yahweh merciful and gracious"; for Hildegard's young women, it 

functioned to remind them of the link between their bodies and the Divine.  In this regard, 

Holsinger suggests an erotic and sensual dimension to the sharing of this imagery, where 

the singers "move musically in and out of the Virgin's body in a suggestive anatomical 

revision of the conception of Christ" (Holsinger 2001, 105).  Today, the metaphor of the 

womb has the power to give "a shock and a shock of recognition" (McFague 1978, 35), 

and to introduce female images of the Divine which have a powerful and long history in 

the tradition, and therefore have the potential to subvert entrenched patriarchal images.  In 

the next section I discuss the image of the Divine as compassion and mercy in Hildegard's 

song, but this image is intimately connected to the womb imagery, as the affective 

response that the image of the womb evokes. 

 

Divine compassion and mercy 

 

In O virga ac diadema Hildegard envisions the Virgin as the one who lovingly holds all 

creatures in her warm embrace, the passionate lover of creation.  She is the mirror that 

reflects back to the Divine the beauty of the created universe, and she is the valuable 

golden material from which the Divine fashions the incarnation, not just as an isolated 

event but as an on-going re-generation of all creation.  In the final verse, the Virgin is 

named as female Saviour, the One who answers the prayers of those who ask for her 

mercy and compassion.  Although Mary of Nazareth might well have been filled with the 

love of humanity, and might have exercised mercy and compassion in the times in which 

she lived, the scope of the influence of the Virgin as described by Hildegard is more 

appropriately attributed to the Divine.  In fact, it is the Christ who is usually called 

saviour, but, in the same terms, the Virgin is named as the female one who saves 

(salvatrix).   Not only does Hildegard attribute to the Virgin the power to save, she 

describes this female Divine figure in terms which describe creation as her province.  In 

addition to Hildegard’s identification of the universe with a maximum instrumentum 

bearing resemblances to the Virgin’s miraculous womb, she explicitly identifies the 

Virgin with the creation itself in the form of the earth.  In the first vision in the Book of 
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Divine Works, Hildegard discusses the origin of life.  In the final section, seventeen, she 

identifies the Virgin as the earth: 

 

Therefore, God chose from Abraham’s stock the dormant Earth that had within 

itself not a jot of the taste whereby the old serpent had deceived the first woman.  

And the Earth, which was foreshadowed by Aaron’s staff, was the Virgin Mary 

(Fox 1987, 20). 

 

The Virgin’s flesh is the fecund earth, the Edenic garden regained.  When the Virgin 

receives the angel’s greeting, in a gesture of identification, she looks down at the earth.  

Hildegard sees this as symbolising the Virgin’s oneness with creation.  Hildegard names 

the Virgin as the mirror of Divine honour and beauty (speculum omnis ornamenti sui).  

Medieval attitudes to mirrors encompassed the idea that creation was like a mirror which 

reflected back to the Divine that which gave the Holy One pleasure and praise.8  Without 

creation, the Divine would be, in some senses, diminished or alone.  In O virga ac 

diadema, the Virgin is the earth, reflecting back to the Divine the glory of creation, part 

of the mutual relationship between creator and creation which engenders warm encircling 

love (fecit…amplexionem omnis creature sue).   

 

Seeing the Divine as passionate lover of creation is very different compared to imagining 

the Divine as stern, death-dealing judge.  Jantzen, in her work Becoming Divine: Towards 

a Feminist Philosophy of Religion, suggests that a move from the dominance of the latter 

imagery is essential for the health of all creation.  She asks the question: 

 

How if we were to treat natality and the emergence of this life and this world 

with the same philosophical seriousness and respect which has been paid to 

mortality and the striving for other worlds? (Jantzen 1998a, 2) 

 

Her contention is that the emphasis in the Christian West has been on the desirability of 

reaching the heavenly world which can only be achieved through death, and which is only 

accessible to believers through one specific death.  The Holy One is seen as a God who 

requires death, the death of Godself as well as the death of God’s creatures, as the key to 

immortality in a world other than this one.  Jantzen suggests that we need to look at an 

emphasis on natality rather than on what she calls necrophilia.  She sees this project as a 

feminist endeavour in that it decentres male images of the Divine, and proposes that 

                                                 
8 I am indebted to Dr Drina Oldroyd for insights regarding medieval attitudes to mirrors. 
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images more traditionally associated with females be given consideration.  She does not 

suggest that we replace male images with female but 

 

…rather show the linkages between patriarchy, the necrophiliac imaginary, and 

the model of salvation…and between feminist possibilities, an imaginary of 

natality, and the model of flourishing on the other (Jantzen 1998a, 163-4). 

 

Experiencing the Divine presence as passionate lover, warmly encircling each creature 

and all creation with a loving embrace is resonant with Jantzen’s idea of an imaginary of 

natality.  Lovers do not require the death of their precious ones but desire that they 

experience fully all that life in this world can offer.  

 

Jantzen quotes from one of Hildegard’s songs for the Virgin, O viridissima virga, at the 

beginning of chapter seven where she outlines the “…reciprocal relationship between the 

necrophiliac imaginary and the [existing] symbolic and social order…” (Jantzen 1998a, 

156).  In this song, as in O virga ac diadema, Hildegard envisions the Virgin blossoming, 

likening her to the flowers covering the braches of a tree, scenting the air with heady 

perfumes (…quod tu floruisti in ramis tuis…Newman 1998c, 126).  She also sees a flower 

blooming from the Virgin’s womb, so the Virgin is not only a flower herself but the one 

who births the Flower, incarnating the Divine.  Hildegard frequently uses flos and floreo 

in the songs in connection with the Virgin, the Incarnation, with Ursula, as well as 

various saints, martyrs, and the apostles.  Another translation of floreo is flourishing, the 

concept that Jantzen suggests as an antidote to a traditional Christian emphasis on 

salvation.  It is not that she denigrates the concept of salvation as such; she makes it clear 

that she considers “flourishing” may be the “…unacknowledged foundation of ‘salvation’ 

in the western theological text…” (Jantzen 1998a, 157), and that there is considerable 

biblical basis for the concept, especially in the Hebrew Scriptures.  She is not dismissing 

the idea of salvation but proposing a shift in emphasis: 

 

…I wish to show how christendom in the west, perhaps Protestant christendom in 

particular, has chosen to fasten on the idiom of salvation rather than that of 

flourishing, and how that choice both reflects and reinforces the necrophiliac 

imaginary and its obsession with domination, mastery, and escape.  An imaginary 

of natality, expressed in an idiom of flourishing, would lead in quite different 

directions, opening the way to a Divine horizon which celebrates alterities and 

furthers the aim of the Divine incarnation of every woman and man (Jantzen 

1998a, 157). 
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Jantzen is using the terms “salvation” and “flourishing” as metaphors, and as such they 

have the capacity to both open out possibilities but also to distort (Jantzen 1998a, 160).  

In a metaphorical sense, as a model for understanding the place of humans in this world, 

the concept of salvation implies that humans need rescue from something undesirable, 

into more desirable circumstances.  In a sense, this is a passive model, where humans see 

themselves as being in an unfortunate situation, needing Divine intervention to move to a 

better place.  Jantzen sees flourishing as a much more positive model, which would bring 

about a change in perception of what it means to be human. 

 

We could then see human beings as having a natural inner capacity and dynamic, 

being able to draw on inner resources and interconnection with one another in the 

web of life, and having the potential to develop into great fruitfulness.  Whereas 

with the metaphor of salvation God is seen as the saviour who intervenes from 

outside the calamitous situation to bring about a rescue, the metaphor of 

flourishing would lead instead to an idea of the Divine source and ground, an 

imminent Divine incarnated within us and between us (Jantzen 1998a, 161). 

 

This is remarkably close, I suggest, to the attitude Hildegard was attempting to construct 

within her community.  The Virgin is praised for her “flourishing”, her flowering as 

fruitful, productive, life-giving, creative, loving, scented with virtue, as are some humans 

such as Ursula, St Rupert, and St Disibod, who are held up as models to be emulated. 

 

The model of salvation which Jantzen is critiquing, the idea of a victim being rescued 

from undesirable circumstances into better ones, an undeserved recuperation, is not quite 

like the model that Hildegard appears to be using in her song O virga ac diadema.  

Hildegard does name the Virgin as female saviour at the end of O virga ac diadema.  

However her salvific actions are in bringing the Divine to birth in this world, and in 

drawing together a community of those of like mind, who, through music, ritual, liturgical 

practices, study and creative work, are continuously connected to the Divine presence.  

This is exactly what Jantzen means by her metaphor of flourishing; the Divine is 

incarnated in the community in the relationships between the members, and is evidenced 

by the measure of the fruitfulness and creativity of that community.  Feminist theologians 

have critiqued the concept of salvation as built on an image of the Divine as male King, 

whose subjects are rebellious, wayward and in need of drastic measures to bring about a 

change in their behaviour, that is the atoning death of God’s male offspring.  I suggest 

that in naming the Virgin Salvatrix, Hildegard had in mind a different image of the 
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Divine and a different concept of salvation, even though she expressed orthodox views of 

the crucifixion in her theological works.9  In this song, the salvation worked by the Virgin 

is the salvation of natality.  The emphasis is on bringing about unity and love in the 

community of the faithful, new light, new spiritual education, new songs to draw the 

members closer to an unmediated experience of Divine compassion and mercy.  This 

model of salvation is like the relational model that theologian John Sanders proposes in 

The God who Risks.  He suggest that in a relational model of salvation, sin is a broken 

relationship with the Holy One, therefore salvation is the mending of the relationship 

(Sanders 1998, 243). 10 In the final verse of O virga ac diadema, Hildegard implores the 

One Who Births to exercise “womb compassion” for the bodies of the faithful 

community, to draw them back into Her net-womb, to be re-born in words and melody.   

 

Queen of Heaven 

 

In the opening verse, in a condensed set of associations, Hildegard imagines the Virgin 

crowned with a royal diadem, in regal purple, and gives her a breast plate, not in the sense 

of military armor, but as a sign of her wholeness – she is both protected and protector.  

Hildegard names her as the topmost branch of the Jesse tree, a popular iconic 

representation of Christ’s royal lineage, traced through his mother’s flesh back to King 

David.11  The Virgin is named as the beloved of God, the one chosen from the beginning 

to occupy “…the apex of God’s historical purpose” (Warner 1976, 47).  As Queen she is 

saluted in heaven and on earth with resonant harmonic music and the adoration of all 

creation.  Finally, she is the mirror of creation, the one in whom the lux vivens shines 

back to the Holy One in a mutual recognition of Divinity.  These are images of a 

                                                 
9 See Scivias 2: 6 where Hildegard discusses her vision of the crucifixion.  She hears the Living 
light tell her that the communicants must “eat and drink the body and blood of My Son to wipe out 
Eve’s transgression, so that you may be restored to the noble inheritance” (Hart 1990, 237).  
Interestingly, in the vision of the crucified Christ, Hildegard does not dwell on the figure on the 
cross, but immediately describes a woman who is led by Divinity to the hanging figure.  She is 
sprinkled with blood and thus a marriage between her, as Ecclesia, and Christ is consummated.  
Hildegard sees that the woman “[came] forth like a bright radiance from the ancient counsel” 
(Hart 1990, 237).  Even here, in what is a scene between a Father and a Son, a female Divine 
figure is the more prominent in Hildegard’s imaginary. 
10 Sanders is not a feminist theologian but his thoughts are certainly in sympathy with feminist 
theologians such as Catherine LaCugna and Elizabeth Johnson, whom he acknowledges as 
“evincing a truly relational and responsive [t]rinitarian God” (Sanders 1998, 163). 
11 Luke 1: 26-27 is taken to indicate that Mary was of the house of David, and in Romans 1:3, Paul 
indicates that Jesus was “descended form David according to the flesh”, indicating that it was 
through the maternal parent that the royal lineage was traced, given that Joseph was not the father, 
according to the reports in the gospels.  Whatever the truth of the first century events, the Virgin, 
by the twelfth century, was taken to be of royal descent. 

 
 



 131

powerful immortal figure, with royal prerogative; not a human mother, but a female 

Divinity, not a goddess, but a facet of multi-dimensional Godself. 

 

Royal images of the Divine have tended to solidify the idea of God as King, sovereign 

over all creatures and all creation.  God has been imaged as the singular ruler, all 

powerful, all mighty and male. This image has been reflected in the patriarchal 

organization of human relationships and institutions in Christian societies where males 

have been granted power over other humans and creatures and all creation.  Johnson sees 

the power and might of the Virgin quite differently, as “…a strength which seeks to 

protect and save, to liberate and heal, the power of Israel’s God and Jesus’ Abba 

embodied by a female image” (Johnson 1989, 522).   This sovereign eschews the sword 

in favour of other means of powerful persuasion.  Johnson says: 

 

This is graphically illustrated by the widespread medieval iconography of the 

Madonna of the protective mantle.  Under the umbrella formed by her draped, 

outstretched arms huddle a family, a religious order, a king, even a whole town’s 

populace: there they find protection from evil which threatens, be it plague, war, 

temptation, or eternal judgement.  Understanding all of this as primary imagery 

of the Divine unlocks the realisation that the power of God is not destructive, 

aggressive, or overbearing but operates wisely and justly in a form of advocacy 

for human beings (Johnson 1989, 523). 

 

Hildegard’s Virgin is very much like this Madonna, a powerful royal figure who is both 

adored by heaven’s hosts, and who commands adoration and gratitude from all creatures 

and creation, whom she enfolds in loving protection. 

 

The power exercised by Hildegard’s Virgo ac diadema is in some respects like the power-

with described by Starhawk in her work Truth or Dare.  Here she names three types of 

power: power-over, power-from within, and power-with.  She defines these thus: 

 

Power-over is linked to domination and control; power-from-within is linked to 

the mysteries that awaken our deepest abilities and potential.  Power-with is 

social power, the influence we wield among equals (Starhawk 1987, 9). 

 

Power-over is the type of power we are all only too familiar with; it is the power that 

some individuals and groups assume for their own advancement at the expense of others’ 

rights and well-being.  Power-from-within is the power humans grow into and recognise 
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their ability to live and relate to others, to make connections and to be creatively aware.  

Power-with is the recognition that some people have, in certain situations, of their 

capacity to influence and lead, to contribute in a special way to the group enrichment.  

Starhawk reminds us that  

 

power-with retains its strength only through restraint.  It affirms, shapes, and 

guides a collective decision - but it cannot enforce its will on the group and push 

it in a direction contrary to community desires” (Starhawk 1987, 13).   

 

Hildegard’s Virga ac diadema is powerful, and this is an important image for women. 

Patriarchal structures have denied, and in many instances still deny, women and other 

groups the power to exercise leadership and to influence decision-making at a national 

and global level.  When women have been able to access positions of power, it has often 

been because they have assumed masculine behaviours and attitudes, and therefore, 

exercise the same power-over tactics that have unfairly distributed the worlds goods, and 

have damaged the created world.  The image of a powerful female Divine figure, who 

tenderly leads, protects, and advocates justly for her loved ones, is powerful-with, in 

Starhawk’s words.12  This image can empower women and others to lead in ways which 

have the potential to change the way human society currently operates. 

 

However, Warner is scathing in her assessment of the effect of the beliefs and myths 

around Maria Regina.  She considers that “…the honour paid to Mary as queen 

redounded to the honour of queens, to the exclusion of other women…” (Warner 1976, 

104).  Over the centuries she suggests that the attribution of royal power and might to the 

Virgin had the effect of legitimising human monarchical authority, as well as the 

authority of the Church, with whom the Virgin was frequently identified.  This served to 

benefit the few at the expense of all humanity and all creation.  For this reason returning 

images of might and power to the Divine, the Holy One, not necessarily in terms of 

imperial authority, but in terms of one who has the interests of beloved creatures and 

creation at heart, is an important step in separating the attributes of Mary, mother of 

Jesus, from those of the Divine.  In spite of her dismissal the idea of Mary as Queen, 

                                                 
12 On the other hand, Hildegard herself was not the perfect “servant-leader” (Mark 10: 42-44 
describes this type of leader, one who puts their own interests behind the interests of those they are 
called to lead).  She was capable of using manipulation to get her way, as witnessed in her falling 
into a catatonic state until Abbot Kuno let her and her nuns depart Disibodenberg for Rupertsberg.  
However, she did spend her life, after assuming leadership of her community, endeavouring to 
educate her large community of women deeply and comprehensively, using art, drama, and music 
to influence their spiritual growth.   
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Warner is not entirely convincing in her attack on Maria Regina.  There is a residual 

sadness in the abandonment of the songs, such as the Salve Regina; she quotes the last 

three lines as the petitioner pleads for the Queens’ mercy, and she supposes that “the 

crusaders may have sung it on the battlefield – its delicate sadness would have made it 

one of history’s strangest battle cries” (Warner 1976, 115).  However she ends the chapter 

with a bitter polemic against the cult of Mary, Queen of Heaven, which she says has been 

used by Kings and Popes to “stake out… spheres of influence in the temporal realm” 

(Warner 1976, 117).  She says it is “difficult to imagine a greater distortion of  Christ’s 

idealism than this identification of the rich and powerful with the good” (Warner 1976, 

117).    

 

There is another contemporary image which, to a certain extent, counters this negative 

image of Maria Regina, and that is the phenomenon of Our Lady of Guadalupe.  There is 

no doubt that Guadalupe is seen by her devotees as the Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven, a 

type of the woman clothed with the sun in Revelations 12: 1-6.  Virgil Elizondo in his 

work Guadalupe: Mother of the New Creation claims that the epistemology that is 

necessary to understand Guadalupe is one of interconnectedness, relationality, 

interdependence and flor y canto, flowers and music (Elizondo 2002, 116-7).  She is not 

identified with the rich and powerful but with the poor and abandoned ones.  Elizondo 

says: 

 

Her very presence brings about the experience of God.  She is of the divine order 

but is also simple and unassuming.  She does not provoke terror or anxiety, only 

comfort and joy…There are no pretences of superiority, she simply wants to be 

among her people.  She simply stands before Juan Diego as an equal, invites him 

to her side, and initiates conversation in a very friendly and egalitarian way 

(Elizondo 2002, 64). 

 

This is the exercise of power-with, among equals.  She is a Queen but her dress is simple, 

and she is pregnant, as indicated by the Aztec black bands and the glyph over her womb.  

In the Nahuatl sacred text, she is reported as appearing on Mount Tepeyac and at one 

point she says to Juan Diego, a poor peasant, “Am I not here, your mother? Are you not 

under my shadow and protection?  Am I not your source of life?  Are you not in the 

hollow of my mantle where I cross my arms?  Who else do you need?” (Elizondo 2002, 

16).  She is Queen, a Divine personification, but she speaks not with the rich and 

powerful, but with the lowest and poorest, the despised and conquered ones.  Her power 

is available to those who have little of the world’s goods.  Whatever happened in 1531, 
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Guadalupe has become the symbol of the Divine particularly for Mexican people, and it is 

common to see large representations of her image on workers’ trucks and Mexican 

businesses.  Like other images such as Maria Regina, Guadalupe is vulnerable to 

appropriation by those with agendas far from the ideals of flor y canto, but there is much 

in her story that reclaims the image of Queen.  Like Guadalupe, Hildegard’s Virgo ac 

diadema is concerned with welding the faithful into a unified community, linking heaven 

and earth, Divine and human.  She is also the One Who Births, who brings life, and 

music, and flowers, although Hildegard’s noble women in twelfth century Europe are far 

from the oppressed and conquered Nahuatls of sixteenth century Mexico.  Today, 

Guadalupe provides a female Divine image which is powerfully present for large 

numbers of people in the Americas, and has the potential to nourish women and men with 

an image of the Divine to whom they can relate.13  There are resonances between 

Hildegard’s Virgo ac diadema and La Virgen de Guadalupe. 

 

The Divine, immanent in creation, source of recreating energy 

 

In O virga ac diadema the Virgin is addressed as “branch”, meaning branch of the Jesse 

tree, or the tree of life.  This was a favourite appellation for Hildegard in both her songs 

and other of her works.  The scriptural basis is Isaiah 11: 1-2.  In the Latin Vulgate, one 

can see the words (virga, flos, radix) that occur so often in Hildegard’s writings and lyrics 

about the Virgin: 

 

et egredietur virga de radice Iesse et flos de radice eius ascendet et requiescet 

super eum spiritus Domini spiritus sapientiae et intellectus spiritus consilii et 

fortitudinis spiritus scientiae et pietatis (Latin Vulgate).14

 

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch [flos -flower] shall 

grow out of his roots.  The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of 

                                                 
13 The Church of the Immaculate Conception, Durham NC, is home to a very large Latino 
community and the new church, 2003, houses a beautiful image of Guadalupe.  The use of 
architectural space is very interesting; Guadalupe, gorgeously outlined in gold and silver, pregnant, 
always surrounded by flowers and candles, looks sideways over the simplest of altars, with a tiny 
crucifix hanging over it, and above the crucifix, a wire sculpture presenting the universe.  In a 
reversal of the large ornate crucifixes often seen in Western Catholic churches, it is Guadalupe 
who is extravagantly gilded and the Christ figure who is so desiccated and unadorned.  The 
symbolism is multi-valent, and I am not suggesting pejorative meanings.  The crucifix is tenderly 
carved and less shocking than some, and Guadalupe is almost overwhelming in her fecundity. 
14 The Vulgate quotations have been accessed at 
http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/efts/ARTFL/public/bibles/vulgate.search.html  
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wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of 

knowledge and fear of the Lord…” (NRSV1989, 640). 

 

To Hildegard, as to many of her contemporaries, the flowering branch is the Virgin; the 

genealogy indicates that she is the link between the “royal race” of King David’s line, and 

Christ.  In O virga ac diadema the Jesse tree symbolism is used to indicate that the Virgin 

has been with the Divine from the beginning (…floridatem tuam Deus in prima die) and 

is continuously present, immanent in creation, part of the Divine presence.  In verse three 

of the song, in close proximity, Hildegard uses virga, verbo and virgo, branch, word and 

virgin, in a highly condensed interplay of metaphorical meaning.  The Virgin is the 

fecund flowering branch, virginal in that she is filled with  the spirit of wisdom, 

understanding, counsel, strength, knowledge and faith, and it is she who “speaks” the 

Word, the Incarnation, as the one who births the Christ.   

 

Margot Fassler places an emphasis on Hildegard’s Jesse tree imagery and links it to 

Hildegard’s educational purpose.   

 

The extraordinary fecundity of Jesse tree imagery doubtless appealed to 

theologian/teachers such as Hildegard who sought to bring ideals of regeneration 

and birth to chaste females, women who had willingly traded in one form of 

sexuality for another, a spiritual ideal of reproduction (Fassler 1998, 158). 

 

In the Scivias 3:8:15, Hildegard exegetes Isaiah 11:1-2, identifying the Virgin as Isaiah’s 

branch (virga), and emphasising the journey that she took in emerging metaphorically as 

a branch from Jesse’s root: 

 

The Virgin Mary came forth from the trouble of earthly oppression into the 

sweetness of moral life, as a person might come forth from a house in which he 

was imprisoned, not by rising above the roof but by walking in the designated 

path (Scivias 3:8:15; Hart 1990, 437). 

 

It is the faithful and consistent following of the right path, that leads to a continuing right 

relationship with the Divine.  The branch is chosen as an image because “…it is not 

thorny in its manner, or knotted with worldly desires…” (Scivias 3:8:15; Hart 1990, 437).  

Reading this exegesis against the background of life at Rupertsberg, clearly the message 

of the Jesse tree was that the young women were to emulate the virga, steadily walking 

the path of virtue, and embracing the spiritual life.  The branch imagery assured them of 
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the immanence of the Divine, in the over-arching genealogy of their inheritance of a 

relationship to the Divine through the Virgin and the Incarnation; in the promise of 

fecundity and growth in their life in the monastery; and in the promise of energy renewed 

as the sap rises each Spring and the branch flowers anew.  Clearly, Hildegard is 

emphasising the immanence of the Divine in her use of Jesse tree imagery. 

 

Hildegard’s songs for the Virgin celebrate the Divine imaged as female, rather than Mary, 

woman of faith and courage, first century disciple.  In O Virga ac diadema the Divine is 

imaged as birthing mother, full of compassion and mercy, and yet exercising power and 

might to save and protect.  Immanent in all creation, and source of re-creating energy, the 

Divine in these aspects shows the pathway of the Jesse tree symbology, the steady faithful 

walk, with like companions, striving for the virtuous and fruitful life, renewed by the 

readily available energy circulating through all creation.  

 

Melody and Text relationships in O virga ac diadema 

 

In another of Hildegard’s songs, Ave generosa, the Virgin’s joyful womb produces music 

“venter enim tuus guadium habuit cum omnis celestis symphonia de te sonuit” (Newman 

1998c, 122) and in response, all the faithful, flushed with pleasure, sing back to the 

Divine in a musical exchange of mutual recognition between Creator and creature: “nunc 

omnis ecclesia in gaudio rutilet ac in symphonia sonet” (Newman 1998c, 122).  It is 

evident from Hildegard’s Mainz letter outlining her theology of music, that she 

considered that it is through the physical act of singing that humans are able to experience 

an embodied relationship with the Divine. In the case of the women at Rupertsberg, 

singing the chants in the Office, as well as the new songs that Hildegard received by 

Divine inspiration, was central to making a connection to the Divine.  I have suggested 

ways in which the text celebrates the Divine imaged as female in O virga ac diadema, 

and now I suggest where Hildegard’s musical setting might weave an intensification of 

meaning into the warp of the text.  This is a contested area, seeing that Hildegard herself 

records that she had no knowledge of music notation, and had to rely on trained scribes to 

transcribe her melodies.15  My analysis suggests that, although the influence of the scribes 

is strong in the neumed songs, it is possible to discern the melodic influence of the oral 

composer, and to see where she gravitated towards certain gestures, and certain pitch 

groupings, and where she expressed her delight in the Divine in rhapsodic musical 

                                                 
15 See chapter three for a detailed outline of my approach to analysing the melodies of Hildegard’s 
songs and for definitions of terms. 
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passages which both reflect the regular chant melodies she would have been familiar 

with, yet depart from these in her approach to range, disjunct melodic movement, and 

textual/musical phrasing.  In addition, I suggest her influence can be seen in the ways in 

which repetition and variation are used in her songs, and in the points of tension and 

repose all these elements work together to create. 

 

O virga ac diadema is accepted by Jeffreys as a sequence in form, although it does not 

have the more usual paired verses with equal syllable counts and rhyming scheme.  

Jeffreys suggests that: 

 

Hildegard’s eight sequences reflect less common types of sequence composed 

during the middle ages such as the ‘Italian’ sequence.  There is no regularity in 

the syllable count between Hildegard’s sequence verses, but most sequences 

adhere to the paired verse form, only departing from it towards the ends of songs 

(Jeffreys 2000, 46). 

 

A sequence was sung at mass between the Alleluia and the Gospel except during Lent, 

and was also sometimes substituted for a hymn in Divine Office.  The music was usually 

more neumatic than melismatic, which was a suitable approach for a long text, as many 

sequences texts were. O virga ac diadema fits this profile as a sequence-like song, with 

six paired verses of uneven length, not rhyming, and not regular in syllable count.  The 

unevenness of the verse lengths has necessitated considerable variation in the melody 

when applied to the second of the paired verses.  There is evidence of Hildegard’s 

melodic inventiveness as well as the scribes’ struggle to accommodate her oral melodies 

within the theoretical framework they knew to be generally acceptable.  If, as Hildegard 

scholars suppose, the songs were transcribed for posterity at least partly in the expectation 

that Hildegard’s canonisation would proceed,16 then the scribes would have wanted her 

songs to be regarded as acceptable within the official practice of writing new chants.  At 

the same time these scribes came from a monastery where Hildegard’s work was known 

and admired, and so it is reasonable to assume that they wanted to record her songs, with 

                                                 
16 Hildegard’s canonisation was vigorously pursued by her supporters, even within her lifetime. 
Newman lists such things as “preparation of Hildegard’s vita, production of deluxe illuminated 
manuscripts of her Scivias and Book of Divine Works, encouragement of pilgrimages to her shrine, 
documentation of all the miracles ascribed to her in life and after death, composition of a hymn 
and liturgical lessons for her feast day, and embroidery of an altar cloth depicting her with the 
nimbus of a saint” (Newman 1998d, 28).  However the canonisation process, finally opened in 
1227, did not proceed and was eventually abandoned. 

 
 



 138

which they may  well have been familiar, as accurately as possible, seeing that she 

positioned herself as receiving them in visions from a Divine source.17

 

There are three areas in O virga ac diadema where my analysis reveals the influence of 

Hildegard as oral composer of the melody of this song: 

 

1. The so-called errors and corruptions in the two primary MSS; 

2. The freedoms she may have exercised, although constrained in the MSS by the 

scribes’ notation of the oral melodies; 

3. The connections between the melodic features and the text, in the context of 

Hildegard’s theology of music. 

 

In describing these features, I will refer to Table 4: Frameworks and Features of O virga 

ac diadema, and to the annotated score in modern notation of O virga ac diadema, both 

of which can be found in Appendix C.   

 

Errors and Corruptions 

 

In the first verse of O virga ac diadema, in the only version we have of the first two 

verses of the melody of this song,18 verse 1a ends on the pitch g', and verse 1b begins on 

the same pitch. This pitch is neither the final of the maneria in which the scribes cast the 

song, a', nor the cofinal, e'. The g' ending and beginning of melodic phrases occurs again 

in verse 6a, although not quite so prominently, as the two phrases concerned lie in the 

middle of this long verse, whereas the instance in verses 1a-1b occurs between paired 

verses.  These two events stand out in a song where every other phrase rigidly adheres to 

beginning and ending on either the final or the cofinal.  Table 5: Beginning and Ending 

Pitches in O virga ac diadema below graphically shows this situation.  Of the twenty-

eight phrases I have identified in the song (according to the phrasing indicated in Jeffreys 

transcriptions from the original MSS), only B¹ and A², and L and M on two occasions, 

deviate from ending on the final or cofinal of protus-a.  

                                                 
17 See Scivias 3:13 (Hart 1990, 525-532) where she records the words of the songs she hears the 
heavenly choirs singing.  See also note 2 in the Introduction. 
18 The page in the earlier MS, the Dendermonde, that would have recorded verses 1a – 2b of O 
virga ac diadema, is missing, and so, although the song is in both the Dendermonde and the 
Riesenkodex MSS, the only extant version of the melody for verses 1-2 is in the later MS, the 
Riesenkodex. 
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Table 5: Beginning and Ending Pitches in O virga ac diadema  

 

Phrases Text 

A¹ a'-a' 
B¹ a'-g'* 
 
A² *g'-a' 
B² a'-a' 
 
C¹ a'-a' 
D¹ a'-a' 
 
C² a'-a' 
D² a'-a' 
D³ a'-a' 
 
E¹ a'-e'' 
F¹ e''-a' 
 
E² a'-e'' 
F² e''-a' 
 
G¹ a'-a' 
H¹ b 
I¹ e''-a' 
 
 
G² a'-a' 
H² a'-a' 
 
J¹ a'-a' 
K¹ a'-a' 
 
J² a'-a' 
K² a'-a' 
 
 
L¹ a'-g'* 
M¹ *g'-a' 
N¹ a'-a' 
B¹ a'-a' 
 
L² a'-g'* 
M² *g'-a' 

1a. A¹ O Virga ac diadema purpure regis, 
que es B¹ in clausura tua sicut lorica. 
 
1b. A² Tu frondens floruisti in alia vicissitudine, 
B² quam Adam omne genus humanum produceret. 
 
2a. C¹ Ave, ave, de tuo ventre alia vita processit, 
D¹ qua Adam filios suos denudaverat. 
 
2b. C² O flos, tu non germinasti de rore nec de guttis pluvie, 
D² nec aer desuper te volavit, 
sed divina D³ claritas in nobilissima Virga te produxit. 
 
3a. E¹ O Virga, floriditatem tuam 
Deus in prima die F¹ creature sue previderat. 
 
3b. E² Et te Verbo suo auream materiam, 
F² O laudabilis Virgo, fecit. 
 
4a. G¹ O quam magnum est in viribus suis latus viri, 
H¹ de quo Deus formam mulieris produxit, 
quam fecit speculum I¹ omnis ornamenti sui 
et amplexionem omnis creature sue. 
 
4b. G² Inde concinunt celestia organa et miratur H² omnis terra,  
O laudabilis Maria, quia Deus te valde amavit. 
 
5a. J¹ O quam valde plangendum et lugendum est quod tristicia in crimine 
K¹ per consilium serpentis in mulierem fluxit. 
 
5b. J² Nam ipsa mulier quam Deus matrem omnium posuit 
viscera sua K² cum vulneribus ignorantie decerpsit, 
et plenum dolorem generi suo protulit. 
 
6a. L¹ Sed, O Aurora, de ventre tuo novus sol processit, 
M¹ qui omnia crimina Eve abstersit  
N¹ et maiorem benedictionem per te protulit; 
B¹ quam Eva hominibus nocuisset. 
 
6b. L² Unde, O Salvatrix, que novum lumen humano generi M² protulisti,  
collige membra Filii tui ad celestem armoniam. 

 
Key: The red upper case letters refer to the phrases as identified in Table 4 (Appendix C) and the 

blue letters refer to the beginning and ending pitches of the melodic phrases.  

 

Beginning and ending the internal phrases of a chant on the final or cofinal was not a 

rigid theoretical requirement, as was the ending of a chant on its final.  The final of a 

maneria was more than a defining musical event to twelfth century trained musical 
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scribes such as those who came from St Eucharius to transcribe Hildegard’s melodies.  It 

was a matter of ethical, philosophical and theological significance.  For example, in a 

Cistercian treatise contemporaneous with Hildegard’s lifetime, known as the Praefatio, 

and introduced by a letter from Bernard of Clairvaux, with whom Hildegard 

corresponded, the author recommends the chant reforms outlined as buttressing the chant 

with the “pure truth of the rules” (in Guentner 1974, 43).  One of the “pure truths” is that 

chants need to adhere to the one maneria and end on the final.  Certainly, O virga ac 

diadema ends on the final a', but something is also happening with the rigid ending of all 

phrases on this final or rarely its cofinal; it is as if the rules have been taken even more 

seriously than required.  An earlier treatise (probably eleventh century) attributed to John, 

and modelled on Guido’s Micrologus, says of the finals of chants: 

 

Musicians of judgement have not unreasonably decided to base the decision as to 

modes on the endings, since in business affairs a single-minded regard for the 

outcome distinguishes the wise from the heedless, as Boethius attests, who says: 

“Forethought measures the outcome of things”.  Therefore, just as things are done 

with a view to their outcome, so the composition of chants is not inappropriately 

oriented [tendit] towards their endings.  From this comes today’s popular adage: 

“All praise is sung at the end” (in Palisca 1978, 119). 

 

Ending a chant correctly on its final was an ethical, strategically wise, and theologically 

sound decision, and certainly Hildegard’s scribes, if not the Abbess herself, must have 

been aware of this.  Of course, the deviation in O virga ac diadema is not the last note but 

an internal circumstance.  However, the isolation of the incident makes it stand out, as an 

exception to an otherwise exemplary adherence to this aspect of the “truth” of the music 

theory rules. 

 

Jeffreys considers the ending of verse 1a on g' to be a scribal error, and in the 

performance version of the melody which she prepared, she corrects this ending, 

changing the final five notes to one pitch lower (see Appendix B), and commensurately 

corrects the beginning of verse 1b to begin on a'.  Christopher Page does a similar thing 

in his transcription of O virga ac diadema (Page 1982, 17).  Both editors maintain the 

beginning and ending of the internal phrases in 6a on g'.  However, I suggest that it is 

possible that these variations, especially the instance in verse 1, might be a reflection of 

the oral composer at work.  This could be viewed in one of three ways: either Hildegard’s 

singing gravitated to the final very consistently as an anchoring point for her oral 

composing, and her remembering of the sequence of melodic events, and verse 1a does 
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exhibit scribal error; or this deviation is evidence of Hildegard’s free approach to pitch 

relationships, successfully constrained by the scribes with a few exceptions that they 

could not avoid; or the scribes were attempting to follow the prescriptions regarding the 

final and cofinal with rectitude, perhaps struggling with the casting of wide-ranging orally 

conceived melodies on the gamut in a recognised maneria. The editors of this song for 

modern performances have felt it necessary in the interests of consistency, to alter the 

melody in verse 1, but perhaps inconsistency is what was intended by one or other twelfth 

century party.  It is a tiny incident in a long song but chant is a musically microcosmic 

medium, and small distinctions loom large in such an environment.  I also suggest that 

Hildegard’s theology of music substantiates her critical association of specific melody 

with specific sections of text.  Jeffreys argues that 

 

In Hildegard’s case, it is not simply a question of pointing out the availability of 

meaning as a cultural influence or distancing her songs from important words.  It 

is also a recognition of the high premium she gave to the ability of music to 

clarify meaning and elucidate meaning to those who sang and heard it (Jeffreys 

2000, xxi). 

 

Minute melodic “events” could hold greater significance to ears attuned through years of 

practice in one milieu, than to modern aural perceptions, bombarded as we are with 

multiple styles.  In the text in verses 1a and 1b, Hildegard points out that the Virgin 

“flowers” in a manner which is quite different to the circumstances in which Adam (and 

Eve) found themselves.  I suggest that it is possible that Hildegard sang the unusual (in 

the context of the rest of the song) g' ending to 1a to presage the difference between the 

way the Virgin approached her part in God’s plan to the way the first humans approached 

theirs.  It is interesting that in verse 6a, the other place where the unusual g' ending and 

beginning occurs, the subject is again the difference between the earliest humans’ and the 

Virgin’s responses.   

 

There appears to have been some twelfth century Cistercian concerns over the use of g' as 

a final in protus-a, which is interesting in relation to O virga ac diadema, given the 

propensity in the song for the use of softened b' or Bb.  The author of the Praefatio says 

“So if you say that G [g'] can be the final of the first maneria [protus] through the use of 

B-flat (Bb'), I answer that this is impossible”(in Guentner 1974, 48).  The author goes on 

to explain that using Bb' to create protus pitch relationships (g'-a'-Bb'-c"; TST) goes 

against the laws of nature.  Why do this when one can arrange the chant in protus-a in the 

first place, he asks?  Obviously this was happening in schola and scriptoria or there 
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would not have been a reason to point out the waywardness of the practice.  It is 

interesting that first, there is evidence in O virga ac diadema that some phrases are 

oriented to g', and secondly, that in nine out of the fourteen phrases I have identified in 

table 4 (appendix C), Bb' is indicated.  Specifically, in phrase 6a, where the phrases I 

have labelled L and M end and begin respectively on g', and approach and quit this note 

via octave-long scalic passages, a"-g', and g'-g", both phrases include indications for 

Bb'.  The aural effect is to maintain protus pitch relationships, but to change the location 

to another part of the gamut.  This goes towards demonstrating the problems the scribes 

experienced in casting Hildegard’s oral melodies in a single maneria.  It could also reflect 

what Hildegard might have sung and would therefore relate to the theme of the text at that 

point.  She is proclaiming a different way, a new light, something not the same as before, 

something coming to humanity which will shift perspectives, wipe away the past, and 

bring a different and greater blessing.  The melody shows vestiges of what might have 

been the oral composer weaving these different threads into her singing. 

 

Another small “corruption” occurs in phrase H¹ in the Dendermonde MS.  The melody 

clearly leaps from a'-d" and then d"-a" but this is changed in H² to leaps a'-e" and e"-

a".  In the Riesencodex MS, both H¹ and H² follow the H² version in the Dendermonde 

MS, which has been taken to be the “correct” version.  When one looks at the text, there 

could be a reason for Hildegard to have sung the distinctively different leaps in the 

melodies for verses 4a and 4b.  Verse 4a (phrase H¹) concerns Eve but verse 4b (phrase 

H²) concerns the Virgin.  The theme of O virga ac diadema weaves around the idea that 

the Virgin does things differently to Eve, and that this difference has brought the greater 

blessing to humankind, that is the Incarnation.  It would be musically logical to sing a 

different melody for each female, the internally higher one for the Virgin.   This could 

also be said to be happening in the text-melody relationship in phrase N where the 

Virgin’s greater blessing (maiorem benedictionem) is higher (e"-e') than Eve’s (eva 

hominibus nocuisset), which is one pitch lower (d"-d') and woven around a different 

framework and different tertial relationships (see the annotated score in appendix C).   

 

Freedoms and Constraints 

 

In addition to the argument that the prominent use of g'-g" in the melody of a song cast in 

protus-a, allied with the use of Bb', might indicate some confusion as to maneria, O virga 

ac diadema also exhibits a reliance on more than one framework.  By framework I mean 

those pitches which are like the “bones” within a melody, around which the gestures and 
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phrases are “draped” as if they were flesh and clothing.19  In protus-a the framework that 

supports this maneria is a'-e"-a".  O virga ac diadema exhibits a less reliance on this 

framework than others such as g'-c"-g" (see table 4 in appendix C).  This is in spite of 

the fact that most phrases begin and end on the final or cofinal, and when Hildegard’s 

diapente leap a'-e" is used to open half of the phrases.  For example, phrase G opens with 

the distinctive diapente leap but proceeds to “drape” its melodic flesh over a g'-c"-g" 

framework.  Even the opening phrase A, although it begins on the final, proceeds to use 

the pitch space g'-c" as well as the tritus tetrachord g'-a'-b'-c".  This suggests again that 

Hildegard, as oral composer, may have exercised more freedom in her pitch relationships 

than the notated MSS portray at first glance. 

 

It is possible that Hildegard had a preference for semitone-to-final endings in her oral 

melodies.  The scribes have cast the majority of Hildegard’s repertoire in deuterus, the 

maneria which has a semitone-to-final ending.20  However, even though Jeffreys asserts 

that the scribes endeavoured to be clear about which maneriae they were using, in O 

virga ac diadema, a protus-a song, their use of Bb' at phrase endings gives an aural 

impression of deuterus.  Out of fourteen melodic phrases I have identified, nine end with 

Bb'-a'.  Again this is evidence that Hildegard may have exercised more freedom with her 

pitch relationships than we see in the MSS.  In phrases M and N parts one and two (see 

table 4, appendix C), there seems to be a movement towards other orientations.  In M, the 

almost unbroken conjunct descending movement between e"-e' gives an impression of 

deuterus.  In phrase N part one, there is a similarly almost unbroken conjunct movement 

between d" and d' which gives an aural impression of protus-d.  It is as if the melody 

works its way downwards in pitch with changes in pitch relationships, but this must have 

been difficult to cast in one maneria.   

 

The scribes have used Bb' in other places than at the ends of phrases.  In some cases there 

appears to be instances of the use of softened b' where it is not necessary to avoid the 

tritone f'-b', whereas in other places it has been applied in such a way to introduce the 

tritone e'-Bb'.  For example, in verse 4, the presence of f'' at the top or near the top of the 

undulating gestures might have occasioned the use of Bb' to avoid the tritone Bb'-f''  but 

the use of the Bb has then introduced the tritone between Bb' and e'', and this is 

noticeable first in verse 3, phrase F, although not prominent owing to being embedded in 

a scalic passage.  However, overall, verse 4 must have presented problems to the scribes 

                                                 
19 See van der Werf who first used this evocative metaphor (van der Werf 1983, 109). 
20 See Jeffreys 2000, 63; and also Pfau 1990, 158. 
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who, in adding Bb', have occasioned the tritone between Bb' and e''.   This indicates 

again that Hildegard the oral composer might have used more freedoms in her singing 

than we find recorded on parchment.  It also might indicate a preference for the 

alternation of soft and hard b', and if there was more certitude regarding the placement of 

the flat sign in the neumes, it would be fascinating to make correlations between where 

Hildegard sang soft b' (b' molle) and where she sang hard b' (b' durum), and the text 

allied to these pitches, which may have included suggestions of the tritone.  After many 

years singing Divine Office and Mass, Hildegard must have been aurally aware that the 

tritone was an interval which was avoided as being unpleasantly dissonant, perhaps 

indicative of earthly pain rather than heavenly pleasure.  However, I suggest that 

Hildegard was not always concerned with aesthetic effect but more with spiritual affect, 

which could be either a sorrowful lament or jubilant praise.  One could speculate that the 

tritone might have been part of her repertoire of melodic pain, as the rising fifth 

(diapente) was a sign of virtuous joy and confidence.  It would be satisfying to be able to 

suggest that the harsh tritone which occurs between Bb'-e" in phrase M¹ (6a) on the 

words quia omnia crimina related to Eve’s sins, but there is no consistency in the notation 

of the softened b' so this speculation must remain just that. 

 

O  virga ac diadema not only displays evidence of mixed maneriae but also of mixed 

ranges.  The primary range in evidence is the higher authentic range, evident in nine of 

the fourteen phrases A, D, E, F, G, I, K, L, and M, whereas the plagal range is evident in 

three phrases B, C, and N and on two occasions the range extends over both the low and 

high ranges in H and J (see table 4, appendix C).  The Cistercians were very active in the 

12th century in reforming the chant and in the Praefatio, scathing criticisms are made of 

those who dare to compose chants with extended ranges: 

Clearly, therefore, they are out of their minds who dare to raise a plagal through 

an octave, or to lower an authentic a fifth or fourth.  To what purpose are such 

chants composed or kept in use, too low for notation, lower still for singing, 

causing a change of clef lines, torturing the vocal chords, having an endless 

range, ascending at one time up to the skies, and descending at another down to 

the abyss?  (Guentner 1974, 55) 

The St Eucharius scribes would have been aware of such attitudes, although their house 

was a reformed Benedictine house, as was Rupertsberg, and not a Cistercian 

establishment (Jeffreys 2000, 21).  However, Hildegard would most probably have had 

knowledge of Cistercian reforming activity given the evidence for her early 

correspondence with Bernard regarding her visionary writing, and the fact that the 
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Dendermonde MS was sent by her as a gift to a Cistercian community at Villiers in 

Belgium.  Yet, of all the most immediately observable characteristics of Hildegard’s 

songs, the use of wide ranges is the most obvious.  These ranges cross authentic and 

plagal boundaries and exceed them by up to two and a half octaves, for example in her 

song O vos angeli, which traverses the entire medieval gamut from g-d'''.  This, more 

than any other factor, shows evidence of the oral improviser/composer who “jubilated” 

her texts with relative freedom.21  It says something about the scribes’ attitude to their 

task that they attempted to both legitimize Hildegard’s melodies by placing them on the 

gamut, but at the same time preserve those distinctive and yet theoretically suspect 

aspects of her oral compositions. In the case of O virga ac diadema, the range is not 

extreme, but it does contravene the practice of keeping within either an authentic or 

plagal range.  One wonders, in the light of songs like O vos angeli, and the sweeping 

ascents and descents in the melody of O virga ac diadema, whether the oral melody for 

the latter displayed a wider range as well as a freer approach to pitch relationships than 

what we see in the neumed scores. 

There is another area where in spite of the scribes’ efforts, the evidence points to the oral 

composer exercising freedom with her text as well as her melody.  The lines of the text 

are not regular, do not rhyme, and vary from two lines to four in various verses. It must 

have been difficult to try to notate the same melody for two halves of a verse when the 

halves were of such different length and structure. From Table 5 above, it is clear that the 

musical grammar and the textual grammar do not always coincide, taking musical 

grammar to be those place where the melody pauses on a final or a cofinal (with very few 

exceptions).  Where verses are generally two lines of reasonably similar length, the match 

is closer (verses 1a, b; 3a, b).  Where the verses are of obviously unequal length, there 

appears to have been some difficulty in aligning the textual and musical grammar. The 

first conclusion that can be drawn is that where the verses are of reasonably equal length, 

the scribes had less difficulty in transcribing the melody and at the same time obeying the 

rules about staying within one maneria, ending and beginning phrases on the final or 

                                                 
21 See Jeffreys for a discussion of the role of jubilatio in Hildegard’s musical formation (Jeffreys 
2000, 6-8).  She ascribes Hildegard’s training in “the expression of joy without understanding” 
was accomplished under Jutta’s tutelage.  “The description in [Jutta’s] Vita suggests that Jutta 
taught Hildegard jubilatio, or the extemporisation of melody, without a theoretically informed 
knowledge of neumae during their years together at Disibodenberg” (Jeffreys 2000, 8).  The 
“expression of joy without understanding” refers to the fact that Jutta did not have training in 
notation, although there is a sense in which “jubilatio”, melody to syllables without deep meaning, 
might be said to be differentiated from what Hildegard saw as the importance of text/music 
relationships according to her theology of music.  Perhaps Hildegard obeyed Jutta and “jubilated” 
but privately, in her visionary imagination, conceived of texts with melodies which were 
intimately linked. 
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cofinal, almost to the extent of becoming overly emphatic about doing so.  Where the 

verses become more varied, where perhaps the oral composer exercised more freedom in 

exploring the pitch space within the frameworks I have identified, pauses lie on notes 

other than these finals and cofinals.  Perhaps the singer paused at grammatical points in 

the text but not necessarily where the scribes felt they had to melodically pause on a 

prescribed pitch.  It is difficult in this area to tease out what the oral composer might have 

sung, but one can observe that there are tensions between what the scribes might have 

heard and what they finally decided to put on parchment. 

  

The following starred points indicate, with reference to table 5, where the musical and 

textual grammar do not coincide: 

* This is the first place where Jeffreys indicates that the musical phrase (G²) ends in what 

I would describe as part way into the next phrase (H²).  The rationale for this is that in 

verse 4a, the melodic phrase at de quo deus begins as does the melodic phrase at omnis 

terra in verse 4b.  There is a similar situation in verse 6b, where the equivalent melodic 

phrase in verse 6a ends on g' at processit, and therefore one could argue that the first 

melodic phrase in 6b ends on generi and the next melodic phrase begins on g' at 

protulisti.  These instances demonstrate the difficulty the scribes had in constraining 

Hildegard’s oral compositions into the theoretical constructs they were working towards.   

 

** At this point Jeffreys indicates a melodic phrase break, and the melody does indicate 

this, with the previous phrase pausing on e" and the subsequent one beginning on e".  

However, the melodic phrase on quia Deus te valde amavit does not resemble the 

equivalent phrase on omnis ornamenti sui et amplexionem omnis creature sue sufficiently 

for there to be a correlation such as I².   

*** One way to view verse 6a is to argue that the lengthy text has set a problem for the 

scribes which they have solved by utilizing a previous phrase, B¹.  Verse 6b does not have 

the same problem as the text is shorter.  On the other hand, one could argue that 

Hildegard might have melodically referred back to verse 1a to make a thematic 

connection.  Verse 1a declares that the Virgin is enclosed as if by a breastplate (lorica).  

The Vulgate uses this word in Ephesians 6:14 state ergo succincti lumbos vestros in 

veritate et induti loricam iustitiae (“stand, therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around 

your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness” [NRSV]).  The same word is used 

in the same sense in Isaiah 59:17 where Isaiah is prophesying that the Lord will come in 

righteous anger, wearing the lorica, to deal with the evil in the world.  In O virga ac 
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diadema, verse 1b uses the same melodic material when referring to Adam’s engendering 

of the human race as being very different to the flowering of the Incarnation.  Then at the 

end of verse 6a, the same melodic material is used for the idea of  the “fortunate fall”.  It 

was fortunate that Eve disobeyed because she paved the way for the Virgin’s 

acquiescence in the Divine plan for the Incarnation.  The oral composer, steeped in the 

theology of the Incarnation, might well have consciously or unconsciously made these 

melodic connections. 

Finally, in this section on freedoms and constraints, I return to the way in which 

Hildegard’s melody for O virga ac diadema is so firmly constrained, at either end of 

almost all the phrases, on the final or less frequently, the cofinal, with the two exceptions 

I have discussed.  It is almost as if the melodic phrases are strings which are cruelly 

constrained, stretched tautly between bridge and tuning posts, as on a harp.  Holsinger, in 

his study of music and the body in medieval culture, points out a fascinating section in 

Hildegard’s Scivias where she writes about a vision in which she sees the Christ with a 

harp lying “with its strings across his body” in the place that “denotes the male” (Scivias 

3:11:9; Hart 1990, 496).  Hildegard glosses the vision, saying that Christ’s “members” 

will be “perfected in fortitude”, and that the harp, whose strings lie painfully strained 

across Christ’s lap, signify the tortures of the faithful who will suffer persecution in the 

apocalyptic times to come.  Holsinger suggests that, for Hildegard, “the music of the body 

can clarify the words of the divine, [but] can also beat , torture and subjectify the 

visionary herself” (Holsinger 2001, 101).  The tortuous constraining of the melodic 

phrases/strings of O virga ac diadema between the cruel finals/bridge and posts, could be 

a musical expression of Hildegard’s Incarnational understanding of not just the pleasure, 

but the pain of the struggle to live a spiritually nourishing and virtuous life.22   

 

Gestures and Connections  

 

Many scholars have commented on Hildegard’s propensity to begin phrases, especially in 

protus, with a leap of a rising fifth, often followed immediately by a further leap to the 

                                                 
22 Holsinger uses Bosch’s “Garden of Earthly Delights” for the cover illustration of his book 
“Music, Body, and Desire in Medieval Culture”.  It pictures a sinner cruelly impaled on the strings 
of a harp, his pierced body reminiscent of Hildegard’s illumination of the similarly tortured Christ 
(Scivias 3:11:9; Hart 1990, 496).  The Bosch painting visually illuminates the idea of diabolus in 
musica, the name supposedly applied to the tritone since medieval times.  In the rest of the 
painting, various black “devils” torture humans with music and musical instruments.  It would not 
be too far fetched to suggest that for Hildegard, the tritone had painful “fallen” associations both 
aurally and theologically.  Hildegard did not hesitate to describe evil creatures in her visions or to 
depict them in her illuminations (see for example Scivias 2:7). 
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upper final.  These leaps are strongly in evidence O virga ac diadema, one of Hildegard’s 

protus-a songs.  Olivia Mather investigated the use of this “annunciatory gesture” in 

Hildegard’s Ordo Virtutum.  She found that it is used initially in protus songs but 

gradually it creeps into the deuterus songs in that work, almost as if the gesture has 

finally “infected” all around it (Mather 2002).  She suggests that “…Hildegard mostly 

[uses it] for the Virtue’s exhortations to Anima and each other” (Mather 2002, 6).23  It is 

interesting to note that the two songs of the four I have analysed that strongly exhibit use 

of the rising diapente/diapason leaps concern female Divine figures, or what I have 

argued are Divine manifestations, the Virgin and Caritas.  The song concerning the 

Paraclete, even though cast in protus, the maneria most likely in Hildegard’s songs to 

exhibit this gesture, has fewer instances.  O virtus Sapientie is cast in another maneria, 

but the protus leap “infects” this song celebrating a female Divine figure. 

 

The long descending scalic passages in O virga ac diadema do have a distinct 

relationship to the text they deliver.  They occur most often when the text emphasises the 

Virgin’s role in God’s plan for creation.  Table 6 shows these instances and the 

relationship they have to the text.  In each case, the long descending cascade of pitches 

highlights the Virgin’s role in the Incarnation, predestined from the beginning, planned 

by the Holy One for the benefit of all humans and all creation.  There is a progression in 

ideas which can be clearly discerned in the passages, from Divine foresight to the 

manifestation of the Incarnation.  As the singers sang these familiar lines to what must 

have become this familiar melody, they were reminded each time of the centrality of the 

Incarnation in the Divine plan, as well as the central place the Virgin occupies in this 

plan.  I suggest that these long descending passages might be close to what Hildegard 

sang in her desire to unite her singers in an embodied understanding of the immanent 

Divine, yearning for close and loving relationship with all creatures and all creation.  

 

                                                 
23 Paper given by Olivia Mather, "In symphonia sonare": The Music of the Ordo Virtutum”, 37th 
International Congress on Medieval Studies, May 2-5, 2002, Kalamazoo). 
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Table 6: Relationship between text and lengthy descending scalic passages 

 

Phrase Melody Text and Significance 

F¹ - 3a g"-g' previderat – God’s inner sight, foreknowledge about the 
Virgin and her role in God’s plan 

F² - 3b g"-g' virgo fecit – God made the Incarnation from the Virgin’s 
bright flesh 

G¹ - 4a g'-g"-g' in viribus suis latus viri – woman drawn from the great 
strength of God’s creation, Adam 

G² - 4b g'-g"-g' celestia organa et miratur omnis terra – heavenly music 
sounds and the earth is amazed 

I¹ - end 
of 4a 

a"-g' amplexionem omnis creature sue -  the loving embrace 
between the creatures and the Virgin. 

L¹ - 6a a"-g'  novus sol processit – the “new sun” comes from the dawn 
shining out of the Virgin’s miraculous womb 

L² - 6b a"-g' novem lumen humano generi – this “new light” shines on all 
humanity, casting out darkness and ignorance.  

 

In particular, verse 6a utilises the descending scalic passages in an interesting way, when 

viewed in conjunction with the text.  The first descending gesture, hovering initially on a 

persistent high pitch (a"), and then falling quickly from a"-g', brings us the “new light” 

from the Virgin’s radiant womb.  The melody then ascends and descends in an almost 

unbroken set of pitches from g'-g"-g', scrubbing away Eve’s sins.  Then the gesture 

moves downwards to run from e"-e', the bigger blessing that came about because Eve’s 

unfortunate response invited the Virgin’s different response, waiting in the wings, and 

predestined but still freely given.  Finally the gesture moves downwards again to run from 

d"-d', into earthy plagal regions, allied to humanity’s (and Eve’s) darkly fallen nature.  It 

is when the text is examined, in conjunction with the gestures which may show what the 

oral composer sang, that such interesting associations come to the fore. 

 

These widely ranging scalic passages hinge on chains of thirds which relate to the 

framework operating at the point in the melody.  Where the descent is g"-g', as in phrases 

F and G, the melody tends to gravitate around the protus-a thirds, a'-c"-e"-g".  Where 

the decent reaches to higher pitches and descends a"-g', the chain of thirds g'-Bb'-d"-f"-

a" seems to be more the organising factor.  However one wishes to configure these 

passages, one undeniable feature of at least half the phrases is the opening with ascending 

quartal leaps or progressions which then descend around chains of thirds.  The opening 

diapente leap has been identified as typically “Hildegardean”, but I suggest that equally, 

the long descending passages “draped” around tertial chains are also typically 

“Hildegardean”, and textually relate to her Incarnational emphasis.  This is expressed in 

the singers’ in-drawn and expelled breathing, the constant reaching for melodic heights 
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followed by the descent to earthier regions.  The singers are invited to incarnate Divinity 

in their bodies through this constant reminder of the on-going desire of the Living One to 

infuse their whole beings. 

 

In contrast to the rising quartal leaps and the descending tertial chains, there is a gesture 

which I have called the “plagal” gesture which occurs in phrases B, C, J, and N (a'-g'-e'-

g'-a') (see the annotated score in appendix C).  In all these phrases, there is a textual logic 

to the use of this low, stooping gesture.  In phrase B¹, the two low gestures tenderly 

“surround” the Virgin (tua) as does her enclosing breastplate (in clausura tua sicut 

lorica); in phrase B², the two gestures seem to enclose the first human’s bodies which 

contain the future of humankind (see Hildegard’s illumination of her vision in Scivias 1:2, 

where Eve is a cloud full of stars emanating from Adam’s body).  In phrase C¹, the 

gesture occurs on ventre, the Virgin’s miraculous womb, and in phrase C², it links her 

womb to the miraculous nature of the conception that occurred within.  Later, phrases J 

and N are linked via this gesture.  In J, it opens the phrase that concerns Eve’s fateful 

choice which caused the shocking wounding of her own womb.  In contrast, two phrases 

later, the singers are held on their highest notes, celebrating, perhaps even screaming out 

about the Virgin’s shining womb.  Then in phrase N, the gesture is reiterated three times, 

connecting Eve, whose poor choice allowed the Virgin to bring the greater blessing to 

humanity, the Incarnation.  In this pattern of usage of a prominent gesture, linked closely 

to the import of the text, it is possible to see the oral composer’s spiritual and educational 

emphasis. 

 

Hildegard’s other songs for the virgin constantly remind the singers of the miracle of the 

Incarnation; how this central event, brought about by the Virgin’s consent, breaks with 

the old ways in which “nature” operated and brought into play new laws and new ways.  

In an antiphon for the Virgin, Quia ergo femina, Hildegard exclaims “quia ergo femina 

mortem instruxit, clara virgo illam interemit: because a woman constructed death, a 

bright virgin demolished it” (Newman 1998c, 117).  It is not too far-fetched to suggest 

that Hildegard intended to suggest to the singers that the Incarnation broke through the 

usual laws of nature (conception resulting from intercourse) and established a “new way” 

with a “new song”.  These incidents in the melody indicate places where Hildegard’s 

influence might survive the constraints of the scribes’ work, and intensify the meaning of 

her text for her community. 

 

It is evident from the analysis of the text and the melody and their relationship in O virga 

ac diadema, that Hildegard desired her community of women to bodily experience 
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through the act of singing, an intimate and erotic connection to the Divine, imagined in 

this song as female.  She praises the Virgin for her “flourishing”, her flowering as fruitful, 

productive, life-giving, creative, loving, scented with virtue, as are some humans such as 

Ursula, St Rupert, and St Disibod, who are held up as models to be emulated in her other 

songs.  Hildegard names the Virgin as female saviour at the end of O virga ac diadema.  

However her salvific actions are in bringing the Divine into intimate connection with 

God’s creation, and in drawing together a community of those of like mind, who, through 

music, ritual, liturgical practices, study and creative work, are continually connected to 

Divine presence.  This is very far from the person of Mary of Nazareth, woman of 

courage, first disciple, and mother of Jesus.  It is also far from any notion of Mary as soft 

and humbly compliant.  Hildegard’s Virgin is triumphant, her womb as expansive and 

luminous as the dawn, recipient of the praises of all creation together with the heavenly 

choirs.  In contrast, in the next song, O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, the Spirit is presented as a 

tender and loving healer, an encouraging and comforting image of a Divine as close as 

one’s own breath.   

 

Not only the next song O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, but also the two subsequent songs, 

Caritas habundat and O virtus Sapientie, I suggest, represent Hildegard’s imaging of the 

Spirit of God, from different aspects.  The conflation of Spirit with Divine Love and 

Wisdom is present in Scripture and in the Christian tradition, but Hildegard works with 

these three images to evoke an embodied experience of the Spirit of God in her female 

community.  In fact, there are aspects of the Virgin’s activities in O virga ac diadema 

which are redolent with metaphors about the activities of God’s Spirit.  Johnson notes this 

conflation between Mary and Spirit in “Mary and the Female Face of God”:  “…she 

forms Christ in them, …she is spiritually present to guide and inspire…[she] is called 

intercessor, mediatrix, helper, advocate, defender, consoler, counsellor” (Johnson 1989, 

511).  Johnson reminds us that these roles “belong more primordially to the Paraclete” 

and she cites John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7 (Johnson 1989, 511).  Thus does the song about 

the Virgin’s activities flow into consideration of a song about the Paraclete.  I suggest that 

Hildegard’s theology of the Spirit informs much of her imaging of the Divine, but that 

she works with these images to keep the body in focus.  The next three songs will be 

treated separately but at less length, as I suggest that there is a common thread running 

through these three song texts, which is not unconnected to the first song, but which 

becomes more fully developed in the latter three that I have chosen to analyse.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Permeating the Fecund Earth: O Ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

 

And just as water causes everything within it to turn to liquid, the 

soul is a living breath of the spirit (vivens spiraculum).  This breath 

is constantly at work within us and causes us to flow, so to speak, 

through whatever we know, think, say, or do (Hildegard).1

 

Introduction 

 

Taking up the angels’ thrice-holy song, Hildegard celebrates the all-pervasive nature of 

the Spirit’s activities in creation in sensual, erotic images.  As the singers praise this 

Divine activity, the sounds and smells and tastes and moistures of their bodies, the breath 

they draw in and expel together, are the very essence of the Spirit’s presence.  The 

euphoria, the joy of the singing, the connection with the other bodies through the shared 

breath, permeating the lungs, the belly, the whole body, all these sensualities are 

implicated in the sounding of this praise, expressed in the text and the melody.   

 

The Text 

 

Table 7: The Latin words and an English translation  

 
O fire of the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, 

Vital life of all creation, 

holy are you, giving life to the Forms. 

 

Holy are you, anointing 

the dangerously broken, 

holy are you, cleansing 

the fetid wounds. 

 

1a O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, 

vita vite omnis creature 

sanctus es vivificando formas. 

 

1b Sanctus es ungendo 

periculose fractos, 

sanctus es tergendo 

fetida vulnera. 

 

                                                 
1 Hildegard’s Book of Divine Works 3:8:2, in Fox1987, 206). 
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O breath of holiness, 

O fire of Divine Love, 

O sweet taste in the breast 

and infusing the heart with the  

good sweet smell of virtue. 

2a O spiraculum sanctitatis, 

O ignis caritatis, 

O dulcis gustus in pectoribus 

et infusio cordium 

in bono odore virtutum. 

 
O pure clear fountain, 

in which it is seen  

how God gathers the estranged 

and seeks out the lost. 

2b O fons purissimi, 

in quo consideratur 

quod Deus alienos colligit 

et perditos requirit. 

 

O breast-plate of life and hope of joining a

the bodily limbs  

and O girdle of honour: 

save the blessed. 

 

Guard those imprisoned by the hostile 

forces, 

and free those in fetters 

whom divine force wishes to save. 

3a O lorica vite et specs compaginis  

membrorum omnium 

et o cingulum honestatis:  

salva beatos. 

 

3b Custodi eos qui carcerati sunt  

ab inimico, et solve legatos  

quos divina vis salvare vult. 

 

 

O strongest passageway 

that penetrated everything 

in the highest heights and on the earth, 

and in all abysses, 

you fasten and collect together all people. 

 

From you clouds fly forth, winds take wing,

stones contain moisture, 

waters well forth in streams, 

and earth sweats with living green. 

4a O iter fortissimum, 

Quod penetravit omnia 

in altissimis et in terrenis 

et in omnibus abyssis, 

tu omnes componis et colligis. 

 

4b De te nubes fluunt, ether volar, 

lapides humorem habent, 

aque rivulos educunt, 

et terra viriditatem sudat. 

 

You are always teaching the learned ones 

through the joyful holy breath and 

inspiration of Wisdom. 

5 Tu etiam semper educis doctos 

per inspirationem  

Sapientie letificatos. 
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Praise then to you who are the very 

sound of praise, and the delight of life,

and hope and strongest honour, 

in the first light. 

6 Unde laus tibi sit, 

qui es sonus laudis et gaudium vite, 

spes et honour fortissimus,  

dans premia lucis.2

 

Like all Hildegard’s texts, this one is swirling with multiple images and associations, 

primarily directed towards the spiritual formation of the young women at Rupertsberg.  

The Spirit is presented as a tender and loving healer, an image that is encouraging and 

comforting.  In a recent presentation, Margot Fassler spoke about Hildegard’s 

personifications of the virtues in her Ordo and she said that there was “gentleness and 

affection [at work] in the judging of souls” 3 and this is very much the attitude towards 

humanity that Hildegard portrays as the Spirit’s activities. 

 

In this song about the Holy Spirit, Hildegard names the Spirit paracletus.  This is the 

ecclesiastical Latin used to translate the Greek paraklētos (John 14:26), advocate or 

intercessor. 

 

But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit 

whom the Father will send in my 

name, will teach you everything, and 

remind you of all that I have said 

(NRSV 1989, 109).

Paracletus autem, spiritus santus,  

quem mittet Pater in nomine meo,  

ille vos docebit omnia, et suggeret  

vobis omnia, quaecunque vobis 

(Vulgate 1840, 692). 

 

In this sense the Spirit is imagined as one who represents the interests of humanity and all 

creation, and is active in educating those who follow the spiritual path (tu etiam semper 

educis doctos).  In Apocalypse Now and Then, Catherine Keller identifies this third entity 

in the Trinity as essentially social, concerned with the “mutuality of mutual relationships” 

(Keller 1996, 292).  She emphasises the work of the Spirit as materialising in 

“community … distinguish[ing] painstakingly between the suffering that can only be 

comforted and the suffering whose cause can be eliminated” (Keller 1996, 296).  The 

Paraclete is not just the comforter, but the active force which works towards the unity 

which will bring an end to suffering.  In Hildegard’s song, the Paraclete’s activities are 

concerned with the body.  First, there is the embodiment of the Forms, the ideas which 

                                                 
2 The Latin text is from Newman’s critical edition, revised in 1998 (Newman 1998c, 148-150),  
The English translation is my own with assistance from Dr Drina Oldroyd. 
3 Fassler, 2002.  The Theological Significance of the Virtues in the Ordo Virtutum.  Paper given t 
the 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies at Kalamazoo 2-5 May. 
a
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take on flesh and blood; even the stones “contain moisture” in an extraordinary vision of 

the fecundity of all the elements of creation, even those often seen as inanimate.  Then 

these bodies, creaturely and elemental, now broken and fetid with suppurating wounds, 

are comforted with soothing, perfumed oils, in images which evoke the nurturing activity 

of a tender, loving healer.   

 

In verses 1a and 1b, Hildegard names the Spirit as holy three times, first as the 

giver of life to all creation (the forms in the Platonic sense); secondly, as the 

source of comfort; and thirdly, as the source of continuous healing in the world.4  

This echoes the song of the seraphim in Isaiah 6:3, perhaps in its early form of the 

Trisagion as sung in orthodox services: “Holy God, holy and mighty, holy and 

immortal, have mercy on us.”5  It is no coincidence that Hildegard invokes the 

song of the angels in her sequence for the Holy Spirit.  In her first visionary work, 

the Scivias, she details in 3:13 how she heard in the different kinds of music, the 

“…praises of the joyous citizens of Heaven” and she goes on to write about what 

they were singing:”…and their song…had these words:” (Hart 1990, 525).  What 

follows significantly then is the text of eight songs and part of her play known as 

the Ordo Virtutum.  In her visions she hears the choirs of angels singing and she 

subsequently writes down these angelic songs and sings them to her community 

using the melodies of the heavenly citizens.  However one wishes to interpret her 

processes here, this is what she herself describes as her experience of “receiving” 

her songs.  On a continuum between believing that Hildegard’s oeuvre was 

received unmediated by her intellect and unedited from the voice of the living 

light, or alternately accepting her stance as a topos necessary for her female voice 

to be safely heard in her twelfth century ecclesial world, I suggest a middle stance, 

along with Anna Somfai, who says that  

 

Hildegard of Bingen's excursion into the imaginary through her heightened 

visual and aural perception became a habit that deeply affected every 

activity of her life. The complex visionary experience provided her with 

the mental concepts, the framework for her writings, and the tool for 

                                                 
4 In my analysis of O virtus Sapientie, I refer to Hildegard’s Trinitarian metaphors, of which she 
has many.  The idea of “three” permeated her Divine imaginary. 
5 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Cross 1958, 1395-6). 
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realising her ambitions in the public sphere. Some of her visions, not 

unlike dreams, seem to have been based on her preoccupations of the time 

- scholarly, emotional, or practical - and enabled her accomplishments. In 

her day-to-day conflicts they expanded her authority and were supported 

by her illness and the help of powerful friends (Somfai 2001, 118). 

 

Her heightened perception could be seen as Divinely inspired, something which 

became habitual over time as her sense of confidence and authority increased.  

Singing these songs then became a reflection of Divine activity, the idea of humanity 

mirroring back to the Holy One that which celebrates Divine creation. Music was 

therefore critically important in Hildegard’s view, and finally at the end of her life, in an 

effort to raise the interdict placed on her community forbidding the very sonic activity 

which had become a vital life-giving connection to the Divine, she elucidates her 

theology of music.6  

 

Hildegard’s theology of music makes it clear that she regarded the singing of Divine 

praise as a way of not only connecting with the Divine but incarnating the Divine among 

the singers.  She reminds them that Adam’s voice, before the Fall, “…blended fully with 

the voices of the angels in their praise of God” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 77).  Like the 

angels, he too had a spiritual nature and was therefore connected to “…that Spirit which 

is God” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 77).  Humans lost this intimate connection with the 

Divine but, through the work of the Spirit were able to reconnect through singing.  In one 

of her most important statements, Hildegard parallels the Incarnation with the act of 

singing: 

 

Consider, too, that just as the body of Jesus Christ was born of the purity of the 

Virgin Mary through the operation of the Holy Spirit, so, too, the canticle of 

praise, reflecting celestial harmony, is rooted in the church through the Holy 

Spirit.  The body is the vestment of the spirit, which has a living voice, so it is 

proper for the body, in harmony with the soul, to use its voice to sing praises to 

God (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 79).7   

 

                                                 
6 See full discussion of Hildegard’s theology of music in chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
7 See chapter 2 for more detailed discussion of Hildegard’s theology of music and her attitude to 
singing and the body. 
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 She makes a parallel between the Virgin birthing the Christ through the agency of the 

Holy Spirit, and the body singing with its voice through the agency of its spirit.  In one of 

her songs for the Virgin, Hildegard even expresses the idea that the Virgin’s womb 

actually produced music,8 an analogy for the Incarnated One, who is Song itself, further 

illuminating the parallel between the Incarnation and the incarnation of the Divine in her 

community’s singing of the angelic songs she heard and remembered from her visions.   

 

These songs of angels, heard by Hildegard, and redolent of the angels’ song in Isaiah, 

were associated with both the Incarnation and the Holy Spirit.  The Trisagion was the 

subject of controversy in the centuries preceding Hildegard’s era.  Brock says “The 

interpretation of the Trisagion…came to be an emotive and contentious issue during the 

course of the fifth to eighth centuries…” (Brock 1985, 28).  The controversy arose over 

interpretations of Isaiah 6:3, as the whether it referred to the Trinity or presaged the 

Incarnation.  Brock suggests that “…both understandings may be legitimate: in this case 

it is not a matter of contradiction, but of complementarity” (Brock 1985, 31).  He says: 

 

In the book of Isaiah the ‘thrice-holy hymn’ accompanies a theophany, the 

revelation of God’s glory on earth: appropriately enough it comes shortly before 

the Emmanuel prophecy of Isaiah 7.  …this theophany is understood by the 

Fathers as having taken place supremely at the incarnation, and then continuously 

at each celebration of the eucharistic Liturgy, at the coming of Christ in 

consecrated Bread and Wine (Brock 1985, 31).   

 

The theophany of creation itself as fully expressive of Divine activity, the theophany of 

the Incarnation, an even more embodied Divine entry into creaturely life, and the 

continuous theophany of the circulations of desire between the Holy One and creation are 

all expressed in Hildegard’s song in words and music. 

 

Brock also suggests that the Trisagion or Sanctus9 moves from the idea of the Divine as 

transcendent to the Divine as immanent in creation:  “..in the Sanctus we are presented 

                                                 
8 Ave generosa, verse 5, “For your womb held joy, when all the harmony of heaven resounded 
from you” (“venter enim tuus guadium habuit cum omnis celestis symphonia de te sonuit”) 
(Newman 1998c, 122-4). 
9 Both are sourced from Isaiah 6:3 although each has come to have different theological and 
ideological associations.  In this analysis, I understand Hildegard’s reference to the angels’ hymn 
to be multi-dimensional, perhaps encompassing both what she would have heard in the Sanctus 
and what she may also have been familiar with in the Trisagion, traditionally used on Good Friday 
in the West, and therefore closely associated with Divine immanence via the central drama of the 
Incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection. 
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with a movement from transcendence to immanence.  This movement from God to 

creation always invites a response, a movement back from humanity to God” (Brock 

1985, 31).  In the opening verse of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti this movement can be 

observed: first, the Paraclete vitalises the Divine “ideas”, but then becomes intimately 

involved with embodied creation, with the broken, the dangerous, the wounded, bodies 

bleeding, fractured, crying out for comfort.  Brock considers that the better translation of 

Isaiah 6:3 refers to the “whole earth” rather that the more traditional “heaven and earth” 

(Brock 1985, 24), and this fits with Hildegard’s vision of Divine activity permeating even 

the stones, giving wings to the clouds, and fecundating the earth.  This movement from 

transcendence to immanence is celebrated throughout the rest of the song; the Holy One 

becomes intimately involved with creation and with humanity, referred to in inclusive 

terms such as the estranged, the lost, the blessed, those in prisons both literal and 

figurative, all people, and the learned ones.  This is a Divine that is both transcendent but 

also intimately immanent, deeply, permanently in mutual relationship with humanity.  

After celebrating the involvement of the Divine with humanity, Hildegard returns the 

singers’ attention back to the Divine, praising the Spirit as breath, directing them to that 

which was giving their song wings.  Holy breath fills their lungs, which then expel this 

song-filled air, in a circulation which connects the singers to each other and to the Divine, 

both immanent in their bodies and transcendently worthy of their praise.  Finally the song 

returns the singers to the first Divine activity, premia lucis, the first delight of the Divine 

in giving life to the “forms”, in the platonic sense. 

 

The play of images is swift and fluid in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, as Hildegard moves 

from Genesis 1:2 where the spirit hovers tremulously like a brooding bird over the fertile 

waters of the deep, hatching the cosmic egg of the world, to 1 Corinthians 12:9 where it is 

the same Spirit who gives, among others, the gift of healing. She then moves on in an 

ecstatic use of the vocative, addressing the Spirit in terms of attributes which she also 

associates with Caritas, Divine Love; the Paraclete is the companion of the Virtues as 

well as the saviour of the lost (Newman 1998c, 281-2). Like Caritas, the Spirit is both 

fire and water, flame and clear fountain.  In verse 2 she names Caritas as the fire of the 

Spirit, directing the singers to her frequently invoked female personification of Divine 

Love, the beautiful maiden who invites the lost to “Come and live with her”.  For 

example, in a letter to Eberhard, Archbishop of Salisbury, in c.1163-64, Hildegard  

responds to his distress at the political turmoil in which he found himself embroiled by 

comforting him with a vision of Divine Love and Obedience: 
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These two maids are knocking at your door, and Divine Love is saying to you, I 

long to remain with you, and I want you to put me on your bed and love me 

diligently.  For when you search wounds and wash them in your compassion, 

then I lie in your bed, and when you treat simple, good-living people with 

kindness in God’s name, then I am your beloved (Baird & Ehrmann 1994, 85-6). 

 

In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, the Spirit is like Caritas, wanting to permeate every part of 

the human person’s life, right into their most private and intimate moments.  The Spirit is 

not only elemental fire and water but also personal and relational.  In another letter to 

Prior Dimo in c.1169-70, Hildegard admonishes the Prior with an allegory, in which a 

knight and a serf are visited by “two wise and beautiful girls” who advise them to change 

their sinful ways.  These two beautiful girls are later named as Caritas and Humilitas, two 

of the virtues who instruct the virgins in what it means to choose a spiritual life in 

Hildegard’s ordo.  Not only are Hildegard’s nuns exhorted to invite Divine Love/the 

Spirit into their lives but in many ways they are to emulate the nurturing actions of these 

personified virtues.   

 

In verse 3a, Hildegard likens the Spirit to a breastplate or shield (lorica) which a person 

could wear in the sense used in 1Thessalonians 5:8 induti lorica fidei et charitatem or 

Ephesians 6:14 induti loricam justitiae.  Here the breastplate is something that both 

protects the body behind it (with faith, Divine love and justice) but also bears witness to 

others that this person wears these attributes publicly for all to see.  Hildegard goes on to 

associate the Spirit with the binding together of all the people in the community. There is 

a sense of resonance with those chapters in 1 Corinthians where the gifts of the spirit to 

the individual are outlined, and then the individual is likened to the limb of a body.  

When these limbs (membrorum omnium) are gathered and bound together, they form the 

community of like-minded people who are seeking the spiritual path.  Each limb has its 

function and is endowed with particular gifts by the Spirit, and each is to be honoured, in 

fact the weaker is to be given the greater honour so that there might not be any 

disharmony within the body (1 Cor. 12:25). 

 

How important this would be in a community of women, with very disparate reasons to 

be at Rupertsberg, some willing, some coerced, some in a desperate bid for independent 

life, some desiring education unavailable to them in secular life, some in an avoidance of 

the social and political responsibilities of their birth.  The girdle of honour, cingulum 

honestatis, also emphasises the idea of binding together, girding one’s loins in 

preparation for work or journey.  The Spirit is likened to a warrior, with breastplate and 



 160

girdle, and is portrayed with what Newman calls a “chivalric flavour” (Newman 1998c, 

282), guarding those in prison (verse 3b), and freeing those who are chained.  This is 

reminiscent of Acts 12 where the imprisoned Peter is freed from his fetters by the Angel 

who conducts him safely through the guarded gates.  Some of the noble women in 

Hildegard’s convent may have felt as if they were in prison, one forced on them or one of 

their own making, having entered under permanent vows.  The freedom the Spirit offered 

was not a physical but a spiritual one, found within the community, united in song. 

 

In the final invocation in verse 4b, Hildegard addresses the Spirit as iter fortissimum, 

which Newman translates literally as “mighty course” and poetically as “current of 

power” (Newman 1998c, 149-51).  However, iter is mostly used in the Vulgate to signify 

an actual journey, such as in Acts 10:9 “postera autem die iter illis facientibus”, where 

the centurion sends his slaves on a journey to Joppa to find Peter.  Perhaps the sense in 

which Hildegard is using the term here is that the Spirit travels to all parts of creation, in 

such a fashion that nothing could stand in the way, with the purpose of collecting and 

binding together all creatures and all creation (omnia).  There is also the sense in which 

iter fortissimum is also a passageway in both a macrocosmic and microcosmic sense.  In 

the macrocosm, it implies an opening up of a course through which the irresistible power 

of the Spirit penetrates every hidden secret place in the cosmos.  In the microcosm, I 

suggest that, given the emphasis on the body in the song, and the context of Hildegard’s 

female community, iter fortissimum could refer to the openings of the body, the mouth, 

the passageway to the lungs, the vagina, source of moisture and fecundity, and the womb, 

miraculous portal for the Incarnation, and source of Divine delight, song, light, food, the 

very dawn itself.  From this passageway streams the fecund moisture, viriditas, which 

causes all creation to give birth literally and figuratively.   

 

In the climactic verse 4b, Hildegard uses two of her important words, viriditas and sudat 

together to describe the activity of the Spirit.  Mews says: 

 

Whereas it was conventional in theology to identify God through the order 

inherent in creation, Hildegard focuses on fruitfulness, vitality and above all 

viriditas as attributes of the divine nature… [It relates to] much more than the 

colour green: freshness, vitality, fertility, fecundity, fruitfulness verdure, growth.  

She uses the word as a metaphor of health, both physical and spiritual (Mews 

1998, 59). 
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In this song she links both terms, et terra viriditatem sudat, “and the earth sweats with 

living greenness and vitality”.  It is not so much in the cosmic order that Hildegard sees 

the work of the Divine, but in nature.  By her later years, enough land had been gifted to 

Rupertsberg for Hildegard to preside over the healthy production of food and beverages.  

She supervised vineyards, fish ponds, herb gardens, and various herds; she travelled twice 

a week across the river to her daughter house at Eibingen, riding her horse to the river 

bank, and then being rowed to the other side.  The seasons, the fertility of crops and 

animals, the beauty of clouds and rain, and the fine stone buildings would have all 

pressed on her senses.  It is in these things that she saw the work of the Spirit, as well as 

in her monastic community. 

 

The final verses, five and six, like addenda, remind the singers that it is through the 

Paraclete that they learn the spiritual path, and perhaps it is significant that she introduces 

the idea of breath again (inspiro means to breath upon as well as to inspire), connecting 

the idea of Spirit and human breathing, something that the intense daily singing would 

have emphasised.  In these addenda, Hildegard returns to exultation, naming the Spirit in 

sound (sonus, significant again in terms of the songs sung at Rupertsberg), and returning 

the singers back to Genesis 1:3 Dixit Deus: fiat lux.  In Hildegard’s last line, the Spirit is 

there in the beginning, and the first light in creation shows clearly the virtues of the fiery 

illuminator.  

 

Hildegard uses images from the natural world, something that the singers of her songs 

could experience every day: clouds flying across the sky, wind blowing, signs of life in 

abundant water flowing, all creation brimming with fertile growth,10 and even the stones 

paradoxically full of moisture.  All these are perceptible signs that the Spirit is 

everywhere.  In fact, in the Scivias, Hildegard uses stones to illustrate the nature of the 

trinity: cool dampness signifies the Father, solid touch signifies the Son, and sparkling 

fire the Spirit (Hart 1990, 163).  She says in the Physica that “every stone contains fire 

and moisture” (Throop 1998, 137).  The Spirit permeates even stone to enliven it with fire 

and viriditas. 

  

In her medical work Hildegard describes the winds of the upper regions (aether) as 

circling all creation and holding everything from falling into destruction: 

 

                                                 
10 See Hildegard’s song O ignis Spiritus Paracliti verse 4 (Newman 1998, 148-51). 
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The firmament comprises fire, sun, moon, stars and winds.  It exists through all 

of them and is firmed by their properties so that it may not fall apart. As the soul 

holds the entire body of a human being, so the winds hold together that entire 

firmament to prevent its destruction….  As a house does not stand without the 

support of cornerstones, so neither the firmament, nor the earth, nor the abyss, 

not the entire world with all its components would subsist without these winds, 

because everything is composed and held fast by them (Berger M.1999, 26-7). 

 

In a microcosmic parallel to these cosmic winds which permeate creation and bind it 

together, the Divine breath, named in Genesis 1:2 as spiritus dei, literally the breath of 

God, permeates the human person especially in the act of singing, when the singer draws 

in and holds to themselves the breath which supports their vocalising, and which is 

essential to their life.   In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti Hildegard invokes the Holy Spirit: “O 

spiraculum sanctitatis”.  She would have read this word in the context, for example, of 

Genesis 2:7 where God breathes into Adam’s nostrils and he lives (formavit igitur 

Dominus Deus hominem de limo terrae et inspiravit in faciem eius spiraculum vitae et 

factus est homo in animam viventem), or in Job 33:4 where Elihu acknowledges his 

creation and enlivening with the breath of God (spiritus Dei fecit me et spiraculum 

Omnipotentis vivificavit me).  When Hildegard addresses the Holy Spirit as “spiraculum 

sanctitatis”, although there is a sense in which the Latin spiraculum indicates an airway 

rather than breath, given her familiarity with the Latinate scriptures, “breath” is possibly 

the best translation, although the idea of an air passage through which this breath passes 

to permeate everything is also evocative of the deeply penetrating activity of the Spirit. 

 

Hildegard’s letters are fertile ground for clues to the way she thought about the Holy 

Spirit, and it is clear that for her, the work of the Spirit as a binding agent is a key 

concept, along with the Spirit as dispenser of viriditas, the life-force.  In a letter to 

Eberhard, Bishop of Bamberg, Hildegard expounds on the nature of the Trinity, and 

specifically the work of the Spirit.  She outlines the nature of God as eternity, then the 

Son as equality, and finally the Spirit as the “…essential connection between the two, 

since the Holy Spirit is the fiery life in them, and they are one” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 

97).   

 

The connection between eternity and equality is the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit 

is a fire, but it is not an extinguishable fire that sometimes blazes up and 

sometimes is put out.  It permeates eternity and equality, and binds the two into 

one, just as a person binds together a bundle of sticks (which, if not bound, flies 
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all asunder)..And it is like a blacksmith who unites the two materials of bronze 

and makes them one through fire.  It is a sword brandished in every 

direction…The Holy Spirit is the uniting factor and the life-giving force, for 

without the Holy Spirit eternity would not be eternity, nor would equality be 

equality…Rational expression, also, has three forces: sound, word, and breath.  

The Son is in the Father the same way that a word is in a sound, and the Holy 

Spirit is in each, just as breath is found in both sound and in word (Baird and 

Ehrman 1994, 97). 

 

In this passage Hildegard emphasises the binding quality of the Holy Spirit, without 

which communal life would be impossible.  The imagery of the sticks flying apart 

reminds the reader/listener of the members of her community who did not always live in 

accord with each other.  Without the binding cord of the Spirit, the community loses its 

unitary sense of purpose, and fragments into small segments of individual opinion.  Her 

final analogy demonstrates the mystery of the Trinity in terms which her singers would 

have understood in an practical sense.  The words sung are embedded in the sound and 

both are supported by the breath, and no one of the three could exist without the other, 

but without breath there can be no sound or word.   

 

Hildegard invokes the Holy Spirit often in her letters in terms of fire: fiery lover,11 

blazing sun,12 fiery giver,13 and fiery illuminator14 are some of the appellations.  In a letter 

to Conrad, Bishops of Worms, she says that “…God sent a fiery spirit into man [homo], 

and this spirit flies within the circumference of his rationality, just as a wall encompasses 

the breadth of a house” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 118).15  This is redolent of the concept 

of the Spirit circling creation like an airy girdle, which is then reflected in microcosm in 

the human person where the spirit circles their consciousness, binding them to the 

spiritual way.  In a letter to an unnamed Abbess, Hildegard directly refers to the Spirit 

acting like a girdle around the body, as she does in O ignis spiritus Paracliti: “May the 

Holy Spirit now gird you with the girdle of sanctity, so that you may build a habitation 

                                                 
11 See Hildegard’s letter to the Monk Godfrey (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 122). 
12 See Hildegard’s letter to the Congregation of Monks (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 138). 
13 See Hildegard’s letter to an Abbott (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 54). 
14 See Hildegard’s letter to Abbot Manegold (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 75). 
15 In this passage Hildegard uses homo which is more appropriately translated as human.  Baird 
and Ehrman choose to translate homo in various ways, not always gender neutral.  Both they and 
the co-translator of the Scivias note that Hildegard most often uses homo when she is speaking 
about humanity, and seeing she uses mulier, femina and vir to refer to persons of the female and 
male sex, it is clear that it is more appropriate for our understanding of her works to translate homo 
in inclusive, generalised terms (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 23; Hart 1990, 56). 



 164

for yourself in the eternal mansion of the heavenly Jerusalem” (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 

11).  This is echoed in verse 3a in O ignis spiritus Paracliti where the spirit is the girdle 

of honour, part of the armour the Spirit provides to the ones who are on the spiritual path.  

In a letter to the priest Werner, Hildegard emphasises the importance of spiritual 

practices: “Now, may the unquenchable fire of the Holy Spirit so infuse you that you will 

turn to the better part” (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 94).  The scriptural reference she gives is 

to Luke 10:42 where Jesus tells Martha that spiritual work is more important than being 

distracted by secular busy-ness.  Hildegard directs the priest to call on the fiery Spirit to 

give him the energy to give time to spiritual matters rather than allowing secular affairs to 

overwhelm him.   

 

Feminist theologians with a particular emphasis on ecological theology, have worked 

with language about God’s Spirit.  Sally McFague in her book The Body of God reminds 

us the spirit and body are both metaphors for the Divine, partial glimpses of Divinity 

which are incomplete but which contribute to a human understanding of the Creator God.  

However, there are ambiguities which she herself points out, in claiming on the one hand 

that the body is central to an understanding and valuing of the interconnectedness of all 

life, and on the other that creation is enlivened by an intangible “spirit”.  Christianity, she 

claims, is “the religion of the incarnation par excellence” and yet “the earliest Christian 

texts and doctrines contain the seeds that, throughout history, have germinated into full-

blown distrust of the body as well as deprecation of nature and abhorrence and loathing 

of female bodies” (McFague 1993, 14).  It would seem that Christianity has had difficulty 

reconciling an incarnational theology with pneumatological theology.  On the one hand 

the body has been crucial, but only certain human bodies have been privileged to the 

neglect of female bodies, and the bodies of creatures, the earth and all creation.  

However, the Spirit has also been neglected, as Johnson points out, and indeed she makes 

a connection between the “[n]eglect of the Spirit and the marginalisation of women [who] 

have a symbolic affinity and may well go hand in hand” (Johnson 2002, 131).  In 

Hildegard’s songs it is possible to see the Abbess working with embodied, often female, 

imaging of the Spirit, based, as always for her, in Scripture and other Christian works she 

may well have read.  However, the particular emphasis on the Spirit as embodied comes 

through clearly in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti where the Spirit teaches, anoints, cleanses, 

tastes, seeks out, and guards, like a breast plate and girdle, things a body wears.  These 

bodily activities are not exclusively associated with women, but they are certainly things 

that women were involved in at Rupertsberg; Hildegard as teacher and physician, the 

nuns as virtues in the Ordo doing battle with evil and guarding the beleaguered Anima, 

healing and anointing the sick within and without the convent.  
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However, it is in the likening of the Spirit to the human breath that resonates so strongly 

with Hildegard’s theology of music.  McFague points out that the tradition does not 

suggest that the Spirit is “Holy Ghost”, disembodied and unearthly as has been the focus 

of the followers of Christ in most of the past millennia.  The tradition, she says, talks 

about “the divine wind that ‘swept over the face of the waters’ prior to creation, the life-

giving breath given to all creatures, and the dynamic movement that creates, recreates, 

and transcreates throughout the universe” (McFague 1993, 143).  This is not “ghost” but 

the Divine fully involved in the embodied life of all creatures and all creation.  As 

McFague points out, the Spirit is the moving activity behind all Jesus’ actions, including 

his conception, and baptism; it is the Spirit who drives him into the desert (Matthew 4:1) 

to be tested, where his body becomes “famished”.  Clearly this is the Spirit at work in a 

quintessentially embodied way.  McFague returns to the importance of breath to human 

life, as the most basic sign of the Spirit’s involvement in human and created life: 

 

All living creatures, not just human ones, depend upon breath. Breath also knits 

together the life of animals and plants, for they are linked by the exchange of 

oxygen and carbon dioxide in each breath inhaled and exhaled.  Breath is a more 

immediate and radically dependent way to speak of life than even food or water, 

for we literally live from breath to breath and can only survive a few minutes 

without breathing.  Our lives are enclosed by two breaths – our first when we 

emerge from our mother’s womb and our last when we ‘give up the ghost’ 

{spirit}) (McFague 1993, 143). 

 

Hildegard’s theology of music encompasses the notion that singing, the breathing in and 

out as the body produces sound, is the most important way in which humans connect to 

the Divine.  In a sense, they are inspiring and expiring the Divine Spirit.  Johnson points 

out that in the Hebrew Scriptures, the same word, ruach, is use for both the Spirit of God 

but also the human spirit, “the latter evoking the breath which a living person draws in 

and expels, as well as that utterly personal life force unique to each person that anchors 

identity at the same time as it gives aliveness and energy” (Johnson 2002, 131).  As 

Hildegard’s singers breath and sing, they exchange sacred and personal life forces, 

embodying the Divine, but also connecting to each other in intimate exchange.   

 

The implications of what feminist theologians call a theology of the Spirit is that all 

humans, all creatures, the earth, and all creation are so intimately connected that the very 

air and space we share is sacred.  Therefore, as an ecological theology makes clear, 
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humans need to develop a far different attitude to each other and creation than we have 

evinced this far.  In Catherine Keller’s book Face of the Deep, she ruminates on Genesis 

1:2, where the Spirit of God (ruach elohim) vibrates over the chaotic waters (tehom)  She 

develops a theology of creation, a theology of “beginning-in-process, an unoriginated and 

endless process of becoming” (Keller 2003, xvii).  She ends the book with the entry of the 

ruach elohim merahephet, the Spirit vibrating over the tehom, the deep.  Here, she likens 

the tehom to an “[o]cean of divinity, womb and placeholder of beginnings, not Elohim but 

the first place or capacity of genesis) (Keller 2003, 231).  She calls what is born of the 

meeting of ruach, elohim and tehom the “difference of God” (Keller 2003, 231).  “In the 

self-organising process of the world, the oscillation between tehom and elohim, 

complication and explication, creates” (Keller 2003, 232).  Creation begins and enfolds 

continuously in this relationship, which Keller suggests might be called, by implication, 

the Spirit of God.  

 

Keller goes on to locate much of the language about the Spirit in the Hebrew Scriptures 

as feminine.  She points out that the shekhinah, God's indwelling and immanence in the 

created world, and the female presence who shared the exile of the Hebrew people, and 

all people who make homes in strange lands, is often conflated with the Spirit.  She says: 

“Shekhinah cannot be expropriated as a synonym for the Christian Holy Spirit or a 

feminist God/ess; its indwelling was often confined to its people, not to mention their 

patriarchy” (Keller 2003, 234).  Nevertheless, there are possibilities here for feminist 

theology.  The female gender of the Shekhinah was taken very seriously, for example, by 

the kabbalists who took as an important erotic duty, the reunion with the masculine deity.  

Keller argues that this indicates a Divine lack, a God who is not self-sufficient unto God’s 

self.  Within the fractures of this not-self-sufficient God, Keller sees possibilities not only 

for a gendered Divine nature but one which “overflow[s] the vessel of merely patrilineal 

bisexuality” (Keller 2003, 235).  Looking at the fissures thus appearing, one might find 

images of the Divine which are truly inclusive of all humans in their multi-gendered 

diversity.  Keller’s work contributes to the possibilities of a “richly imaged” Spirit, one 

who is not disembodied but “materializing, wet [and] energetic”, vibrating with 

fecundity, joyously creating and recreating, but also deeply present with those who are 

abandoned and exiled, “among refugee camps and resident aliens, among all 

homemaking strangers” (Keller 2003, 235). 

 

Johnson is more explicit in her connection between a patriarchal exclusion of female 

imagery for the Divine, and the neglect of the Spirit.  She agrees that scripture speaks of 

the Spirit more often in impersonal rather than personal language, nevertheless “the 
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resonance of some ancient language and symbols indicate that it is appropriate to speak of 

Spirit in metaphors of female resonance” (Johnson 2002, 130).  She refers to three terms 

to argues her case: ruach or spirit, shekhinah or indwelling, and hokmah/Sophia or 

wisdom. She argues that  

 

[s]o powerful is the association of the Sprit with the meaning evoked by these 

female images that in recent years the theory has grown that one of the key if 

unarticulated reasons for the tradition’s forgetfulness of the Spirit lies precisely 

here, in the alliance between the idea of Spirit and the roles and persons of actual 

women marginalized in church and society (Johnson 2002, 130).   

 

She names the Spirit in Christian heritage as “faceless, shadowy, anonymous, half-

known, homeless, watered down, the poor relation, Cinderella, marginalized by being 

modelled on women” (Johnson 2002, 131).  Looking to Hildegard’s work, as indeed 

Johnson does, provides powerful images of the Spirit, unapologetically female, creatural, 

embodied, and definitely concerned with all the messiness and darkness of bodily 

incarnation.  Johnson quotes from Hildegard’s description of her first vision in the Book 

of Divine Works to open her chapter on Spirit-Sophia, and interestingly the quote is from 

Caritas’ self proclamation of her role in creation.  Whereas, in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

Hildegard does not directly personify the Spirit as a female figure, only by implication in 

some of the roles she describes, in her song about Caritas, and again in vision eight in the 

Book of Divine Works, Divine Love is a beautiful female, dressed in radiant clothes, red-

fleshed16 in the illuminations so there is no error as to which personification she 

represents.  Johnson obviously sees a relationship between Caritas and the Spirit, and she 

reminds us that Aquinas found the image of the Spirit as Divine Love to be particularly 

appropriate.  He saw this as being enacted within a Trinitarian framework, the love which 

is the love of equals, mutual and reciprocal.  However, it is Johnson’s and other feminist 

theologians’ work which imagines this Divine Love speaking with a female voice. 

 

Melody and Text relationships in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

 

Like O virga ac diadema, O ignis Spiritus Paracliti is rubricated as a sequence in the 

Riesencodex.  One difference is that verses five and six are single not paired verses, as 

                                                 
16 Caritas was usually pictured as having red flesh and this was one way to identify her among 
other figures in illuminations.  Dante, in his Divine Comedy, a hundred years later but drawing on 
medieval symbology, also sees Caritas as having red flesh (Purgatorio 24:121).  See also chapter 
six of this dissertation for analysis of the image of Caritas. 
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are verses one to four.  Jeffreys considers that Hildegard’s sequences and hymns follow a 

similar pattern (repetition of verses, non-metrical lines of text of irregular length) and 

could have functioned in either capacity during the singing of Divine Office.  The monk, 

Guibert, who became Hildegard’s last secretary from 1177-79, writes about the singing of 

Hildegard’s songs at Rupertsberg.  After receiving the melodies and texts in her visions, 

 

…returning to ordinary life from the melody of that internal concert, she 

frequently takes delight in causing those sweet melodies which she learns and 

remembers in that spiritual harmony to reverberate with the sound of voices, and, 

remembering God, she makes a feast day from what she remembers of that 

spiritual music.  Furthermore she composes hymns in praise of God and in 

honour of the saints, and has those melodies, far more pleasing than ordinary 

human music, publicly sung in church (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 30). 

 

Making allowances for Guibert’s exuberant and self-conscious style, and his fascination 

with Hildegard,17 there is evidence here that Hildegard’s hymns, of which O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti as a hymn-like sequence could be counted as one, were used in liturgical 

settings.18  The clearest difference between Hildegard’s sequences and hymns and many 

of those already in monastic use in the twelfth century is in the lack of metrical regularity 

and lack of a rhyme scheme.  Perhaps Hildegard heard so-called “Italian” sequences sung 

at Disibodenberg.19  The question remains as to whether she composed irregular lines of 

text because she favoured that approach, or because she did not have the classical literary 

education of a male monastic.  Certainly her irregular lines give her freedom to express 

her imagery without the artifice of clever rhymes and precisely measured syllables, and 

also occasion a greater variation of melodic gestures, making her melodies challenging 

yet interesting to singer and listener, which is what Guibert might be referring to when he 

writes about Hildegard’s melodies being “…far more pleasing that ordinary human 

music…”, although this is also a reference to Hildegard’s visionary reception of the 

songs. 

                                                 
17 See Guibert’s correspondence with Hildegard in Baird and Ehrman 1998, 16-49, where his 
fascination leads him to visit her and then to become her last secretary. 
18 Jeffreys notes that there is a lack of distinction in Hildegard’s hymns and sequences between 
form and function; she cites as evidence for this the inconsistencies in rubrication between the two 
principal MS (Jeffreys 2000, 47). 
19 Hiley quotes Brunner and Johnson who”…have recently emphasised that the regularity so 
conspicuous in (and occasionally imposed upon) sequences in northern lands was not as important 
a criteria for Italian composers or redactors. … In Italian sequences one finds frequent singles [as 
at the end of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti], as opposed to the regular doubles of most northern pieces, 
or even a disregard for paired versicles.  The strictly syllabic word-setting of the Northern 
compositions seems also to be less important…” (Hiley 1993, 183).  (See also Chapter 4, p. 137) 
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Analysis of the same three areas in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, as considered in the 

analysis of O virga ac diadema, reveals the influence of Hildegard as oral composer of 

the melody of this song: 

 

1. The so-called errors and corruptions in the two primary MSS; 

2. The freedoms she may have exercised, although constrained in the MSS by the 

scribes’ notation of the oral melodies; 

3. The connections between the melodic features and the text, in the context of 

Hildegard’s theology of music. 

 

In describing these features, I will refer to Table 8: Frameworks and Features of O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti, and to the annotated score in contemporary notation of O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti, both of which can be found in appendix D.   

 

Errors and Corruptions 

 

Even more than in O virga ac diadema, the so-called errors and corruptions in O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti are fertile ground to search out the possible influence of Hildegard, the 

oral composer, as opposed to the influence of the scribes who notated her melodies.  In O 

ignis Spiritus Paracliti, there are three points where the influence of the oral composer 

might be discerned, “errors” subsequently “corrected” by the scribes in later versions.  

First, in phrase H¹ (latter part of verse 3a, table 8, appendix D), in the Dendermonde, the 

melody is one pitch higher for five notes, reaching up to b".  In protus-a, this is not 

necessarily a transgressive pitch as it is only one note higher than the upper final a".  

However, it is the only time this pitch is used in the song, and the preceding notes form a 

phrase built around e"-f"-g"-a"-b", a pentachord which suggests deuterus more than 

protus.  In addition, the melody descends from the b" to d", a leap of a sixth, after which 

it continues downwards, a disturbingly disjunct movement.  This situates the b" as 

isolated and therefore prominent in the melody for phrase H¹.  This may seem a 

microcosmic variation to contemporary ears but to those accustomed to the chant, it could 

have sounded and felt quite painful to have to sing this high note.   

 

In R,  H¹ is reworked to read a'-e"-d"-e"-d"-e"-e"-g"-a"-d", a lower melody, moving 

more smoothly up to the upper final, not exceeding this note and not requiring the singers 

to “…torture[ing] the vocal chords [arterias cruciantes]”, as the Cistercians wrote in their 
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twelfth century legislation (quoted in Holsinger 2001, 132). 20  The smoother melodic line 

in H² is more in keeping with protus, built around a protus pitch space, d"-e"-f"-g"-a", 

followed by a protus diapente leap, a"-d".  The text of verse 3 concerns the saving 

actions of the Spirit, who is the one appealed to as having the power to be able to bind 

together the Christian community (the body of the Church), and to act in a Divine 

capacity to save those imprisoned by their sinful devotion to worldly matters.  Perhaps 

Hildegard intended the melody to reach to painful and awkward heights here in this verse, 

as an expression of the difficult work the Spirit undertakes, as well as the bodily agony of 

those beset by the “hostile forces” (custodi eos qui carcerati sunt ab inimico).  Perhaps 

the melody in verse 3a is the correct version for both verses 3a and 3b.  The 3a version is 

obviously regarded by the scribes as undesirable, as it is corrected in both 3a and 3b in 

the Riesencodex, making the melody in this verse less remarkable, more restrained and 

orderly.  Perhaps Hildegard intended the transgressive notes just for the “girdle of 

honour” (cingulum honestatis) in verse 3a.  One could then ask who wears this girdle of 

honour, and the answer could be not only the Spirit, but also Hildegard’s virgins, who 

gird themselves for the painful battle of the Virtues against the temptations of worldly 

desires, one which reaches from the depth of the abyss to the height of heaven.  Hildegard 

describes the Virtues work in Scivias 3:8 where, in her visions, she sees a ladder on which 

“…all the virtues of God [are] descending and ascending, laden down with stones and 

going with zeal to their work” (Hart 1990, 425).  The virtues labour painstakingly to build 

the walls on the base of the completed stone foundation of a building.  Hildegard 

imagines this as representing the strength of the faithful soul, who the builds on her 

relationship with the Divine through spiritual labour. 

In another excess, in phrases L and M (verse 6), the melody in the Dendermonde MS is 

considerably higher than it appears in the later MS, the Riesencodex.  The Dendermonde 

version of the melody in these two phrases consistently holds the singers in the highest 

tessitura for this song, ie d"-a".  In addition, there is a glaring tritone leap, Bb'-e", in the 

middle of the word inspirationem.  In the Riesencodex, the melody for the second half of 

L and the first half of M is lowered a third, smoothing out the tritone, and relaxing the 

demands on the singers’ need to generate such high notes.  Given that high tessituras have 

                                                 
20 The word the Cistercian writer is using is the same used in the Vulgate to name the manner of 
the death of Jesus, ie in Matthew 27:35 …postquam autem crucifixerunt.  The “crucifying” of the 
vocal chords, linking the pain of the high singing to the Christ’s pain on the cross, certainly 
proscribes this type of singing in the strongest possible way.  At the same time it suggests that 
singing involves pain, the pain of straining to reach high notes, the weary pain of singing lengthy 
chants, long melismas requiring expanded breath capacity, all involving the body as did the 
Incarnation.  This again links singing to the on-going incarnation of the Divine expressed in the 
singing of Hildegard’s songs in her monastic community. 
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been preserved in other of Hildegard’s songs, it is surprising that these alterations have 

been made in this song, which is less melodically transgressive than the melody for O vos 

angeli for example.  The lowering of the melody could also have something to do with 

the struggle the scribes have had here to avoid the tritone, either the b'-f" tritone or the 

one formed by softening the b', ie Bb'-e".  I have argued in my analyses that Hildegard 

may have intended to sing the tritone at times as an expression of the pain of living the 

spiritual life she demanded of her community.21  This transgression of the approved pitch 

relationships in the twelfth century would not be inconsistent with the oral composer who 

exceeded ranges, freely utilised pitch relationships, and at times favoured painfully high 

tessituras.  Looking at the text in L and M, it is interesting to note that the subject is the 

teaching of the Spirit through Sapientia, the female personification of Wisdom that 

Hildegard saw frequently in her visions, and who is the subject of the final song analysed 

in this dissertation.  It is clear that the teaching of the learned ones, the virgins in the 

convent, involved painful struggle as well as joyful costumed processions and exciting 

fully-staged dramatic  presentations, which themselves constituted a transgression of an 

official dictum, that nuns should not engage in processions with singing.22

However, the most startling transgression in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti occurs at the end 

of the song.  In the Dendemonde, the melody rests on the penultimate note to the final,  

Instead of ending on a', the song ends on b'.23  Of all the rules regarding melodic 

behaviour, ending on the final was one of the most important and most consistently 

observed.  Again, as with other “errors”, this one is also corrected in the Riesencodex.  

There is also some confusion at the end of the final phrase in both MSS regarding 

softened b'.  The Dendermonde version indicates a Bb' on premia but not subsequently 

on lucis, nor on the final pitch which, in this version, is b'.  The juxtapositioning of soft 

b' and hard b' is interesting; the signing of soft b' in Hildegard’s MSS cannot be relied on 

given that there were inconsistent notions of how long the softening would operate in a 

melody, and whether the softening sign operated immediately in time or signalled a later 

softening to the singers.  However, here, the ending on hard b' seems to suggest that the 

oral composer might have intended the painful juxtapositioning of the two pitches.  This 

                                                 
21 See note 21 in this chapter and also note 15 in chapter 4. 
22 In 1209 the Church at the Council of Avignon prohibited “granting assemblies of women, for 
the purposes of dancing and singing, permission to enter cemeteries or sacred places, regardless of 
considerations of dress” and as well prohibited “nuns from heading processions, either within their 
own cloister or without, that circle churches and their chapels while singing and dancing…” 
(quoted in Attali 1985, 22).  According to Mistress Tengswich’ letter to Hildegard, this is close to 
what were some of the practices at Rupertsberg. 
23 Other of Hildegard’s songs also end in this transgressive manner so this is not an isolated 
occurrence.  See my discussion of Hildegard’s Caritas habundat, in chapter six. 
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would be interesting given the subject of the song, the compassion of the Paraclete 

alongside the difficult battle of the spiritual life.   

In this context, how evocative are the names for the two pitches, known in the twelfth 

century as hard (durum or quadratum) b' and soft (mollis or rotundum) b'. It can only be 

speculated that Hildegard knew these names or that she deliberately sang something like 

two different b's in strategic places in her songs.  It is interesting to observe that the 

scribes’ use of the softened b' in Hildegard’s melodies is frequent, if often inconsistent to 

twenty-first century ears and eyes, and in relation to known twelfth century theoretical 

strictures.  The Riesencodex version of the ending of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti softens all 

three b's and lowers the last two pitches to read g'-a'.  These changes underline the 

transgressions in the earlier MSS, and, I suggest, give them legitimacy as possible 

expressions of what the oral composer intended.  The work of the Spirit challenges 

humanity.  It is not all white doves flying upwards into blue skies.  In Hildegard’s song, 

the Spirit cleans festering wounds, brings sweet perfumes to foul stenches, employs 

military means to battle evil forces, forces passages through impenetrable depths, and is 

persistent in teaching the rigours as well as the joys of the virtuous spiritual life.  I 

suggest that the Dendermonde melody, with its transgressions of accepted twelfth century 

practices of chant composition, expresses the work of the Spirit more evocatively than the 

“corrected” version in the Riesencodex, and may be closer to the intentions of the oral 

composer.  The ending in particular must have attracted the singers’ attention and 

reminded them that the work of the Spirit in their lives is on-going, and that the battle 

with the forces of evil does not end.   

I do not suggest that these “errors” and “corruptions” are necessarily to be taken literally, 

any more than I suggest that their “correction” be applied without challenge.  Perhaps the 

high passage with the glaring tritone, and the transgressive ending on a non-final note 

simply indicate that the scribes were careless.  However, the latter attitude is not in 

keeping with the honour given to Hildegard in her time and situation, especially in her 

later years, and the importance she herself attached to the theologically critical 

relationship between words and music.  The melodic transgressions we can observe in the 

melody in both MSS of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, tend to suggest that Hildegard might 

have conceived melodies that expressed both pleasure and pain.  After all, one of her 

favourite expressions is used in this very song where some of the most graceful gestures 

occur alongside some of the most painful.  In verse 4b, Hildegard says “aque rivulos 

educunt, et terra viriditatem sudat; waters well forth in streams, and earth sweats with 

living green”.  The verb, sudare, is one of Hildegard’s favourite words.  It often expresses 
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for her the distillation of life-giving moisture such as dew or rain, which makes 

everything fruitful and lush.  However, it is also the word in the Vulgate (in noun form) 

used in Luke 22:44 for the bloody drops of sweat which fall from Christ as he agonises 

about his imminent suffering and death: “Et factus est sudor ejus, sicut guttae sanguinis 

decurrentis in terram; and in his anguish his sweat fell like drops of blood, running down 

on the earth” Luke 22:44. This is definitely the sweat of effort, even of terror, and of 

mental anguish.  In verse 4b in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, where the earth sweats 

fecundity with both joy and pain, the scribes record a lovely graceful gesture on the word 

educunt (see Jeffrey’s contemporary transcription in appendix D).  This is on contrast to 

the juxtapositioning of two very high pitched diapente leaps, d"-a" and then e"-a', a 

spectacular opening up of pitch space which is not graceful in effect.  

 

There is also an unusual change in the melody on the words viriditatem sudat in verse 4b 

in the Riesencodex.  In the Dendermonde, the endings of both verses 4a and 4b are the 

same.  I have called this gesture the low “plagal” gesture, a'-g'-e'-g'-a'-c"-g'-a', which I 

have suggested is associated with the earth, and the immanence of Divine presence, as 

well as enclosing in a protective sense.  In R, verse 4a retains the same ending but for 

some reason, the ending of 4b has been lowered to read f'-g'-e'-d'-g'-a'-c"-g'-a'.  One 

could speculate that by the time they got to verse 4b, the scribes were weary and their 

quills slipped, but is that feasible on these particular words?  Jeffreys points out that the 

Dendermonde MS did not serve as an exemplar for the Riesencodex MS because at the 

time at which the latter was being prepared, the Dendermonde was in Villiers, 

Hildegard’s gift to that community.  A third MSS, now lost, could have served as an 

exemplar for the Riesencodex MS, and it is possible that it was re-transcribed from the 

oral singing of the community, and the difference between the melody for verses 4a and 

4b were noted, as they had not been for the Dendermonde MS. If the situation were 

reversed, and it was 4a which had the “transgressive” ending, which was then “corrected” 

in verse 4b, one might be able to argue that the scribes were mistaken in 4a, hesitated to 

scratch out the neumes and make a mess on expensive parchment in the volume being 

prepared for Hildegard’s canonisation application, and simply corrected it in the second 

version of the melody.  However, it is the second version that is changed.  Were the 

melodic incident on words other than viriditatem sudat, then the “error” argument might 

hold more water.  On these words, one has to ask whether the scribes noted, second time 

around, that Hildegard sang lower notes, notes that interrupted the smooth protus-a plagal 

gesture with notes which certainly stand out as disjunct, as might befit the terrifying 

sweat of the mental anguish sometimes occasioned by the sweaty effort of living a life of 
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spiritual virtue.  It could also be argued that the lower gesture befits the lower sweep of 

the second wing as it bedews the earth. 

 

Freedoms and Constraints 

 

Thanks to the strong adherence to beginning and ending phrases on the final a', with one 

exception, it is easy to see that the scribes intended O ignis Spiritus Paracliti to be 

constrained within the bounds of  protus-a.  However, table 8 (in appendix D) shows that 

in some phrases there is reliance on frameworks other than protus-a framework, a'-e"-a".  

Phrases C, F and parts of N seem more structured around a g'-c"-g" framework, and 

phrase J around an a'-d"-a" framework.  Often, these shifts are underlined when the 

tertial relationships are considered (see the annotated contemporary score in appendix D).  

For example, in phrase D in verse 2, the melody is initially organised around the a'-e"-a" 

framework, and the a'-c"-e"-g" chain of thirds winds around this framework. Later, the 

melody rises to f", and descends swiftly to g', and the sense of the strong  a'-e"-a" 

framework is lost, and this can be seen in a shift in the tertial relationships which move to 

a g'-Bb'-d"-f" chain of thirds.  A similar situation applies in phase F.  A much more 

confused situation applies in phrase M in the Dendermonde.  Quartal relationships 

dominate initially as the melody moves through f"-Bb'-e" and up to a", and then leaps 

from a"-d", but finally settles into the familiar descent from f"-g' via the g'-Bb'-d"-f" 

chain of thirds at the very end of the phrase.  This tension between quartal and tertial 

relationships, and a lack of strong adherence to strong frameworks is typical of the 

melody in verses 5 and 6. 

 

In a corollary to this ambivalence, there is less reliance in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti on 

Hildegard’s trademark diapente leaps to begin phrases, and this becomes more apparent 

when comparing O ignis Spiritus Paracliti with O virga ac diadema.24  Both these songs 

are cast in protus-a, and one would expect to see both using the diapente leap in 

somewhat equal proportions but this is not the case.  Table 9 shows that O virga ac 

diadema utilises the diapente leap far more than does o ignis Spiritus Paracliti.   

 

                                                 
24 Jeffreys considers that the very reason the scribes may have chosen protus maneria as the 
maneria in which to cast both O virga ac diadema and O ignis Spiritus Paracliti might have been 
the frequency of the diapente leaps at the beginnings of phrases, a gestures which occurs often in 
Hildegard’s songs, sometimes irrespective of the maneria chosen (Jeffreys email 08/19/01). Yet 
the frequency of the leaps in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti is less than in O virga ac diadema. 
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Table 9: Comparing use of the diapente leap to open phrases in O virga ac diadema and 

O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

 

O ignis Spiritus Paracliti O virga ac diadema 

Verse Phrase opening 
with a'-e" leap 

Verse  Phrase opening 
with a'-e" leap 

1 A¹, B¹, A², B² 1  
2 D¹, D² 2 C¹, D¹, C², D², D³ 
3 H¹ 3 E¹, E² 
4  4 G¹, G², H² 
5  5 K¹, K² 
6 N 6 L¹, L², N 
 

Eight phrases in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti open with the diapente leap, approximately 

half the number in O virga ac diadema.  Mather suggests that in Hildegard’s Ordo 

Virtutum, the use of the protus diapente leap (d'-a') was associated with the confident 

way in which the personified virtues dealt with Anima, the beleaguered soul.  When the 

same virtues dealt with Satan, their melodies used this gesture much less frequently 

(Mather 2002).  I suggest that something similar may be in operation here, although from 

a different perspective.  There is a remarkable consistency in its use in O virga ac 

diadema, whereas in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti it is used in the first two phrases with 

some consistency but then only twice again in the rest of the song.  It is possible to 

surmise that the protus diapente leap was more associated in Hildegard’s sonic landscape 

with the Virgin and the virgins in her community, and their battles in striving for the 

virtuous life, than with other Divine personifications or images.   Although the scribes 

chose to cast both O ignis Spiritus Paracliti and O virga ac diadema in protus-a, the 

evidence shows that in both cases there were difficulties, perhaps different in each case. 

 

Secondly, there is an even more obvious difference between the two songs, as can be seen 

in table 10 below.  In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, the primary phrase ending is g'-a', used 

in all phrases except L, N and O; there is no use of the ending Bb'-a'.   In O virga ac 

diadema, however, there is use of both g'-a' and Bb'-a' in approximately equal 

proportions, although the usage shifts from an emphasis on g'-a' at the beginning of the 

song to an emphasis on Bb'-a' in the latter half of the song. 
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Table 10: Comparison of endings in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti and O virga ac diadema 

 

 O ignis Spiritus Paracliti O virga ac diadema 

 g'-a' Bb'-a' g'-a' Bb'-a' 
Phrases A¹, B¹, C¹, A², 

B², C², D¹, E¹, 
F¹, D², E², F², 
G¹, H¹, G², H², 
I¹, J¹, K¹, I², J², 
K², M¹ 

 A¹, A², B², C¹, 
D¹, C², D², D³, 
F¹, G¹, N¹ 

F², H¹, I, H², J¹, 
K¹, J², K², L¹, 
M¹, L², M² 

Frequency 22 0 11 12 
 

This difference alters the relationship of the penultimate note to the final in each song, 

and therefore the soundscape for each song.  Mather notes that there were shifts in the 

maneriae in the melodies used in the Ordo Virtutum, from protus to deuterus and she 

suggested that the “…play of modes set up a play of virtues…”25  It is possible that the 

shift observable in O virga ac diadema from an ending which is unambiguously protus to 

one which suggests deuterus in its semitone-to-final ending (with one exception, the 

interpellated phrase N which displays a return to the opening gestures) signals a shift in 

textual emphasis from prelapsarian times to postlapsarian.  I suggest that the lack of such 

a shift in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti might indicate the uniformity of the subject, the 

continuous attentions of the Paraclete to all creation through all time.   

 

Another area where Hildegard’s “free” oral composing has caused problems for the 

scribes is in the pitch relationships around b'.  They have experienced difficulty with the 

softening of b' (an allowed variation on hard b) to avoid the tritone, and this has lead to 

the situation in phrase M where there is a prominent Bb'-e" tritone.  In avoiding one, they 

have created another.  In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti more than O virga ac diadema the 

scribes seem to have had trouble dealing with the oral composer’s predilection for the 

descending scale from g' to g" or a" to g' (see, for example, phrase F in O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti, table 8, appendix D).  They faced a quandary concerning the signals they 

wanted to give the singers:  soften the b' and avoid the b'-f" tritone but cause a Bb' and 

e" tritone; leave the b' but risk the prominence of the b'-f" tritone. Their quandary is 

obvious from the inconsistencies between the two versions of the melody in the 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex MS (for example, in phrase D, table 8, the Bb' indicated 

in the earlier MS [the Dendermonde] which occasions a Bb'-e" tritone but avoids the b'-

f" tritone, is removed in the later MS [Riesencodex]). 
                                                 
25 Olivia Mather, 2000.  "In symphonia sonare": The Music of the Ordo Virtutum.  Paper given at 
the 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, May 2-5, Kalamazoo.  
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Jeffreys suggests the problem is highlighted in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti where the 

casting of the melody in protus-a has resulted in some anomalies of which she considers 

that scribes were well aware, but which they were unable to eliminate.  If O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti had been cast in protus-d, the tritone suggested between the f' and b' or between 

the e' and Bb' where the b' is softened to avoid the f'-b' tritone, would be more 

prominent given that both e' and f' are so close to the final d', especially in descending 

scalic passages.  Casting the melody in protus-a has meant that the tritone is more distant, 

the high e" and f" occurring well before the final a".  Softening the b' certainly suggests 

the tritone Bb'-e" but this is distant enough, Jeffreys suggests, to go some way towards 

obviating the problem.  The fact that the scribes have not handled this situation strictly 

according to the rules, in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, is interesting.  Jeffreys says of the 

problem of the tritone in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti: “In O ignis, however, the problem is 

repeated throughout and I doubt that blatant disregard for the rules taught over so many 

years would have been quite so acceptable here”.26  The interesting question is what was 

there about the orally sung melody which caused them to ignore a rule about avoiding the 

tritone, a rule which had been taught over a long period of time, and of which they would 

have been well aware?   

 

Hildegard was formed as a musician within the confines of a Benedictine monastery 

where she may not necessarily have received formal musical training, but where she 

constantly heard and herself sang the chant of the Office and Mass.  If the rule concerning 

the avoidance of the tritone was as generally applied in the official chant as the increasing 

use of Bb' suggests,27 then it would be surprising for her to have formed a predilection for 

this interval and to have sung it in the songs she was inspired to sing and pass on to her 

community. If singers were used to softening the b' as they sang in order to avoid the 

                                                 
26 Jeffreys email 08/19/01
27 Grove’s Dictionary (on-line) has this to say regarding the tritone: “In the medieval system of 
church modes the tritone was most conspicuous as the interval between the final and the fourth 
degree of the mode[s] on F... The first known use of the word ‘tritonus’ occurs in the 9th- or 10th-
century organum treatise Musica enchiriadis, though it was not explicitly prohibited until the 
development of Guido of Arezzo’s hexachordal system, which made Bb' a diatonic note, namely 
as the fourth degree of the hexachord on F” (accessed at 
http://www.grovemusic.com/shared/views/article.html?section=music.28403 on 05/10/02).  This 
suggests that although the tritone f'-b' was to be avoided, because it did not have a mixture of the 
TS interval relationships that the other diatessaron intervals displayed, having three tones (TTT), 
the epithet diabolus was not applied until after the twelfth century by J. J. Fux (1725), in his 
famous counterpoint treatise Gradus ad Parnassum.  In this he gave a rule against a direct melodic 
leap of a tritone under the more general axiom Mi contra fa diabolus est diabolus in musica.   
However, the fact that he records the rule in the eighteenth century does not preclude the existence 
of the myth in the twelfth.

http://www.grovemusic.com/shared/views/article.html?section=music.28403
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sound of the tritone, then it would be more likely that Hildegard would do the same in her 

oral composing than otherwise, although this is not something about which one can be 

dogmatic.  In fact, in analysing Hildegard’s songs, one can only look at the more probable 

case, and I suggest that it is more probable that she did not customarily sing obvious 

tritones, but that the scribes experienced difficulty in casting her songs in a maneria in a 

satisfactory way (avoiding the obvious occurrences of the tritone) which showed her 

songs to advantage in relation to existing chant.  However, the woman who also must 

have known that the chant she sang daily did not range over two octaves or more, did not 

feel constrained to confine her own songs to this limitation, so on these grounds, it is 

possible that she did not always soften b's to avoid the f'-b' tritone.  This is an area which 

will always remain unclear, but certainly the evidence for her predilection for extended 

ranges and wide leaps is strong within the MS we are able to examine, and possibly her 

approach to the tritone may have had a similar freedom within her musical purpose.  I 

have suggested in this dissertation that Hildegard’s purpose in producing new songs was 

far more encompassing than that of entertaining or even to add a new dimension to 

worship in her community.  As her theology of music insists, singing, and one would 

have to suggest singing specifically her new songs, given the importance she and her 

supporters placed on preserving them, had a far more pressing and urgent purpose, that of 

incarnating the Divine.   

 

As in the case of O virga ac diadema, the scribes have not been successful in keeping O 

ignis Spiritus Paracliti within the official confines of the prescribed range, either plagal 

or authentic.  Eleven phrases extend over the official authentic range and four over the 

plagal range.  O ignis Spiritus Paracliti has the same range as O virga ac diadema, e'-a", 

except for the notes b" on one occasion, and a d' in the Riesencodex, but there is perhaps 

more close constriction of the melodic gestures to at least contain phrases internally 

within one or the other range.  Looking at the melodic behaviour in other of Hildegard’s  

protus-a hymns and sequences, the scribes have been less successful there in attenuating 

the range of the songs.  For example, the songs Ave generosa, O presul vere civitatis, and 

O Ecclesia, all cast in protus-a, use a greater range, e'-c", an octave and a sixth, and in 

the case of O presul vere civitatis the song emphatically reaches up to the c" on three 

occasions.  This is one of the very songs that Hildegard sent to Abbot Kuno at 

Disibodenberg where the monks presumably sang this long, wide-ranging and 

challenging piece in their high registers, performing the feminised “screeching” targeted 

by Cistercian reform as an anathema to acceptable liturgical practice.  Another of 

Hildegard’s songs, O vos angeli ranges over two octaves from g-d"'. 
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It is possible that these songs reflect a more accurate picture of Hildegard’s use of wide 

ranges than O virga ac diadema, and this might be particularly the case in O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti where I suggest the scribes might have been more successful in 

proscribing the range of the songs.  Even so, both sequences mix ranges, something that 

was definitely frowned upon by the ecclesial musical authorities.  There is evidence that 

Hildegard had a predilection for much wider ranges than were common in liturgical chant 

in the twelfth century.28  She was certainly prepared to sing a much wider range than was 

encouraged, and to use much wider leaps far more often than was the custom.29  Given 

that the scribes were there to record for posterity the songs of a woman much admired in 

their monastery,30 their neumes surely show an attempt to record as accurately as they 

could what Hildegard or her community sang.  That they were conflicted between what 

they heard sung, and what they knew would appear to be within the musical rules with 

which they were familiar, is obvious from the analysis of the melodies.   

 

Even more than in O virga ac diadema, I argue that the freedoms assumed in the opening 

up of pitch space in this song are possibly reflective of Hildegard’s subject matter and 

approach to singing in her female community.  As noted in chapter three, Hildegard 

compared women’s bodies to the open frame and freely vibrating strings of a zither.  As 

an analogy for her musical structure, the zither is an interesting choice; the strings are 

anchored at either end but freely vibrate between these nodes when activated by plucking 

or striking.  Similarly, Hildegard’s melody is securely anchored at either end of the 

phrases, but moves freely between those anchor points.  Holsinger notes the same 

comparison in the Causa et Cura but takes the analogy further by likening the violent 

                                                 
28 Holsinger notes that “A careful survey of the three-hundred-year-odd hymn melodies from 
German chant sources collected in Bruno Stäblein’s 1956 edition – and representing Benedictine, 
Cistercian, Premonstratensian, and Augustinian traditions – turns up not a single hymn whose 
range exceeds an octave by more than two steps” (Holsinger 2001, 111).  However, evidence is 
emerging to show that Hildegard’s songs were part of a widespread impetus, possibly driven by 
one or other monastic reform movement, to write new songs and liturgies for use in various 
monasteries, and it remains to be seen whether the new songs to be uncovered utilise similar wide 
ranges to that utilised by Hildegard.  (See Catherine Jeffreys 2001 for a discussion of this 
possibility, especially her suggestion in her conclusion on p. 147). 
29 Holsinger again points out that wide-ranging leaps were uncommon in twelfth century chant as 
well as disjunct motion, where the melody leaps a fifth for example and goes on to leap or move 
further in the same direction (Holsinger 2001, 111).  This can be observed often in Hildegard’s 
songs, for example in the opening of phrase G in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti (see table 2). 
30 For example, in a letter to Abbot Ludwig at the scribes’ monastery, St Eucharius in Trier, 
Hildegard writes to ask for his assistance in completing her final theological work, the Liber 
Divinorum Operum, after her secretary Volmar’s death: “The book that I wrote with his 
[Volmar’s] help through the grace of the Holy Spirit according to a true vision is not yet finished.  
As soon as it is completely written, I will offer it to you for correction” (Baird and Ehrman 1998, 
196).  Their friendship had been long-standing as had the connection between Rupertsberg and St 
Eucharius. 
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striking or plucking of the strings of the zither to the pain and terror women experience in 

childbirth.  The imagery links women’s bodies to “a wooden frame onto which strings for 

playing the zither have been fastened” (Berger M. 1999, 82), and to a window through 

which the breeze can blow (et quia etiam fenestrales et ventosa ) (Kaiser 1903, 105), to 

Hildegard’s passage about the way every birthing woman “trembles with…fright” and 

fears the end of the world is coming (Berger M. 1999, 81-2).  Hildegard’s melodies 

aurally and visually evoke these affective states.  At the same time as a woman has the 

capacity to experience pleasure as the breeze (Spiritus) flows though her open frame, 

through even the pores of her skin,31 she is also subject to agony as her frame is buffeted 

with the plucking of the pain of birth.32  In the melodies of Hildegard’s songs, I agree 

with Holsinger that both pleasure and pain are expressed in the structure of Hildegard’s 

melodies, particularly in their swift movement over a wide range, as well as their lengthy 

phrases. 

 

The rising up of the melodic gestures to the maximum height possible, as well as the 

generally high tessitura in such phrases as L and M in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti (the 

Dendermonde MS especially) are also expressive of the privileging of the female voice in 

“reaching up” to heavenly heights.  In her chapter on Marie d’Oignies’ death song (d. 

1213), Wiethaus quotes from Jacques de Vitry’s vita where Marie’s much vaunted death-

bed singing is in a very high range: “At first she began her antiphon in a very high tone 

and then in an even higher one” (quoted in Wiethaus 2002, 21).33  This high singing, in an 

era only slightly later than Hildegard’s, was regarded as very holy indeed.   Interestingly, 

Vitry goes on to say that Marie was singing her own “new” song, expounding on the 

scriptures without formal education, just as Hildegard claimed for herself: 

 

She sang about the Holy Trinity, about the Trinity in unity and the unity in the 

Trinity.  She sang these praises for a very long time and inserted marvellous and 

…ineffable things into her song.  She expounded the Holy Scriptures in a new 

and marvellous way and subtly explained many things from the Gospels, the 

                                                 
31 In the Causa et Cura, Hildegard says a woman has a “…thin skin, so that the child she is 
carrying in her womb can get air” (Berger M. 1999, 43). 
32 See Eve’s “plucking of her inner most fleshly part, her womb, in O virga ac diadema:  Nam ipsa 
mulierquam Deus matrem omnium posuit viscera sua cum vulneribus ignorantie decerpsit, et 
plenum dolorem generi suo protulit. 
33 Wiethaus paper “The Death Song of Marie d'Oignies: Mystical Sound and Hagiographical 
Politics in Medieval Lorraine” was first given at the 37th International Congress of Medieval 
Studies at Kalamazoo May 2000. 
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Psalms and the Old and New Testaments, which she had never heard interpreted 

(quoted in Wiethaus 2002, 21). 

 

It is difficult to discern amongst the conventions of vitae writing where there might be 

some factual reporting, but it is clear that there was a reverence for the high singing of 

holy females as capable of reaching far into the mysteries of the Divine.   

 

Holsinger argues that the torturous demands of performing Hildegard’s wide-ranging 

songs might have more to do with her theology of music than the aesthetics of vocal 

performance (Holsinger 2001, 134-6).  In her Mainz letter, Hildegard explains that 

listening to singing makes a person groan and sigh at the remembrance of their 

prelapsarian unity with the choirs in heaven.  Holsinger links Hildegard’s human 

groaning and sighing at the sound of liturgical singing to the suffering of the Incarnated 

One.  In the Scivias 3:11 Christ sits with a strung lira on his lap, a visual representation 

of Hildegard’s description of that part of her vision: 

 

So, in the same place, a harp is lying with its strings across his body; which 

signifies the joyful songs of those who will suffer dire torments in the persecution 

that the son of iniquity will inflict upon the chosen, torturing their bodies so 

much that they are released from them and pass over into rest (Hart 1990, 496). 

 

In multi-layered linkages, Hildegard weaves together the notion of suffering, celebrating 

and singing, all acts in which the body is central. Like her descriptions of childbirth as a 

terrifying and painful, so also is the Incarnation terrifying and painful, as can be the 

singing her songs.  Pain was what often brought on Hildegard’s visions in the form of 

debilitating headaches, and it was in her visions that she “heard” the songs, and so it is 

not too far fetched to see linkages between groaning in pain and singing.  Holsinger 

suggests: 

 

Hildegard…placed unreasonable demands on the bodies of her nuns, just as she 

felt God placed what surely seemed like unreasonable demands on her own.  

Hildegard belongs less in a New Age or Creation Spiritualist ethic of “healing 

chant” than she does in the performative company of modern artists such as 

Diamanda Galas, whose operatic renderings of disease and bodily suffering 

should be seen as part of a long tradition of musical violence in the Christian 

tradition (Holsinger 2001, 135-6).   
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Challenging the notion of Hildegard’s songs as simply “healing”, opens up space to 

consider their spiritual import, both in the twelfth and the twenty-first centuries.  Aurally, 

contemporary ears may be charmed by the seemingly uncomplicated melodic lines, 

especially in “edited” performance versions, but in the aural context of the twelfth 

century, Hildegard’s songs might have been at times far from “healing”, and closer to 

“transgressively” harsh and violent.34

 

There is much less evidence of variation in the repeats of the verses in O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti than in O virga ac diadema.  It is not so much that the verses are of more equal 

length or that the lines have more regular numbers of syllables in O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti, than that the composer or the transcriber have utilized melismatic settings of 

some words to come up with a very similar melody for the two halves of a verse.  In O 

virga ac diadema, however, the solutions are much more irregular melodically, which 

leads to a more varied, and in some respects more interesting melodic gestures.  This in 

turn suggests that the relationship between the text and the music in O virga ac diadema 

is more responsive, in this respect, than that in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, where more 

consideration seems to have been given, at least up to verse four, in the constraints of 

strophic setting of paired verses. 

 

For example, table 11 shows that in O virga ac diadema, when the verses are of very 

different length, the musical setting reflects this, in a manner which suggests more the 

solution of the oral singer who has adapted the music to the text in an imaginative way.  

In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, where the verses are of irregular length, the setting utilizes 

melismas to accommodate the text, keeping the melody much more regular from one 

verse to its pair.  Table 12 then shows the differential between the two settings: 

                                                 
34 It seems that Hildegard did not subscribe to the exaggerated ascetic practices of her mentor, 
Jutta, but I suggest she did agree that pain was part of spiritual growth, but this pain was expressed 
in the melodies of her songs, and the practice of singing.  This was physically safe, spiritually 
effective, and theologically sound compared to the denial of proper nourishment and rest.  See 
Hildegard’s Causa et Cure where she has a whole section devoted to a regimen of good health 
(Berger 1999, 85-117) which involved proper eating, sleeping and even cleaning of one’s teeth.  
See also Guibert’s letter to Bovo where he marvels at the comfortable surroundings at Rupertsberg 
there is no shortfall in provisions or accommodations (Silvas 1998, 101-2).  This is in contrast to 
life at Disibodenberg where Jutta was practising self-torment with chains and hair shirts, sleep 
deprivation and spare clothing in winter (Jutta’s Vita 1111; Silvas 1998, 70), and the young 
Hildegard was also practising “…frugality of food and drink with meanness of clothing” 
(Hildegard’s Vita 1:2; Silvas 1998, 140).  Once Hildegard managed to remove to Rupertsberg, 
there is no evidence that these ascetic practices were continued.  Hildegard never personally 
criticises Jutta or her practices, only mentioning that Jutta taught her to read the psalms and play 
the psaltery (Vita 1:1; Silvas 1998, 139). However, there is little warmth in Hildegard’s description 
of Jutta’s death, only admiration for her spiritual prowess (Vita 2:2; Silvas 1998, 159).  See also 
Flanagan (1989) for a detailed discussion of life at Disibodenberg, and later at Rupertsberg.   
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Table 11: Comparison of settings in verses of O virga ac diadema and O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti

O virga ac diadema  

Verses Text Syllable 
count 

Pitch 
count35

4a O quam magnum est in viribus suis 
latus viri de quo Deus  
formam mulieris produxit, 
quam fecit speculum 
omnis ornamenti sui 
et amplexionem omnis creature sue. 
 

11 
8 
9 
6 
8 
14 
total = 56 

 
 
 
 
 
 
88 

4b Inde concinunt celestia organa 
et miratur omnis terra, 
O laudabilis Maria, 
quia Deus te valde amavit. 

12 
8 
10 
total = 38 

 
 
 
55 

 

O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

Verses Text Syllable 
count 

Pitch 
count 

2a O spiraculum sanctitatis, 
O ignis caritatis, 
O dulcis gustus in pectoribus 
et infusio cordium 
in bono odore virtutum. 

9 
7 
10 
8 
9 
total = 43 

 
 
 
 
 
60 

2b O fons purissimi, 
in quo consideratur 
quod Deus alienos colligit 
et perditos requirit. 

6 
7 
10 
7 
total = 30 

 
 
 
 
54 

3a (H¹) et o cingulum honestatis: salva beatos. 14 21 

3b (H²) quos divina vis salvare vult. 9 20 

 

                                                 
35 I have counted the separate pitches according to Jeffreys’ transcription into modern notation 
from the Dendermonde MS. 
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Table12: Differential between syllable and pitch counts in selected verses 

 
O virga ac diadema 

Syllable count/pitch count 4a 56:88 (64%) 
Syllable count/pitch count 4b 38:55 (69% 
differential             (5%) 
O ignis Spiritus Paracliti 

Syllable count/pitch count 2a 43:60 (72%) 
Syllable count/pitch count 2b 30:54 (56%) 
differential            (16%) 
 

For example, in verse four in O virga ac diadema, the differential between the syllable 

count in each half of the verse has been preserved in the pitch count (5% difference) 

whereas in verse two in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti the differential between the syllable 

count has not been preserved in the pitch count (16% difference).  This trend in O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti is made even more clear in the line quoted from verse three (phrase H) 

where the syllable count in the two equivalent lines (14:9) is very different but the pitch 

count is almost the same (21:20).  This trend is to be observed generally throughout 

verses one to four in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, and in verses five and six there are no 

repeats so there are no constraints in trying to make a certain melody fit unequal line 

lengths. The implication here is that either the composer or more probably the scribes, in 

O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, have stretched the melody of the line in verse 2a to 

accommodate the equivalent line in verse 2b by simply applying the second set of 

syllables to the existing notes and using melismatic settings.  This is very clear at the end 

of verse 3b where the setting of one syllable, vult, is an eight note melisma of exactly the 

same pitches as used for salva beatos in 3a.  In O virga ac diadema there is much more 

evidence of variation in melodic setting to accommodate the different line lengths.  For 

example, verse 4a has a whole extension which does not reappear in 4b (because it is 

shorter in length) and is melodically related to previous phrases but is sufficiently varied 

to need a separate identification (I¹).  The evidence suggests that it is possible that scribal 

intervention in terms of regularizing melodic behavior to accommodate the structure of 

the paired verse sequence/hymn is more evident in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti than in O 

virga ac diadema.   

 

Hildegard may never have studied the quadrivium as the Disibodenberg monks may have 

done, but she was taught by Volmar, one of the educated monks, whose keen interest in 

her intellect indicates that he would have paid close attention to her education. For 

example, she had never received formal instruction in Latin, however, she was able later 
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in life, to write what Dronke calls “…an elaborate letter in thought and language” 

(Dronke 1984, 194).  He goes on to say:   

 

Here, late in life, we see how Hildegard had acquired the power to construct 

complex, fluent and fluid sentences, apparently quite unaided: she was just then 

without a secretary, and the text shows no trace of reworking by another hand” 

(Dronke 1984, 194). 

 

The woman who could learn Latin to this degree of sophistication by informal means and 

with the aid of her secretary, Volmar, could also learn the rudiments of musical notation 

the same way, and put it to use to make sure that no-one misinterpreted the melodies that 

she declared to be divinely inspired.  In an excellent review of twelfth century monastic 

educational culture, Mews points out that monasteries influenced by the Hirsau reform 

movement, of which Disibodenberg was one, valued highly a broad education for both 

monks and nuns.  He cites evidence from the library records from Zwiefalten, a 

community of monks and nuns, where two scribes who worked in the scriptorium there 

are named, one male and one female.  He says: 

 

Even if Hildegard professed that she was not herself skilled in the art of writing, 

there is no reason to doubt that she was brought up in an environment which 

attached much importance to a good library as a facility to which both men and 

women had access (Mews 2000, 191). 

 

Therefore, although there is strong evidence of scribal intervention in this song, I argue 

that the evidence of the oral composer is also discernible.  Hildegard said at the end of her 

final theological work that anyone who added or diminished her content might “…be 

blotted out of the book of life and out of all good fortune under the sun” (Fox 1987, 266), 

a not inconsequential threat taken from Revelations, in particular the terrifying scene in 

20:13-15 where those whose names had not been recorded in the book of life were 

thrown into the lake of fire.  Might she not also have taken steps to see that no-one altered 

her melodies and texts, especially seeing the privileged place she gave to music in the life 

of her community? 

 

Gestures and Connections 

 

In O virga ac diadema, I noted that the gesture a'-g'-e'-g'-a' or variant was used to 

surround the virgin in one place, in a metaphor of enclosure, and in another associated 
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with the Fall.  This same gesture is also used in significant places in O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti.  First, it is used in verse one, for the words (or parts of the words): Paracliti 

(comforter), sanctus (holy), periculose (dangerously [wounded]), and fetida (suppurating, 

festering, oozing [wounds]).  The first two are linked as the Comforter is holy by nature, 

and the second two describe the horror of the wounds of those who have turned away 

from the Holy One, and the two pairs are also linked because it is the nature of the 

Comforter to tend to those most in need of the healing of the wounds of sin.  Secondly, it 

is used in verse four, for the words (or parts of the words): penetravit (permeates), omnes 

(all), et collegis (collects), ether volat (circling wings of wind), et terra (the earth), and 

finally viriditatem sudat (Hildegard’s key phrase which describes the way life-giving 

moisture “sweats” over all things and gives them vitality).  There is a connection between 

all these metaphors, which move from a sense of interiority, as the mighty force of the 

Spirit penetrates through everything, even the stones, to provide spiritual sustenance, 

giving all creatures and all things a sense of their part in the Divine plan, to a sense of 

exteriority, as the winged winds circle the earth dripping moisture, fecundating, 

renewing, re-creating, and incarnating the Divine in the flesh of the earth.  In a similar 

sense to the way in which the gesture is used in O virga ac diadema, its use here also 

signals enclosure as the Spirit lovingly circles and sustains the earth. 

 

Another gesture in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti which permeates verses one to four (twenty-

two times in the form c'-g'-a' or c'-b'-[Bb']-g'-a') seems to have a circling motion in its 

frequency.  In her antiphon, O virtus Sapientie, Hildegard gives praise to Sapientia/ 

Wisdom, whom she images as a winged creature, ceaselessly circling the earth.36  The 

Trinity is evoked in Wisdom’s three wings, which are part of this mystical being, able to 

be separately active simultaneously throughout the cosmos, while maintaining a unified 

purpose.  There is a sense in which Sapientia is conflated with the Spirit, especially in the 

activities described in the text of this song, where her wings drip viriditas on the earth,  

just as do the winds/wings of the Spirit.  The gesture used so frequently in O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti suggests a circling motion, evoking the activity of the Spirit, 

surrounding the earth with loving attention, and comforting the wounded with the 

unguent of compassion.  Interestingly, this gesture is missing from the final two verses, 

five and six, where I suggest the painful aspects of living “in the Spirit” come to the fore. 

 

A third gesture which is used in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti in verses three and four (at the 

ends of phrases G¹ and G², and J¹ and J²) has a graceful and balanced line.  It is noticeably 

                                                 
36 See chapter 7. 
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present in these two verses which are the culmination of the praise returned to the 

Paraclete (see table 8, appendix D).  This gesture is used for setting the words 

membrorum omnium (all the members [of the Christian community]) in phrase G¹, solve 

ligatos (free those in chains) in phrase G², omnibus abyssis (all the abysses) in phrase J¹, 

and educunt ([the waters] well forth in streams) in phrase J².  There is an obvious link 

between omnium and omnibus, the same word being used to qualify both the members of 

the community gathered together by the power of the Spirit, and the deep, dark places 

where the Spirit forges a passageway to reach the wounded and return these limbs to the 

body of the virtuous.  Between these two occurrences the gesture is used for the words 

that describe the way those in the abysses are imprisoned by the fetters of their self-

wounding, their wilful seeking out of the arid ways of evil, and finally the gesture is used 

for the word which indicates how they are carried to the virtuous life on outpourings of 

viriditas, life-affirming moisture. I suggest that the way in which this graceful, grace-

filled gesture links such key concepts in Hildegard’s educational purpose, that it is likely 

to be something the oral composer sang.  Interesting also that the upper three pitches, e"-

f"-e" are in a semitone relationship whereas the lower three, a'-b'-a' are in a tone 

relationship, a contrast which I have noted in the juxtapositioning of hard and soft b' at 

the ends of phrases, particularly in O virga as diadema, and which I have suggested 

might be a vestigial trace of the oral composer.  Again, this grace-filled gesture is missing 

from the final two verses, as is the circling gesture, and again, I suggest that is because 

Hildegard is concerned with the pain of living according to the Spirit’s direction.   

 

In the previous section regarding freedoms and constraints, I have noted that, in each of 

the sequences analysed in this dissertation, the ending of each melodic phrase is 

significant in various ways.  This difference often highlights the relationship of the 

penultimate note to the final in each song, and therefore the soundscape for each song.  

Mather, in the same recent paper, noted that there were shifts in the maneriae in the 

melodies used in the Ordo Virtutum, from protus to deuterus and she suggested that the 

“…play of modes set up a play of virtues…”37  It is possible that the shift observable in O 

virga ac diadema from an ending which is unambiguously protus to one which suggests 

deuterus in its semitone-to-final ending (with one exception, the interpellated phrase N 

which displays a return to the opening gestures as can be seen  in table 10 above) signals 

a shift in textual emphasis from pre-Incarnational times to post-Incarnation.  The lack of 

                                                 
37 Olivia Mather, 2000.  "In symphonia sonare": The Music of the Ordo Virtutum.  Paper given at 
the 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, May 2-5, Kalamazoo.  
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such a shift in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti I suggest indicates the uniformity of the subject, 

the endless and unchanging attentions of the Paraclete to all creation.   

 

A gesture which is prominent in O virga ac diadema, but which is less obvious in O ignis 

Spiritus Paracliti, is the descending scalic passage in an often barely interrupted sweep 

from as high as a"-g'.  I suggest in the analysis of O virga ac diadema that this long 

scalic descent is connected to the Virgin’s role in the Incarnation.  The fact that this 

gesture is much less obvious in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti underlines its connection to the 

subject of the text in O virga ac diadema.  In the former, the emphasis in the text, the on-

going and all pervasive nature of the Spirit’s involvement in creation, is reflected more in 

the contrast between what I have called pleasure and pain, high tessitura compared to low 

“plagal” gestures, and graceful endings compared to disturbingly disjunct, disoriented 

gestures. 

 

In his recent work “Music, Body, and Desire in Medieval Culture”, in a chapter 

concerning what he terms Hildegard’s “musical somatics”,  Holsinger quotes Hildegard’s 

analogy towards the end of the Scivias where she links the body and music: “…words 

symbolise the body, and jubilant music reveals the spirit…” (Hart 1990, 533).  He 

suggests that Hildegard’s  

 

…subtle analogy, in which music vivifies the liturgy just as “celestial harmony” 

vivifies the body of Christ, establishes music’s vital immanence within the flesh, 

suggesting that sung cantus, the performed union of harmonia and verbum, is 

itself the incarnation (Holsinger 2001, 93-4). 

 

Taking this insight seriously, I suggest, involves considering both those aspects of 

musical performance which are pleasurable and those which are painful, as equally 

important aspects of the Incarnation of the Divine.  Hildegard’s encounters with the 

Living Light were painful even to the point of near extinction.  Holsinger notes that 

Hildegard’s  

 

…first direct encounter with Divinity clearly takes place in her flesh.  The pain of 

revelation permeates her “brain” (cerebrum) not simply her mind.  She hears God 

describing her as one who “suffers in her inmost being and in the veins of her 

flesh [in medullus et in uenis carnis suae]” (Holsinger 2001, 93). 
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Throughout her life, Hildegard was tortured with severe headaches often brought on by 

her visionary encounters with the Divine.  In a letter to the monk Guibert in 1175, 

Hildegard speaks of the pain involved in her visions: “And, fully awake, I continue to see 

them day and night.  Yet my body suffers ceaselessly, and I am racked by such terrible 

pains that I am brought almost to the point of death” (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 23).  On 

the other hand, in the same letter she describes the pleasure that she feels while 

experiencing these encounters with the Holy One:   

 

And sometimes, though not often,  I see another light in that light, and this I have 

called “the Living Light”.  But I am even less able to explain how I see this light 

than I am the other one.  Suffice it to say that when I do see it, all my sorrows and 

pain vanish from my memory and I become more like a young girl than an old 

woman (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 23). 

 

Given that her encounters with the Divine involved both pleasurable and painful 

experiences, and given that she valued the expressive qualities of music as evidenced 

“…in her notion of word-music relations” (Holsinger 2001, 93),  then it is not surprising 

that the singer of her songs might encounter experiences that reflect Hildegard’s 

understanding of Divine presence. 

 

In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti I suggest there are several places where Hildegard and her 

community might have found singing this song if not painful, at least unpleasant, a 

reminder that the spiritual life is one of the struggle between the virtues and the vices, the 

joy and despair.  Just as the song moves from the exteriority of the praise of the external 

activities of the Spirit circling the earth, to the interiority of the convent where the learned 

ones are continually taught and inspired by this holy presence, so the melody moves from 

the unifying circling gesture and the graceful endings in verses three and four, to the final 

two verses which lack both of these gestures.  In verses five and six (in the Dendermonde 

MS at least) can be found examples of passages that I suggest the singers might have 

found painful to sing, high, long phrases and gestures that call on greater energy, and 

more deliberate breathing. 

 

Judith Wright, the Australian poet, writes of a numinous experience of the Divine in her 

poem “Ishtar”, where she expresses the realisation that She is not absent during pain and 

suffering, but quietly present, the relational Divine who is always there.  Her power is not 

dominant and interventional, but akin to Starhawk’s power-with.  Although the poem is 

dedicated to Ishtar, there are resonances with Hildegard’s vision of the Spirit, present 
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through the joyful and the painful times for humanity and the creatures and all creation.  

Wright first senses Her presence when watching a human birth, and then the birth of a 

foal, and later during her first sexual union with another human person.  All she senses is 

a glance seen in her peripheral vision, then the touch of a hand on her body.  She realises 

that the Divine presence is not something esoteric, “living in the realm of absolute event”, 

but a presence where “the truth of [her] body has all to do with you [the Divine]”.  In the 

final verse, Wright realises the presence of the Divine as a person, not gendered, but by 

implication female, who is, always was, there, full of the knowledge of the suffering, 

taking that suffering into Her being.  Wright expected something else, or perhaps nothing, 

yet here is this presence she has only now come to see: 

 

Then why is it that when I at last see your face 

under that hood of slate-blue, so calm and dark, 

so worn with the burden of an inexpressible knowledge- 

why is that I begin to worship you with tears? (Wright 1953, 63). 

 

This image is a contemporary Australian one, yet there are resonance here with 

Hildegard’s ever present Spirit, and also with the Psalms with which Hildegard would 

have been so familiar.  The Psalmist in Psalm 22:14-15 feels like a woman feels in 

childbirth: 

 

I am poured out like water, 

all of my bones are out of joint; 

my heart is like wax; 

it is melted within my breast; 

my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, 

and my tongue slicks to my jaws; 

you lay me in the dust of death.  

 

The writer feels like God has deserted him/her, but this does not stop her/him crying out 

to the Divine, and finally the realisation comes that God has come to the rescue before 

and will again.  The Spirit of God is never absent, only human perception fails.  Wright is 

not a theologian, but her poem is redolent with a sense of a female Divine presence, an 

immanence which is fully incarnate, and therefore involved in both pain and joy, the 

heights of heaven and particularly the depths of all the abysses.  

 



 191

This chapter began with the argument that O ignis Spiritus Paracliti expressed the all-

pervasive nature of the Spirit’s activities in creation in sensual, erotic images, a euphoric 

articulation of the joy of communal ritual, embodied in the singers shared breath.  

However, my analysis reveals another side to this narrative, one which casts a dark 

shadow over this vision of ecstatic praise of the Paraclete.  Not only the text, but also the 

melodic features make it clear that the activities of the Holy Spirit delve into the painful 

and unpleasant aspects of human life.  The presence of the Holy One is assured in all 

aspects of creation, the heights and the depths, the free and the imprisoned, the sacred and 

the secular, in the lives of all the creatures and all creation.  If O virga ac diadema taught 

the community that to be female was to be in the image of the Divine, and that the Holy 

One’s creative activities were like birth, agonising and joyous at the same time, requiring 

great courage and endurance, then this song taught that God was present everywhere and 

in all things at all times, never absent, never ending.  Even if the experience of the 

members of the community was that of alienation from the Divine, it was not a case of 

abandonment so much as a loss of awareness of a presence that did not depend on human 

perception.  The self-inflicted wounds and agonising pains were as much a part of the 

striving for the virtuous spiritual life as the joy and pleasure, and both states were held in 

the Divine presence.  In chapters six and seven, I analyse two much shorter songs, styled 

in the later MS as antiphons.  Both also reveal aspects of the Divine, and, as the case of O 

virga ac diadema and O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, both praise aspects of the Divine which 

are recognised as female and creatural. 

 

 



                                                 

Table 13: The Latin words and an English translation 

In Caritas habundat, Hildegard sings the praises of Caritas, whom she pictures in word 

and melody as a female personification of Divine Love.  Caritas, in Hildegard’s works, 

abounds in all creation and proclaims herself to be like Sapientia, at God’s side from the 

beginning of creation.  The song reminds the singers that this female Divine presence is 

accessible to all who welcome her loving embrace.  Antiphons, and Caritas habundat is 

usually regarded as such, are usually associated with psalms, and the song does have a 

psalm cadence in the Dendermonde MS, but there is no indication of a specific psalm.  

However, Caritas habundat bears a strong resemblance to an antiphon in that it is short, 

singular in subject matter, and melismatic in style, and may well have been used to 

accompany a psalm, or used independently as a votive antiphon. 

 

The Text 

 

 

Introduction 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

“I want to dwell with you”: Welcoming Divine Love in Song 

 

1 Newman’s spelling is Karitas, but I have used Caritas throughout, so to be consistent here I have 
amended her spelling. 
2 The Latin text is from Newman’s critical edition, revised in 1998 (Newman 1998c, 140).  T
English translation is my own with assistance from Dr Drina Oldroyd. 

 

dedit.2
quia summo regi osculum pacis 

in omnia, 

atque amantissima 

super sidera 

de imis excellentissima 

habundat in omnia, 

[C]aritas 1
 

No clinging, clutching dependency, this love, but the root of 

courage (Latin cor, “heart”); we take heart (Keller 2003, 215). 

Divine Love 

abounds in all creation, 

exalted from the lowest place 

to high above the stars. 

As well, she is the most loving  

to all in that 

she has given the High King 

the kiss of peace. 
 

he 
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The prose style text focuses on Caritas, or Divine Love.  This is a personification of what 

Hildegard sees as one of the attributes of the Divine.  Theologically, it is one of the three 

virtues which are grouped together in the New Testament: faith, hope and love (1 

Cor:13).  Hildegard personifies Caritas as a beautiful maiden who has been with God 

from before creation and who entered the lives of humans with the incarnation.  In her 

earlier visionary work, Scivias, she describes Caritas’ appearance in the vision as “…a 

deep sky-blue like a hyacinth, both in person and in tunic…incomparably adorned with 

gold and gems” (Scivias 3:8:1; Hart 1990, 426).3  Caritas speaks in the vision about how 

humans imply that her name is associated with brothels, harlots and incest, but she says 

“…this filthy accusation cannot touch my will” (Scivias 3:8:1; Hart 1990, 426).4  

Hildegard portrays love as an act of the will; love is not something that randomly happens 

but involves deliberate, rational thought processes.5  Caritas also defends her followers, 

not with the overt actions of Humility, Queen of the virtues, who “…lifts to the stars the 

oppressed and the crushed…” (Scivias 3:8:2; Hart 1990, 427) but with more private 

assistance:  “…I too am a valuable and desirable defense to those who are mine; for I am 

very slender and subtle, and I seek out in those who revere me the smallest openings, and 

deeply penetrate them”  (Scivias 3:8:2; Hart 1990, 427).  Caritas is not someone who can 

be ignored or brushed away superficially; she insists on entry and once inside, goes to the 

very core of a person’s being, but she must be invited by an act of the will on the part of 

the human person. 

 

In the Book of Divine Works, Hildegard’s opening vision is again of Caritas, a tall figure 

with fiery red flesh,6 crowned with God’s kindness symbolized by an elderly man’s head, 

the lamb of Christ’s gentleness in her arms, and, trodden under her feet, the monster of 

discord.  Her wings surround and sustain all creation with love.  Like Sapientia, she sings 

her own praise in poetic language: 

 

 
3 Significantly, this is also the colour of the Christ figure Hildegard sees in Scivias 2:2 (Hart, 1990, 
161).  Hildegard saw the Divine as one entity but with many facets, like the sides of a prism.  
Caritas personifies the Divine love which comes to humans in the Incarnation, so although her red 
flesh indicates that she is Caritas, her sapphire dress links her to the Christ figure at the centre of 
Hildegard’s mandala in Scivias 2:2. 
4 In her second theological work, the Book of the Reward of Life’s Merits, Hildegard has Caritas 
answer the vice, Envy, who “draw[s] ,any to [herself] and pollute[s] all things…” (Hozeski 1994, 
126).  Caritas accuses Envy of promoting pollution, which, to Hildegard, could well have been 
represented by the depravity of Sodom (Genesis 19). 
5 This is consistent with the great passage in 1 Corinthians 13, where the love of the human person 
and the Divine Love of God are conflated.  Here, the will is exercised in acting patiently, kindly, 
and by avoiding envy and prideful boasting. 
6 See note 12 in Chapter 5 regarding Caritas’ red flesh. 



 194

                                                

I am the supreme and fiery force who kindled every living spark, and I breathed 

forth no deadly thing – yet I permitted them to be.  As I circled the whirling 

sphere with my upper wings (this is, with wisdom), rightly I ordained it.  I am the 

fiery life of the essence of God; I flame above the beauty of the fields; I shine in 

the waters; I burn in the sun, the moon, and the stars.  And, with the airy wind, I 

quicken all things vitally by an unseen, all-sustaining life (Book of Divine Works 

1:1:2; trans. Newman 1987, 69-70).   

 

All creation is a witness to the immanent Divine presence, who brought forth no evil but 

who endowed creatures with rationality, which Caritas proclaims is Divinely bestowed.  

Caritas goes on, in the same vision, to say that she is also reason and, linking herself to 

the Divine, she says God is also rational and therefore works in creation, these works 

blossoming through activities of the human person (Book of Divine Works 1:1:2;  trans. 

Newman 1987, 70).  Caritas is thus linked to the exercise of active agency in the world.  

She seeks out her followers subtly, penetrates their consciousness deeply, and imbues 

them with the will to express love through work directed by rational thought.  When one 

considers the work that Hildegard must have accomplished each week, writing, 

composing, supervising, administering and ministering in her two establishments, as well 

as working in the wider community preaching and admonishing by letter and in person, it 

is not surprising that the idea of work is connected to virtue in her theological oeuvre.   

 

It is interesting that Hildegard sees Caritas giving the highest King, the Divine One,  the 

kiss of peace, osculum pacis.  Newman, in Sister of Wisdom, notes that Hildegard says in 

the Book of Life’s Merits, that she hears Caritas say that “…she is the most loving 

consort of God…” and that she “…keeps the Royal marriage bed…”. (Newman 1987, 49)  

Like Sapientia, Caritas is imagined as with the Divine from the beginning of creation and 

in such a close relationship that it is like marriage.7 Hildegard’s visions are not in 

 

Cont. 

7 There are echoes here of the pagan Great Marriage, where the divine goddess joins the earthly 
king in a sexual union to ensure fertility for the coming year, and to reaffirm his kingship.  Such a 
marriage is described in Wolkstein and Kramer’s book where they translate the story of the divine 
Innana and  the shepherd king Dumuzi (Wolkstein 1983, 150-5).  The pagan rite of the Great 
Marriage, celebrated at the Spring festival known as “Beltane”, was enacted in various forms in 
medieval Europe in spite of Christian opposition.  Some parts of the myth were taken into 
Christianity, for example in the metaphor of Christ as “stag”.  In a blessing sent to one of her 
correspondents, Hildegard invokes the “royal bride”, Caritas, who “captured the mighty stag and 
poured forth song above all heavens and entered the bridal chamber of all the King’s 
mysteries”(quoted in Newman 1987, 50).  There are many nuances in the imaging of Christ the 
Bridegroom as a stag or deer, including the legend that the stag is the enemy of the serpent as 
Christ is the victor over Satan, and the reference to Psalm 42:1 where the soul longing for God is 
likened to a deer panting with thirst.  However, in the context of Hildegard’s blessing, I suggest 
that there is a reference, albeit unconscious, to the pagan ritual of which Hildegard may have heard 
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“…highly abstract, carefully nuanced terms…” like those of theologians such as Richard 

of St Victor, but “…charged with a much more primitive and powerful appeal of eros”  

(Newman 1987, 50).  Hildegard envisions Caritas giving her Divine consort a kiss, the 

archetypical action of loving intimacy, an expression of marital love and unity.  Newman 

links this heavenly kiss to the osculum sanctum which the early Christians were urged to 

give each other as a sign of love and solidarity (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 1 Pet. 5:14).  It 

is this holy kiss between Christians which became the liturgical osculum pacis. The New 

Catholic Encyclopedia notes that this liturgical kiss of peace was widely practiced from 

early Christian times when the faithful were urged to kiss each other in love and unity.  It 

was also used as a sign of reverence for sacred persons and objects (NCE 1967, 207).  

Caritas, therefore, represents all that is loving, intimate, relational, familial, and 

encourages her followers to take on her character. 

 

Hildegard was concerned that the women in her community valued their bodies as worthy 

expressions of Divine creation. In a sermon that she preached in Cologne, Hildegard 

opens with the argument that the Holy One manifests Divine presence through the 

testimony of the macrocosm of creation and the microcosm of the human body.  There 

are many reasons why Hildegard might have preached on this theme, one being the active 

presence of the Cathars in Cologne c1163, the approximate date of her preaching tour to 

that area.  Their doctrine of the inherent evil in all created things was abhorrent to her 

way of thinking.   In an evocative passage she reports the wind as saying: 

 

…I have set the firmament with all its ornaments, with eyes to see, ears to hear, a 

nose to smell, a mouth to taste.  For the sun is like the light of His eyes, the wind 

like the hearing of His ears, the air like His fragrance, and the dew like His taste, 

exuding viridity like His mouth…I formed rocks from fire and water like bones, 

and I established earth from moisture and viridity like marrow.  I stretched out 

the abyss like feet which hold up the body, around which the exuding waters 

serve as its foundation” (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 55). 

 

 
in her childhood, and which has been subsumed into Christian mythologising.  This is evident in 
her likening the relationship between Caritas and God to a fertile “marriage” which assures Divine 
love to all humanity.  It is also resonant with Hildegard’s notion of the fecundity of all creation.  
The presence of the Divine is evident to her in all the renewing and re-creating aspects of creation, 
although her attitude to human sexuality was ambiguous.  Nevertheless, she could not ignore it, 
given her valuing of embodiment, and in this song, Caritas and the Holy One are in a desiring and 
erotic relationship with each other. 



Caritas’ attention to the body, her kiss, the unitive and intimate gesture of love and 

appreciation, models a Divine who desires to take humans, humanity, and all creation in 

her encircling embrace. 

 

Creation is like God’s body, and the five senses are all aroused by Divine presence: the 

sun delights the eyes; the wind pleasures the ears; the scent on the air enchants the nose; 

and the dew is erotically likened to the moisture in the mouth.  She goes on to argue that 

it is through these senses that the body learns about manifestations of the Divine, through 

“…touching, kissing and embracing…”(Baird and Ehrman 1994, 55).  The human person 

is material (materia), and therefore the means of learning must be connected to the body.  

The kiss, therefore, along with touching and embracing, was an important human act 

which expressed the sanctity of the body as part of creation, and the role the body plays 

as part of human learning.  This is close to McFague’s imaging of creation as God’s 

body, which she argues is what will bring a much needed change in human attitudes to 

our embattled environment: 

 19

 

Hildegard would have been familiar with the Song of Songs, especially seeing that her 

mentor, Bernard of Clairvaux, wrote so extensively on the subject.  Songs 1 has the 

female speaker report that she kisses her lover, whom she later calls the King, and that 

their kisses are sweeter than wine.  Ariel and Chana Bloch’s translation from the original 

Hebrew is not something that Hildegard would have had access to; her version in the 

Vulgate is more chaste, and has the King lying on his couch while scenting the perfume 

of the one he loves.  The Bloch translation shows more erotic and intimate scene where 

the King, her lover, lays beside her and they make love all night in ecstatic and 

unashamed intimacy.   

 

 

The model of the world as God’s body encourages us to dare to love bodies and 

find them valuable and wonderful – just that and nothing more.  The “God part” 

will take care of itself if we can love and value the bodies.  That is what an 

incarnational theology assures us: it is all right to have a nature spirituality.  In 

fact we should have one.  An Incarnational theology assures us as well that we 

are not alone in loving the bodies of our planet (McFague 1993, 211-2). 

 

wakened the night (Bloch 1995, 53). 

and my fragrance 

My King lay down beside me 

6



Loving concord was not always manifested in the Rupertsberg convent.  Again in the vita 

Hildegard says: 

 

The preservation of unity within her community was sometimes a difficult area for 

Hildegard as witnessed in her vita.  When the nun Richardis, who was Hildegard’s much 

loved assistant, left Rupertsberg for a prestigious appointment at another monastery, other 

nuns followed her example: 

If Hildegard was thinking of the Canticum Canticorum in relation to Caritas’ kiss for the 

King, then, in a medieval context, this would associate Caritas with the Virgin but also 

Ecclesia, as bride of the church, linking other female Divine images which Hildegard 

envisioned.  Ann Astell, in The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages considers that medieval 

exegetes, as well as the mystic saints of the twelfth century, used the Song of Songs as a 

means to promote self-knowledge (scito teipsum, “know thyself”) (Astell 1990, 10), but 

Hildegard’s emphasis seems more in line with her name for her first theological work, 

Scivias, short for scito vias Domini, “know the ways of the Lord”.  Hildegard uses the 

female image of Caritas to lead her singers, and her correspondents, away from internal 

self-absorption, to an individual and communal awareness of Divine presence, and Divine 

desire. 

 19

 

In an interesting study of the kiss, Perella suggests that there are two key symbolic 

concepts involved in the rite of the osculum sanctum or pacis.  These are the idea of 

preserving unity in the community and the other is the idea of the exchange of breath, the 

pneuma, the breath of the Holy Spirit.  Perella connects the lesson on love in the letters of 

the apostles to the problem the early Christian community had with preserving unity in 

the face of the persecutions and internal wrangling they faced.   

 

 

Other noble nuns did the same thing and separated from me.  Some of them 

subsequently had such slipshod lives that many people said that their works 

showed they had sinned against the Holy Spirit as well as the person who spoke 

by the Holy Spirit [Hildegard] (Gottfried & Theoderic 1995, 57). 

 

The great lesson on love in 1 Corinthians 13:1-13 is made precisely in connection 

with the problem of preserving the unity of the members of the one body of 

Christ.  It is love that knits the many into one.  The kiss is an expression of love 

and a symbol of union.  The holy kiss that Paul urges the brethren to give to one 

another is a unitive kiss of love (Perella 1969, 14). 

7
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In a genuine vision I noticed with special care how the incorporeal spirits were 

fighting against us. And I saw that these spirits had lured, as if into a net, some of 

my noble daughters through various snares. After a revelation of God, I let it be 

known and gave them assurance and protection through words of Sacred 

Scriptures, through the discipline of the Rule, and the good way of life of the 

cloister. But some of them looked at me with sceptical eye, spoke bad things 

about me in the house, and said they could not stand the unbearable speech about 

the regular discipline by which I wanted to restrain them. However, God sent me 

consolation in other good and wise sisters who stood by me in all my sufferings, 

just like Suzanna resisted those who bore false witness against her (Dan 13) 

(Gottfried & Theoderic 1995, 66). 

 

In the community of fifty noble women, some of whom may not have been there entirely 

of their own accord, it is not surprising that there was dissention.  The preservation of 

unity would have been very important to her leadership, so in this context it is interesting 

to note how Love (Caritas) gives the osculum pacis, symbolizing the unity between the 

attributes of the Divine and between the members of the Christian community.   

 

In her letter to Prior Dimo c1170, Hildegard describes a little dramatic scenario where 

two beautiful girls, Caritas and Humilitas, come to the Prior’s door and knock.  They 

accuse him of committing the sins of disobedience and pride.  There is a sense of the 

courtly when Caritas asks him to take a stand with her at his side and to embrace 

Humilitas as his lady (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 136).  This scenario would have appealed 

to the noble women whom Hildegard accepted into her convent.  In another letter to 

Henry, Bishop of Beauvais, somewhere between 1148 and 1162, Hildegard also employs 

a courtly scenario to introduce the beautiful female figures, Scientia Dei and Caritas, who 

knock at the “door of [his] heart, calling out: We wish to live with you” (Baird and 

Ehrman 1994, 100).  Hildegard frequently employs dramatic courtly scenarios to give life 

to the moral precepts she suggests to her many correspondents and readers.  Her wise 

understanding of human nature, and her visionary experiences, lead her to creative ways 

to bring beleaguered humans to an embodied and intimate understanding of spiritual 

matters.  However, the courtly takes on a significant difference in Hildegard’s scenarios; 

it is the female Caritas and her companions who come courting, and they do not display 

the fickleness of the beloved or the despairing melancholy of the lover in courtly stories.  

Certainly, Caritas is slim and beautiful in the illuminations and Hildegard’s visionary 
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descriptions, as might be the noble beloved, but she is strong and insistent.  She speaks 

the truth, and consistently demands entry to the intimate space of the Prior’s bedroom.   

 

Bernard of Clairvaux, to whom Hildegard turned for counsel, used the figure of Caritas 

extensively in his “sermons”, works written for the edification and guidance of his 

Cistercian order.  Barbara Newman argues that “Bernard’s influence on Hildegard is 

nowhere clearer than in her treatment of this Virtue”, although she tempers this by 

acknowledging that other hallmarks of the Cistercian ethos are missing from Hildegard’s 

oeuvre (Newman 1987, 77).  Newman’s argument about the connection between 

Hildegard’s and Bernard’s use of the figure of Caritas is convincing, and the evidence 

she presents from Hildegard’s and Bernard’s works supports this perspective.  Bernard 

put Caritas to work as his alter ego when his admonitions were of an sharply critical 

nature.  Hildegard was not immune from doing this: however, the tenor of her approach 

and her focus is quite different from Bernard’s.  In a letter replying to the Cistercian 

General Chapter in the year of Bernard’s death (1153), Hildegard admonishes the monks, 

using the personification of Caritas.  However, her Caritas is far more embodied than 

Bernard’s “loving rages”; her Caritas is like the virga, the tender budding branch 

(redolent of Hildegard’s Virga ac diadema), torn to pieces by “loquacious grumbling” (in 

Newman 1987, 78).  She mourns and weeps “because her children, whom she suckled at 

her fertile breasts, fall sick and will not be cleansed from the corruption of their flighty 

minds” (in Newman 1987, 78).8  Both Bernard and Hildegard fashion Caritas into a noble 

courtly figure, but I suggest that Hildegard’s image serves a different purpose; instead of 

being the rod Bernard uses to beat the recalcitrant monks, Hildegard’s Divine figure, 

while also abjuring human “flightiness”, turns the thoughts of those she attracts more 

persuasively to spiritually nourishing considerations. 

 

It is interesting that Hildegard uses the term imus instead of abyssus to describe the 

lowest place where Caritas can reach.  She uses abyssus, for example, in O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti verse 4a, to describe the places where the Holy Spirit can penetrate, naming 

these as the highest places (altissimis) and the abysses (abyssis).9  However, in this song 

she chooses the superlative of inferus, the lower world of the dead.  Hildegard would 

have been familiar with this term as used in the Vulgate, for example in Job 26:6 where 

 
8 Newman has translated this letter using several sources, and on this occasion, I use her 
translation as it appears in her Sister of Wisdom, 1987, 76. 
9 In her Book of the Rewards of Life, Hildegard makes it clear that the abyss is not an unholy place, 
as is Sheol, inferus.  The microcosmic human person’s feet stand in the waters of the abyss, and 
these waters are “the strength of his [sic] virtues because they restore all things, purify all things, 
make all things holy, uphold all things, and carry all things” (Hozeski1994, 220). 
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the land of the dead, personified as a creature (translated as Sheol in the NRSV), trembles 

before the presence of Divine power.10  She would also have heard the term used in 

Revelations 20:13 where the might of Divine judgment forces the land of the dead to 

open up so that all therein could be examined according to their works when alive.11  She 

would also have known that inferus is the term used in Song of Songs 8:6 where the 

female, read often in the 12th century as Ecclesia, the Church as bride, asserts that love 

(dilectio in the Vulgate) is “…as fierce as death, its jealousy [aemulatio] bitter as the 

grave [inferus]” (translated in Bloch and Bloch 1995, 111).  The female speaker in Song 

of Songs 8:7 goes on to say that love (caritas) cannot be extinguished by great seas, nor 

can any river sweep it away (Bloch and Bloch 1995, 111).12  Caritas has a fierce and 

awesome aspect which has the power to combat death; this love desires the beloved so 

passionately that fire and flood could not come between lover and beloved, and even the 

fearsome land of the dead, Sheol, cannot overwhelm this love.  In Caritas habundat, in a 

plethora of superlatives, Hildegard imagines Caritas to have power over the deepest, 

most dreaded depths of the land of the shades, including its fearsome creatures, as well as 

over the heights above the stars.  The singers are reminded, by the associations of the 

words Hildegard uses with texts with which they would be familiar, that for all that 

Caritas can be sweet and loving, she can also be fierce and jealous.  She is powerful in 

her ability to penetrate the darkest depths, and insistent in her attentions. 

 

In Caritas habundat, therefore, I argue that Hildegard desired to acquaint the women in 

her community with the attributes of Divine Love, which she hoped, firstly, that they 

would feel in their bodily senses, and secondly, imitate in their communal life.  She 

hoped that they would learn to deliberately and rationally act in loving ways towards their 

leader and each other; and that they would live in unity with each other, one united force 

for virtue against the evils of disunity and dissention.  She also hoped, I suggest, that the 

women would value their own bodies as a part of Divine creation.  Perhaps this was a 

reactions against the painful ascetic practices she observed her mentor, Jutta, inflict on 

her body, as well as a counter argument to Cathar doctrine.  From such creative 

endeavors as this song, I suggest that Hildegard wanted her community of women to 

understand that welcoming Divine Love meant being affected deeply, to the core of their 

                                                 
10 Job 26:5-6  “ecce gigantes gemunt sub aquis et qui habitant cum eis nudus est inferus coram 
illo; thus the giant shades and those creatures who live under the waters, groan with naked Sheol in 
the presence of the Holy One”. 
11 Revelations 20:13 “…et inferus dederunt mortuus… and Sheol gave up the dead…”. 
12 Songs 8:7 “…aquae multae non poterunt extinguere caritatem nec flumina obruent; many 
waters cannot extinguish Divine love nor can a running river cover it over”. 
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beings, entering into an intimate relationship with the Divine, who, as Caritas, wants to 

indwell with them. 

 

Feminist theologian Elizabeth Johnson sounds a warning note about love as a metaphor 

for Divine action in creation: 

 

Feminist theology is rightly wary of overstressing the value of love because of 

the attention traditionally devoted to agapaic or self-giving love which, without 

equal regard for self-affirmation and the excellence of mutuality, has operated in 

the sociological sphere to maintain women’s subordination (Johnson 2002, 265). 

 

She considers that the metaphor may have value if “set in an inclusive context and 

continuously regulated by the value of relational autonomy” and if this is the case, then 

“love may yet serve as a crystallization of the relational essence of God’s being” 

(Johnson 2002, 265).  I suggest that there are aspects of Hildegard’s image of Caritas 

imagined in her song, Caritas habundat, that do satisfy Johnson’s’ requirements; Caritas, 

as an imagined figure, although in an intimate relationship with the Divine, is an 

autonomous actor on creation’s stage.  She, with her female companions, knocks at the 

door of the heart.  Autonomously, she dares to burst through the gates of dreaded Sheol to 

minister to her loved ones.  In Hildegard’s visions, she stands on her own, beautiful 

beyond measure, singing her paean of praise.  This is no dependent, clinging subordinate 

female; Caritas is strong and fierce in her own right.  

 

Sallie McFague also warns against the model of God’s love as agapaic, a love which 

should be “totally giving, with no thought of finding value in the loved object and no 

need of response from the loved one”  (McFague 1987, 125).  She points out that the 

Christian tradition insists that God is love, but refuses to contemplate the idea of God as 

lover, except in the case of certain medieval mystics (McFague 1987, 125).  To think of 

God as lover is to be forced to think of the body, sexuality and the erotic, concepts the 

Christian tradition has shied away from, and often denigrated.  Such embodiment has 

been closely associated with sin, and the notion that this world is imperfect, and the next 

one is to be longed for as an escape from that which is too marred to be worth any more 

than a passing phase.  If, as McFague argues, the relationship between lovers is the 

deepest, most intimate, joy-filled relationship, then why is this not an appropriate model 

for understanding the Divine One’s relationship with creatures and creation?  McFague 

acknowledges that bridal imagery tends towards a hierarchical view of relationships, 

something that feminist theology has critiqued strongly as being unjust.  However, she 
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also notes that this image of Divine Love will not go away.  She suggest the key to the 

usefulness of this metaphor lies in one’s understanding of Divine presence; it presupposes 

an immanent, intimately relational Divine, not a distant, disconnected, transcendent God.  

Once one accepts that the Divine is immanent, relational, closely involved in creation and 

re-creation, then one can look at the impulse to love, and McFague sees that the “crux is 

value” (McFague 1987, 128). 

 

McFague argues that the deepest expression of love between human persons is not so 

much in lust, sex or desire, but more in “finding someone else valuable and being found 

valuable”  (McFague1987, 128).  She calls this the most complete affirmation, when the 

lover says “I love you just because you are you, I delight in your presence, you are 

precious beyond all saying to me” (McFague 1987, 128), and the loved one reciprocates 

in a circulation of desire and passion.  If this is the deepest expression of human love, and 

as part of creation we are made in the image of God, and if we see the whole world as 

God’s body, as McFague suggests, then why cannot human erotic love serve to suggest 

the love between Creator and creation?  The problem lies in whether we understand the 

Divine as desiring relationship with creatures and creation.  If God is seen as original 

creator, but now distant observer, and occasional intervener, then the model of God as 

lover does not make sense.  It only makes sense if, as McFague puts it, “God…finds all 

species of flora and fauna valuable and attractive, she finds the entire, intricate 

evolutionary complex infinitely precious and wonderful” and not only this, God needs 

humans to work to “save the world” (McFague 1987, 135), a very different model of 

Divine love and salvation than one where God intervenes to save sinful humanity, and 

does all the work to achieve this end.  McFague says: 

 

In [the] model of God a lover, salvation is not something received so much as it 

is something performed: it is not something that happens to us so much as 

something we participate in.  The lover loves the beloved, and wants and expects 

a response.  In this model of salvation, it is not sufficient to be loved; it is 

necessary also to love” (McFague 1987, 145). 

 

Finding all the diversity of creatures and creation valuable and therefore lovable, Divine 

Love insists, as does Hildegard’s Caritas, that we treat our human community, and our 

earthly home, and all creation with tender care.  We are required to live out the words in 

the achingly simple Spanish hymn, Tomen Agua Viva, which echoes the words of 

Guadalupe, when Divine Love calls on the hungry, the weary, the poor ones, the rejected, 
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the empty, the wounded, the aged, to come and drink the living waters of her fountain.13  

We are required to love, find valuable, our environment, our home, and the creatures 

therein.  Hildegard makes this clear when Caritas utters her cry of joy in all creation in 

Hildegard’s first vision in the Book of Divine Works.  

 

Johnson also insists that to imagine God’s Love is to imagine “an openness to the ones 

loved, a vulnerability to their experience, and a solidarity with their well-being, so that 

one rejoices with their joys and grieves with the sorrows” (Johnson 2002, 266).  This 

means imagining that God suffers, something that does not fit with an omniscient and all-

powerful Divine as often imagined in the Christian tradition.  It is also complicated by the 

notion that, if God suffers and is not therefore all-powerful, then how can the Divine be 

of use to the suffering world?  Yet if God is omniscient, then there is no satisfactory 

explanation for God allowing suffering in God’s creation.  Johnson rightly acknowledges 

that it is impossible to reconcile theoretically, the suffering that is expressed for example, 

in the cross and resurrection (Johnson 2002, 269).  Of this event, she says  

 

[it] deepens the mystery of how God’s solidarity with the suffering world brings 

about a future for even the most Godforsaken.  Only a suffering God can help.  

The compassionate God, spoken about in analogy with women’s experience of 

relationality and care, can help by awakening consolation, responsible human 

action, and hope against hope in the world marked by radical suffering and evil 

(Johnson 2002, 269).   

 

Hildegard’s Caritas opens herself to relationality in her love for all creation, and to 

suffering, in that she has to dare the depths of the deepest, most dreaded place, bitter 

Sheol, to console her poor abandoned ones.  She brings hope to the lonely Prior.  She 

does not absolve him of his duties, but offers him her warmth and kindness to empower 

him to back to his work.  She kisses the Divine One in a gesture of erotic mutual 

expression of the image of cherishing that circulates between them.   Although the 

metaphorical figure of Caritas, Divine Love, presents some problems in a feminist 

theological paradigm, there is room for this female figure to offer a glimpse of Divinity 

that might work for contemporary Christians, especially women, seeking multiple 

imaging of the Divine to touch the deep feminist, ecological and liberative yearnings of 

many hearts and spirits.   

 

 
13 Flor y Canto 2001, #514. 
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Melody and Text relationships in Caritas habundat 

 

Analysis of the melody and text-melody relationships in Caritas habundat will be 

considered under the three broad headings used in the analysis of the two sequences: 

 

1. The so-called errors and corruptions in the two primary MSS; 

2. The freedoms she may have exercised, although constrained in the MSS by the 

scribes’ notation of the oral melodies; 

3. The connections between the melodic features and the text, in the context of 

Hildegard’s theology of music. 

 

In describing these features, I will refer to Table 14: Frameworks and Features of Caritas 

habundat, and to the annotated score in contemporary notation of Caritas habundat, both 

of which can be found in Appendix E.   

 

Errors and Corruptions 

The St Eucharius scribes decided to cast Hildegard’s Caritas habundat on the medieval 

gamut in protus.  Having made this choice, they have clearly anchored the phrases within 

a broad d'-a'-d" framework.  Almost all phrases begin and end on either d' or cofinals a 

or a', and even internal resting points occur predominantly on final or cofinals.  In 

addition, the protus leaps d'-a' and a'-d' are used at definitive points throughout the song.  

There is an exception which stands out.  In the earlier MS, the Dendermonde, the song 

clearly ends on e' not d'.  In the later MS, the melisma on dedit is extended three pitches 

longer to make the ending comply with protus, d'-c'-d'.  It is unlikely that some neumes 

have been lost at the end of a folio in the Dendermonde MS because the final neumes for 

dedit are followed by a psalm cadence on the same system.  It is possible that the scribes 

simply forget to add the final neume(s), but this would assume a carelessness on their part 

and on Hildegard’s and that of her secretaries and assistants that is not typical of what we 

know of the attitude to Hildegard’s works at Rupertsberg. 

Scholars have preferred to take the later Riesencodex ending as a correction of the earlier 

version, but I argue that more cognisance should be taken of the Dendermonde version of 

the melody, as possibly reflecting Hildegard’s oral composing and singing of her songs in 

the Rupertsberg convent.  The Dendermonde was the earlier redaction, prepared during 

Hildegard’s lifetime, whereas the Riesencodex was prepared partly during  her life, with 

work continuing for several years after her death.  Her last years were beset by the trauma 

of the interdict laid on her community by the prelates at Mainz, and she would have had 
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less time and energy to supervise transcriptions of her songs as closely as she might have 

done earlier.  Another interesting factor is the attitude of Hildegard’s last secretary, 

Guibert of Gembloux, who took up his post in 1177 until her death two years later (Baird 

and Ehrmann 1998, 16).  Hildegard had made it clear during her life that her secretaries 

were only to correct her grammar, but were not to alter or add to what she dictated.  Joan 

Ferrante, in a chapter about “Hildegard, her language and her secretaries”, suggests an 

analogy with a modern copyeditor:  

The latter may raise a question or make a suggestion about particular words in 

order to clarify that author’s point, and the author may accept the suggestion, 

seeing it as strengthening his/her text, not changing the meaning or the style 

(Ferrante 1998b, 103). 

This was how Volmar approached his role as Hildegard’s secretary.  Guibert, however, 

petitioned Hildegard for permission to “…do more than correct grammar” (Ferrante 

1998b, 122).   He felt his own more ornate style of writing was better able to persuade 

readers and finally, in regard to the polishing of one of her visions, Hildegard 

“…concedes that, if he prefers, she will allow something she has not otherwise permitted: 

that is, to ‘…clothe the whole sequence of the vision in a more becoming garment of 

speech’ always preserving the truth of the meanings (Ferrante 1998b, 128). 14   Guibert 

argued that “…as harmony allured the hearer while dissonance offended (appealing to her 

musical sense), so honourable speech provokes and attracts and inspires readers, while 

inept sayings annoy and repel them” (Ferrante 1998b, 129).  Guibert went on to stay at 

Rupertsberg until 1180, after Hildegard’s death.  Given his extreme interest, even 

fascination, with the Magistra, perhaps his attitude permeated the Scriptorium, and 

influenced the transcriptions of her songs so that the scribes were encouraged to 

regularise modal aspects of her songs in a way that had not been the custom prior to 1175 

when the completed Dendermonde MS was sent to the monastery at Villiers (Poucke 

1991, 6).15  I suggest, therefore, that it is possible to look at the so-called “aberrant” 

ending in Caritas habundat in D from the perspective that it was what the oral composer 

intended, and that it might be connected to her setting of this text.  At the very least, it 

 
14 Ferrante is using Newman’s translation of Hildegard’s letter to Guibert, Ep. 29.25-27 in Pitra 
431-33, which can be found in Newman’s Sister of Wisdom 1987, 23.   
15 Ferrante argues that Hildegard preferred Volmar’s approach to her visionary works, where he 
made only simple corrections.  She says “It is impossible to know how far Hildegard bent to 
accommodate Guibert’s argument” (Ferrante 1998b, 130).  Or why.  Perhaps, as Ferrante 
speculates, Hildegard was tired and wanted to conserve her energy for the altercation with the 
prelates in Mainz. 



                                                 

 

Just before this final enigmatic ending, there is an exceptionally long melisma on dedit, 

the giving action of Divine Love. The expected resolution of this melisma has to wait for 

twenty-eight notes, delaying the release of tension almost to the point of pain for the 

singer who should accomplish the line in one breath, as well as the listener who waits 

longingly for the final resolution.  In the case of the Dendermonde version of Caritas 

habundat, the release never comes; the final never sounds.  As previously noted, 

Holsinger points out that Hildegard’s songs often require “acrobatic” singing, in spite of 

the transcription by scribes who knew that chant rules frowned upon ranges and phrases 

which caused the singers to have to contort their bodies.  He points out that these 

challenging aspects of Hildegard’s songs “…place[d] unreasonable demands on the 

bodies of her nuns” (Holsinger 2001, 135).  He suggests that Hildegard’s challenging 

melodic settings might be a reflection of the unreasonable demands that the Living Light 

placed on her own body in terms of illness and frailty.  He asks if Hildegard’s music has 

more in common with the performances of twenty-first century performer Diamonda 

Galas, whose renditions of bodily dis-ease and pain are painful to those attending her 

performances, as well as to her, the performer.  Holsinger goes on to suggest: 

16 It is also possible that Hildegard herself was involved in revision of her melodies.  The woman 
who organised the preserving of her works for posterity may well have taken a critical eye to her 
song transcriptions, acting on the advice of her trained scribes.  However, the earlier version may 
represent her educational purpose more faithfully, rather than the later version prepared for more 
public scrutiny. Her willingness to make or have such changes made is observable in the 
differences between the songs as recorded in the Miscellany appended in the Riesencodex, and the 
versions recorded in the cyclic source in the same MSS.  In the Miscellany, songs follow homilies 
and other tracts, and are more devotionally oriented in their use of pronouns.  The more formal 
versions are slightly adjusted for wider communal use (Newman 1998c, 68-73). 

might indicate that Hildegard assumed considerable latitude in her oral setting of her 

texts.16   

 20

There is some evidence in Caritas habundat of the pain to a performer who attempts to 

render this song with the lengthy phrasing indicated by the musical and textual grammar, 

together with the unresolved ending.  However, the singer is even more challenged in 

 

Listening to Hildegard’s plainchant as a mode of musical pleasure and suffering may 

well render it less enjoyable to those of us used to basking in the melodies of her 

sequences, humming the elaborate melismas of her responsories, or parsing and 

dissecting her modal techniques.  Yet it may be a more honest way of conceiving her 

visionary life as we recuperate it for our own study, analysis and pleasure (Holsinger 

2001, 135-6). 

6



                                                 
17 It is possible that, in the case of Caritas habundat, the antiphon was originally linked to another 
song, but there is no suggestion of this in the MS. 

Although this is possible in this case, it does not explain other instances where the ending 

pitch is at variance with the maneria which is generally faithfully adhered to in the rest of 

the melody. For an extreme example of this mixing of maneriae, there is the case of O tu 

illustrata, where the song opens in protus-d (although the first three phrases begin on g' 

but end on the cofinal or final of protus-d), but includes phrases which suggest tetrardus 

and deuterus.  She notes that “The modal ambiguity suggested by these cofinals has been 

dealt with by modern editors by rendering the song as protus-d throughout…” (Jeffreys 

2000, 207).  This type of editing seems to have a long history dating from Hildegard’s 

death to the present day, and I suggest that it is well worth considering that what appears 

in the Dendermonde may be closer to what the oral composer intended, and may indicate 

considerable freedom in the oral composer’s approach to melody, and that this freedom is 

closely related to the text. 

 20

There are examples in Hildegard’s melodies where similar “aberrations” to that found at 

the end of Caritas habundat are encountered.  For example, Jeffreys’ transcription of O 

felix apparicio (Dendermonde version) begins on e', and is clearly in deuterus; every 

phrase begins and ends on the final e', or the cofinal b', except at the end of the final 

phrase where the song terminates on f'.  Even in the Riesencodex, although the ending of 

O felix apparicio is changed to be one pitch lower, it ends on d' not e'.  Jeffreys suggests 

in this case the ending might signal that this song was to be linked in performance with O 

beatissime Ruperte which is cast in protus, and would probably begin on d'.  

Hildegard’s other songs such the one Holsinger quotes, O vos angeli, with its more than 

two and a half octave range, something the scribes reproduced in their redaction in spite 

of their knowledge about rules to the contrary.  Holsinger’s is an interesting way to look 

at Hildegard’s songs, a possibly less sentimental way to consider their import then and 

today.   

In the cyclic sources, this antiphon [O felix apparicio] ends on the second degree 

in Dendermonde 9 and the sub-final in the Riesencodex.  For other multiple-

source songs, a ‘faulty ending’ in one source, usually Dendermonde 9, is always 

given a corrected ending in the other.  Here, however, both sources end with a 

note related to the final of the next song, the note d'.  Although scribal error is 

possible, the unusual endings also represent a means of linking the two songs 

(Jeffreys 2000, 140).17

7
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There is more evidence in the Ordo Virtutum with regard to the mixing of maneriae in 

Hildegard’s melodies.  Table 3 shows that within this work there are instances where a 

song begins on a note in close relationship to one maneriae and ends either in another or 

on a pitch which is neither final nor cofinal of the original maneria implied by the 

opening pitch. 

Table 15: Beginnings and Endings of the 87 songs in the Ordo Virtutum18

 

Category Beginning d'; ending 
e' 

Other combinations of beginnings and endings in 
which the ending note is not the final or cofinal 

Songs 16, 18, 40 3, 20, 25, 30, 38, 48, 56, 66, 69 

Of the eighty-seven songs in the Ordo as transcribed by Davidson in 1985, twelve 

represent cases where the beginning and ending pitches are at variance, and this is among 

seventy three songs where the beginning and ending notes are identical.  This implies that 

beginning and ending on the same note was something that the scribes considered to be 

important, therefore the aberrant cases stand out more clearly.  Jeffreys’ suggestion in 

relation to O felix apparicio, that the aberrant ending note makes the transition to the 

companion song in the new maneria, does not really hold for these twelve songs in the 

Ordo.  Only three of the twelve (3, 38 and 56) could be cited as cases where the different 

ending note signals the maneria of the next song.  One such song is 16, sung by Anima.  

It begins in protus-d but moves to end in deuterus-e, and the following song 18, after 

Satan’s spoken verses, begins in deuterus-e and alternates between deuterus-e and protus-

d within the long sections sung by the Virtues and the Choir. 

It is not within the parameters of this dissertation to look more closely at the Ordo but 

Olivia Mather has done this.  She sees the alternating of protus-d and deuterus-e as 

expressive of the conflict between the Virtues and Anima, and typifies the “play of 

modes” as setting up a “play of virtues” (Mather 2002).  She suggests that Hildegard 

deliberately sets these two maneriae in opposition to each other as a melodic expression 

of what is happening in the text.  This assumes that Hildegard considered maneriae when 

orally composing her melodies.  It would be unlikely that this would be the case.  More 

likely that the scribes had difficulty transcribing her free-ranging melodies, and could not 

constrain them in discrete maneriae.  I do suggest, however, that Hildegard uses contrast 

in her melodies, connected to her sense of what the text is saying, and this can be 

                                                 
18 In this analysis I am using Audrey Ekdahl Davidson’s critical edition of the Ordo Virtutum 
(Davidson 1985). 
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observed in her juxtapositioning of pitch relationships, formalized by the scribes in 

choice of maneriae.  In choosing one, they have had to incorporate characteristics of 

another to represent the orally composed melodies.  This can be observed in the 

relationships between the melodies the scribes have cast in protus and deuterus: both 

favor semitone-to-final or co-final or temporary final endings for phrases; both feature the 

trademark diapente leaps; both display similar secondary frameworks, and a reliance on 

similar chains of thirds; and both sometimes terminate on non-final pitches. 

There are other disparities between the earlier and later MSS versions of Caritas 

habundat.  The changes are microscopic in this short melody, but chant is a medium 

where small differences loom large.  First, in phrase A, several pitches are lower in R 

than in D, rendering the melodic line smoother (see the annotated contemporary score in 

Appendix E).  Secondly, in phrase C, an awkward leap is eliminated; originally the 

passage in D was g'-f'-e'-d'-f'-c'-d', which was altered in R to g'-f'-e'-d'-c'-d'.  Thirdly, 

two pitches are eliminated in E, making the gesture on –gi half as long.  Fourthly, in D, 

the first b' is not softened although there are indications that the next b' is softened; in R, 

both b's are softened, making the long melisma on dedit more consistent.  Together with 

the “correcting” of the ending, these small changes all go towards smoothing the melodic 

line, and regularizing the melodic behaviour, all of which is consistent with a redaction 

occasioned by the proposed canonization of the Abbess, greater intervention by her last 

secretary, and by her being distracted by the prelate’s interdiction, or perhaps herself 

desiring the regularizing of her melodies.  I suggest that there are indications, however 

slight, that the oral composer sang a more disjunct melodic line than demonstrated in the 

edited version of Caritas habundat.  Singing the disjunctures reminds the singer that the 

encounter with Caritas is not always pleasurable.  

 

Freedoms and Constraints 

 

As in the two sequences previously analysed, Hildegard’s melody for Caritas habundat 

opens up pitch space ranging over a-d'-a'-d".  Table 14 graphically shows this opening 

up, which occurs partly in the actual diapente leaps but also in the swift movement over 

the a-d'-a'-d" range, especially in phrase E, but also in the long descending gestures in 

phrases C and D (see table 14 in appendix E).  I suggest that this might be connected to 

what Hildegard regarded as the permeability of women’s bodies, which she compared to 

the open frame and freely vibrating strings of a zither.  Holsinger links this permeability 

to Hildegard’s “…painstaking analysis of the physiological differences between male and 

female sexual pleasure” (Holsinger 2001, 114).  In her Causa et Cura, Hildegard 
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describes the “winds of pleasure”, the “breezes” which cause sexual arousal.  In the male 

these breezes are constricted in the stirps, the penis, a necessary condition for the erection 

of this organ.  In the female, because her body is more permeable, these breezes are able 

to disperse more widely, causing her arousal to be less intense but more generally felt. 

 

When the storm of lust surges in a male, it turns around in him like a mill.  For his 

loins are like a forge which the marrow provides with fire.  This forge then pours the 

fire into the male’s genital area and lets it strongly burn.  But when the wind of 

pleasure comes forth from the female’s marrow it falls into her uterus, which is 

joined to the navel, and it stirs her blood towards pleasure.  This wind spreads out in 

her abdomen because in the area around a woman’s navel the uterus has a wide and, 

as it were, open space.  Consequently she will burn there more gently with pleasure, 

albeit more frequently because of her moisture (Berger M. 1999, 62).19

 

The female is able to feel these winds of pleasure through more widely varying means 

than that restricted to genital stimulus.  When a woman becomes moist through arousal, 

and this “foam” is not ejaculated during intercourse, then this residue of moisture is 

expelled with menstruation.  “Any residue is discharged from the uterus.  Sometimes it is 

also dispersed, broken up and reduced to nothing in the uterus when a woman 

experiences pleasure without being touched by a man”  (Berger M 1999, 62).  Obviously 

Hildegard was aware that the “winds of pleasure” could be experienced by a woman from 

stimuli other than intercourse.  The openness of females to the windiness of multiple 

somatic pleasures is mirrored in expansive melodic behavior, in the songs written 

primarily for her female community to sing.   

 

In her 1990 dissertation, Pfau refutes Bronarski’s static analysis of Hildegard’s melodies.  

She says Bronarski “…treats this music as an object fixed on the page through musical 

notation, and… believes that its story can be told by simply dissecting this object…” 

(Pfau 1990a, 70).  In my analysis, I have dissected the music “on the page” through a 

variety of schemas, according to its exploration of pitch space, its use of various 

frameworks, and the way in which quartal and tertial relationships can be discerned.  

However, as I have said, I acknowledge that what is fixed on the pages of the twelfth 

century manuscripts of Hildegard’s music is a collaboration between Hildegard, the 

 
19 The concept of an empty space around the uterus may not be anatomically correct but Hildegard 
expresses her knowledge of the expansive ability of the female reproductive organ in this 
metaphor.  It is as if the space is always there and when not filling with the growing fetus, is the 
place where the “wind of pleasure” can circulate. 
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visionary oral composer, and the theoretically trained music scribes Therefore, all 

conclusions need to be tempered by this caveat. To return to my earlier analogy, my 

analysis crunches through the “bones” of  the scribes’ transcriptions, stripping away their 

influence to get to the succulent marrow of what might be Hildegard’s influence. 

  

Pfau also criticizes Bronarksi’s analysis for “…neglect[ing] all dynamic aspects of sound 

unfolding in time [as well as] the listener’s mental response to this unfolding sound” 

(Pfau 1990a, 70).  She goes on to suggest that the approach known as “process 

philosophy”, one which acknowledges the ever-changing nature of reality, might be one 

where more appropriate language might be found to describe the processes inherent in 

Hildegard’s songs.  She proposes that 

 

[a]dapting such a view to music, Hildegard’s compositions appear not so much as 

fixed structures but as processes that entail the shaping of the melody in conjunction 

with the delivery of the text, that involve the formal unfolding of each phrase and of 

the piece as a whole, and that reflect the listener’s mental activity of construing the 

song as a coherent totality (Pfau 1990a, 71). 

 

The idea of the music unfolding in a process which is ever-changing fits with the notion 

of the melodies as part of an oral process.  The singer of a remembered melody enacts 

small changes over time which do not necessarily change the underlying structures of a 

melody.  These small changes can cause the melody to evolve in the way in which basic 

gestures are varied.  For example, the two “plagal” gestures in Caritas habundat (phrases 

C and D, contemporary annotated score, appendix C) illustrate the kinds of variants that 

an oral singer/composer might introduce during the rendition of a song.  Although my 

analysis is dependent on a static rendering of the music in notation, the immediacy of the 

redaction, at one or at the most two removes from its oral source, means that it is possible 

to discern what might have been sung.  For example, there is a tendency for phrases to 

begin strongly in protus, but sometimes to then move away from this orientation, and rely 

on melodic circling around chains of thirds towards the ends of phrases, as has been 

observed in the two sequences I have analysed.  Phrases E and F begins with Hildegard’s 

trademark diapente leap moving up to the diapason, firmly establishing protus.  

However, each phrase then moves to a reliance on chains of thirds as “clothing” for the 

framework, phrase E depending on the g'-b'-d" chain of thirds, and the end of phrase F 

on the c'-e'-g' chain of thirds (see the annotated contemporary score of Caritas habundat 

in appendix E).  This unfolding of the melodic line, from angular upward leaps governed 
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by quartal relationships, to gentle circling around tertial chains, could be seen as the 

evidence of the evolving of an orally conceived melody. 

 

In a self published study in 1983, van der Werf made a comparative study of Ambrosian, 

Roman and Gregorian Chant.  He noted that chains of thirds were often observable in 

chants, although in tension with quartal structural pitches.  For example, he spoke about 

the d'-f'-a'-c" chain of thirds in protus melodies being clearly established as structural 

tones “…even though both g' and c' distract occasionally from their supremacy” (van der 

Werf 1983, 59).  He also noted “…tertial-quartal configurations …namely d'/e'-g', d'-

f'/g', g'/a'-c", g'-b'/c"…” (van der Werf 1983, 77).  These are also observable in 

Hildegard’s melodies, for example in phrase A on the syllable –ri where the melody 

proceeds d'-e'-f' according to the internal phrasing, but these pitches are then followed 

immediately by g' at the boundary of the gesture.  This occurs again in phrase C where 

the descending tetrachord g'-f'-e'-d' is followed by an emphatic use of the third leap d'-f'. 

 

Van der Werf also discussed the way in which he thought specific series of intervals such 

as those discussed above, might be perceived by the medieval singer as a frame of 

reference for the repeat of a remembered melody associated with an accompanying text.   

 

In order to reconstruct a melody from memory, the performer needed to know which 

part of the frame of reference was used for a given section of the text, and how the 

melody was draped over it (van der Werf 1983, 109). 

It is a vivid analogy, to imagine the framework of intervallic configurations as something 

over which the singer could “drape the melody”, as bone is clothed with flesh.  I suggest 

that the influence of Hildegard, the oral singer, can be seen in the evolving of parts of the 

melody of Caritas habundat around the tertial chains c'-e'-g', d'-f'-a', and g'-b'-d'.  Van 

der Werf’s idea that tertial structures eventually took over from quartal in chant melodies 

finds some support in Hildegard’s oral melodies, as redacted by the trained scribes, with 

her instinctive and visionary composing constrained by the scribes’ knowledge of past 

musical practice. Jeffreys considers that tertial structures, implied by the neumes, tend to 

underpin Hildegard’s melodies, and that is it in these that oral melodic characteristics 

might be discerned (Jeffreys 2000, 83-4).20  There is evidence of tension between quartal 

and tertial influences in the structures of Hildegard’s melody for Caritas habundat.  The 

 
20 Jeffreys discusses the actual neumes, such as the quilisma and the liquescent pressus which can 
be transcribed as reflecting tertial relationships.  It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to 
discuss the neumes in such detail, but for more information, see her 2000 PhD dissertation. 
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clearest example is in phrase A.  The melody opens with a diapente leap, d'-a', followed 

by a diatessaron leap, g'-c", and a descending diapente leap a'-d', all in quick 

succession.  The tetrachord c"-b'-a'-g' also joins two pitches in a quartal relationship.  

Then the melody switches to a dependence on the chain of thirds c'-e'-g'.  More complex 

is the situation in phrase B, where I suggest that the quartal chain c'-f'-Bb' is in tension 

with the tertial chain d'-f'-a'.  Initially, the highest note and therefore the most prominent, 

is Bb'.  Then the version in D seems to wrap around the d'-f'-a' chain of thirds, but the 

downwards leap f'-c' re-establishes the quartal chain c'-f'-Bb'.  On in, the melody moves 

stepwise from c'-f', but then there is an emphasis on the third, d'-f'.   A similar situation 

can be observed in phrase F, although the tertial chain in this case is c'-e'-g', especially 

prominent towards the end of the phrase.  The question is how much of this structuring 

can be attributed to Hildegard’s intensive aural formation in the chant, and how much to 

the conscious manipulation of the scribes?  Van der Werf might argue that, in Caritas 

habundat, it is in the undulating of the melody via tertial chains that most bears the 

influence of the oral composer. 

There has been little attempt to restrict the use of Bb' in Caritas habundat and indeed the 

use of the softened b' does not seem to follow the usual logic concerning the avoidance of 

the tritone with the f'.  For example, in phrase A the b' is not softened, which is 

reasonable considering the next f' is in another gesture and is seven pitches away.  

However, in phrase B almost identical conditions apply and yet the b' is softened 

according to Jeffreys’ transcription.  In phrase C the softening of the b' is more in line 

with the theoretical rules as the f' is three notes away and in the same gesture.  In phrase 

D the b' is not softened yet there is an f' almost as close by as in phrase B, but in phrase E 

the Bb' is so ubiquitous as to almost constitute a minor pitch centre.  In the final phrase, 

the use of the softened b' is more logical; the first one is not softened as there is no tritone 

obvious, whereas the second b' is softened at there is an f' in close proximity.21   As to the 

use of the softened b' suggesting other maneria, this is not quite so perceptible as in O 

virga ac diadema.  However, it is interesting to note that of the three occurrences of the 

tetrardus pentachord g'-a'-b'-c"-d", two (phrases C and E) display the softened b', 

resulting in a protus tone-semitone pattern (TSTT) whereas the other one, in phrase F, 

does not.  This could possibly explain the use of the Bb' in phrase E, although the use of 

the Bb' in phrase C has another logic, that of avoiding the f'-b' tritone.  Of the two times 

 
21 Interestingly, in the Riesencodex, both occurrences of b' are softened, even though there is no 
need for the first sign as there is no f' close by.  This would seem to indicate a tendency on the part 
of the Riesencodex scribe to want to regularise pitches – therefore both b's are softened in the one 
melisma. 
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that the tetrardus tetrachord g'-a'-b'-c" occurs (phrases A and D) the b' is not softened.  

There could be said to have been an attempt on the part of the scribes to maintain the 

aural sound of protus in Caritas habundat by softening the b' to maintain the protus tone-

semitone pattern of pitches, but the attempt seems inconsistent with this rationale as well 

as with the rule about avoiding the f'-b' tritone.  Seeing that the scribes were the ones 

who inserted the Bb' it is hard to see where the influence of the oral singer might have 

operated in this area unless her singing betrayed a fondness for the semitone-to-final 

sound of deuterus maneria which also operated around co-finals, and which the scribes 

attempted to codify in the signing of the neumes.  For example, in phrase E, the insistent 

Bb' at the latter part of the phrase is associated with the emphatic ending on the cofinal 

a'.  All these inconsistencies contribute to an impression that the oral composer exercised 

considerable freedom in her melody making, whether one accepts her visionary 

inspiration or her instinctive impulses fueled by her long formation in the official chant of 

Divine Office and Mass. 

Like O virga ac diadema, Caritas habundat has a modest range for Hildegard’s musical 

oeuvre, a-d", an octave and a half, but also like O virga ac diadema, Caritas habundat 

does not sit within the prescribed parameter of one or the other, authentic or plagal range.  

It extends up to but not above the protus-d octave but extends four notes below the final 

d'.  It mixes authentic and plagal ranges within the one song, an error which caused the 

author of the Praefatio to accuse those who committed such a fault to clearly be “out of 

their minds” (Guentner 1974, 55).  In this area the scribes were not successful in 

proscribing Hildegard’s widely ranging melodies, in spite of the criticisms surrounding 

such a musical practice.  However, Jeffreys notes that it was not entirely uncommon for 

other twelfth century chants to exceed the proscribed range.  She quotes a version of the 

melody of one of the four Marian antiphons, Salve Regina, which also inhabits both 

authentic and plagal pitch space (Jeffreys 2000, 38).  However, the writing of texts such 

as the Praefatio indicate that attempts were being made to rein in widely-ranging chant 

melodies.  The St Eucharius scribes, supporters of Hildegard’s endeavors and possibly 

working towards her canonization would have wanted to obey current musical rules, but 

her songs obviously could not be completely constrained into the straight-jacket of the 

rule books.22  This would not be surprising, given Hildegard’s musical experiences with 

Jutta, “jubilating” wordless melodies in ecstatic response to spiritual longing. 

 
22 The fact that it was apparently the scribes who added the liturgical rubrication to the songs in the 
MSS supports to notion that they would also be concerned that the “songs” appeared as close to 
chant as possible, ie obeying the known rules. 
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Gestures and Connections 

The two outer phrases, A and F, both exhibit what I suggest is Hildegard’s oral influence 

in the use of very long melismas.  The setting of the opening word of the text, Caritas, 

spreads the three syllables over twenty nine pitches, giving emphasis to this opening 

word, the naming of Divine Love.  In the final phrase, the melisma on the first syllable of 

dedit is spread over twenty-eight pitches and uses the full authentic protus range c'-d".  

Although I agree with van der Werf that unsophisticated word painting is rarely 

observable in medieval chant (van der Werf 1983, 59), nevertheless it is significant that 

the final long melisma, reminiscent of wordless jubilatio, occurs at the end of the song on 

a word which describes Caritas’ loving liturgical action.  It is in these melismatic phrases 

that the influence of the oral singer can be clearly observed; the musical formation of the 

young woman who learned ecstatic jubilatio under her first mentor, Jutta, is most 

observable in the rhapsodic dwelling on words which are the key to the import of the 

song, Caritas and dedit.  Divine Love gives never-ending providential care to all creation 

and all creatures. 

 

The melismas at either end of Caritas habundat link this loving and giving, highlighting 

that aspect of Caritas which gives without first seeking a measure of returned favors.  

The singers are reminded that this is the quality of the love spiritually available to them.  

However, I suggest that the personification of Caritas as a beautifully clad and adorned 

young woman also suggested to the singers that they should strive to emulate the virtues 

represented by Caritas.  As I have pointed out, the evidence suggests that many of the 

women in Hildegard’s community were young women from noble families.  Mistress 

Tengswich’s letter to Hildegard describes in detail the dress that Hildegard’s nuns wore 

to feast day celebrations, and these are the adornments that would particularly appeal to 

young noble women: long white floor-length silk veils, golden crowns, jewelry, and free-

flowing long hair.  Tengswich also comment on the nuns’ noble birth, and this is also part  

of her disquietude.  Hildegard’s reply lauds her virgins as “…lovely, and 

unwithering…always remain[ing] in the vitality of the budding rod” (Baird and Ehrman 

1994, 129).  What better way to encourage such young women to emulate Caritas than to 

personify this love in an image which they would find familiar and attractive.  As noted 

in chapter three, Sarah Bromberg suggests that the Scivias’ descriptions, in word and 

illumination, of the appearance of the various virtues served as reminders to Hildegard’s 

nuns of the costumes they had worn and would again wear when performing the Ordo 



                                                 

In another intersection of melody and significance, the highest note of the song, 

something which usually requires added attention on the part of the singers, occurs first at 

the point where Hildegard is describing how Caritas reaches from the depths to the 

heights in a metaphor which embraces the abyss as well as the starry heavens.  Secondly, 

it occurs at the point at which the most intimate and loving action occurs, the kiss of 

peace, symbolizing the unity of the community.  Finally, it returns at the beginning of the 

long final melisma, as Hildegard works her way melodically from the heights to the 

depths, describing the crucial giving actions of this Divine attribute.  I have indicated 

previously that I agree with van der Werf (van der Werf 1983, 59) that it is difficult to 

make out a case for specific “word painting” in Hildegard’s songs and her setting of the 

line de imis excellentissima super sidera is a case in point.  At the very place where you 

might expect the highest note, super sidera, the melody plumbs the depths of the range. 

However, taking the long and challenging phrase as a whole, it can be observed that the 

melody does move from the highest to the lowest pitches, albeit not on the specific words 

which describe these heights and depths.  This is another example of Hildegard’s belief 

that meaning was best conveyed in song because the body as well as the spirit was 

engaged in the activity.  To her, the human’s body and spirit are inextricably related as 

are the words and the music conveying them, and when the two are combined the 

penetration is deepest, just as Caritas declares that she can penetrate deeply through the 

Virtutum.23  She says that Hildegard describes real clothes, textiles, jewels, designs, 

almost like sewing instructions.  Caritas’ tunic, for example, has “…two 

stripes…marvelously woven and incomparably adored with gold and gems, so that one 

stripe descended to the figure’s feet over each shoulder in both front and back (Scivias 

3:8:1; Hart 1990, 426).  The nuns were invited to perform the role of Caritas in that 

costume, and in so doing, emulate that virtue and carry its attributes into their communal 

life together.24  This would have been important in the large convent, where the web of 

relationships between the women and girls, and between the roles they needed to fill, 

would have been complex and were demonstrably fraught with tensions which Hildegard 

often had to resolve.  In addition, the unresolved ending could have served as a reminder 

that one could not stop loving and giving; this virtue demanded that one be part of an 

endless circulation of love between humans and the Divine and between each other. 

23 From a paper given by Bromberg at the 37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, 
Kalamazoo, 2002. 
24 Fassler suggests that the Ordo might have been performed regularly, perhaps as part of the 
induction of new postulants, or even monthly as a preparation for Eucharist (in a paper given at the 
37th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, 2002). 
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smallest openings.  The nexus of pleasure and pain is apparent in the intersection of text 

and melody.  

 

There is a network of melodic linkages via the repetition with variation among the 

various gestures observable in Caritas habundat.  These are graphically shown in 

table 16: 

 

Table 16: The linkages in the melody of Caritas habundat 

 

Phrase Diapente 
leap 

Same 
melody 

Similar 
melody 
reaches 
one pitch 
higher 

Two 
longest 
melismas 

Variation 
of melody 

Variation of 
melody 

A Car… Car… Car… Caritas   
B     in omnia in omnia 
C     excellentis-

sima 
super sidera 

D  at…    in omnia 
E qui…      
F de…  de… dedit   

 

First, there is the link created between phrases A, D and F via the gesture, a'-g'-c"-b'-a'-

g'-a' used at the opening of these phrases.  This gesture unites the beginning and ending 

of the song in a circulation of jubilatory gestures, and makes the lack of finality at the end 

of the song even more startling.  In another connection, the melody for the word 

excellentissima in phrase C is a close variation on the melody for in omnia in the previous 

phrase, B.  This links the idea that Caritas is powerful and penetrating in all places 

whether the lowest or the highest; no situation can escape her attentions.  Phrases C and 

D are then linked through the “plagal” gesture in the second half of each phrase; the 

melody for super sidera is then closely varied in the melody for in omnia, and the shape 

of this setting is very like the previous setting of the same words in phrase B.  I suggest 

that these connections reveal the oral composer relying on repetition with variation to 

both unify the song and link important concepts. 

 

7

The singers praise the slender and subtle Caritas in exquisite superlatives, praising this 

female personification of a Divine attribute.  In Hildegard’s Book of the Rewards of Life, 

Caritas ecstatically sings “I am the air, I who nourish all green and growing life, I who 

bring ripe fruit from the flower.  For I am skilled in every breath of the Spirit of God, so I 

pour out the most limpid streams” (Book of Life’s Merits 3:8, quoted and translated in 
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Newman 1987, 66-7).  Musically meditating on these ideas, reassured and inspired by 

their appreciation of nature and creature, the singers experienced the unity that Hildegard 

saw as Caritas’ influence on their lives.  On the other hand, the words and particularly the 

melody reminded the singers that inviting Caritas into their lives could also be 

challenging, uncomfortable and even painful, with the requirement that they live virtuous 

lives free of vices such an envy, the vice that Caritas responds to in the Book of the 

Rewards of Life.  Envy says “…I aim my words like hidden arrows and wound the hearts 

of those who call themselves righteous…I give with hatred because hatred was born from 

me…” (Hozeski 1994, 127).  Caritas responds “…I make the power of good works equal 

throughout the day and night…I do…good works during the day and I anoint the sorrows 

of the night” (Hozeski 1994, 127).  Both the activities of the day and the night with their 

accompanying joy and pain are evident in the music-text relationships in Caritas 

habundat.  The text directs the singers’ imaginations to Caritas’ activities in the heights 

and the depths, and the music engages their bodies in piercing physical reminders of the 

pleasure as well as the pain of living the spiritually virtuous life.  The non-final ending 

particularly invokes the never-ending love of the Creator for God’s creation.  If Caritas is 

lovingly present to the singers in Hildegard’s song, the subject of the final song, 

Sapientia, is a more astringent figure with her sharp wings and insistent presence.  She is 

strongly linked, as is Caritas, and to a certain extent, also the Virgin, to the Spirit.  Of all 

Hildegard’s images of the Divine, Sapientia is the one that feminist theologians have 

closely examined in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  It is also apparent 

that Hildegard conflated Sapientia with the Spirit, in her Trinitarian theologising.  I turn 

now to the antiphon that Hildegard envisioned as an expression of Sapientia’s continuing 

work in creation. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Sapientia/Wisdom: Circling creation 

 

What cannot be lost from view is that in speaking of 

Spirit-Sophia’s deeds we are pointing to the gracious, furious 

mystery of God… (Johnson 2002, 133). 

 

Introduction 

 

In O virtus Sapientie, Hildegard gives praise to Sapientia/Wisdom, whom she images as a 

winged creature, ceaselessly circling the earth.  The activities of Wisdom are a sign of 

Divine immanence, that “God is accessible and ever-present in the world, and the cosmos 

is suffused with healing, life-giving energies” (Newman 1987, 251).  The Trinity is 

evoked in Wisdom’s three wings, which are part of this mystical entity, able to be 

separately active simultaneously throughout the cosmos, while maintaining a unified 

purpose.   Barbara Grant suggests that the work of the wings “…may also be a female 

counterpart to the working of the Trinity” (Grant 1980, 564), and I show that Hildegard’s 

Trinitarian images evoke both female and male personifications as well as abstract and 

natural images.  O virtus Sapientie does not obviously emphasise the femaleness of 

Wisdom, but by association with Hildegard’s other works, the female aspects of the 

Divine are certainly considered alongside those aspects which are male, creatural, natural, 

and cosmological.  The imaging of Sapientia/Sophia/Wisdom has been an important 

aspect of the work of feminist theologians in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

century, and I bring Hildegard’s imaging of Sapientia into dialogue with their work. 
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The Text 

Table 17: The Latin words and an English translation  

 
O Sapientia/Wisdom of such excellent virtue, 

indeed you have circled and continue to circle 

the earth, you perceive and embrace all things

in the one path which has life and vitality. 

Three wings you have, one of them flies high 

and the second drips life-giving moisture,  

viriditas,  on the earth, and the third flies 

everywhere. Praise be to you, as it should be, 

O Sapientia/Wisdom. 

O virtus Sapientie 

Que circuiens circuisti 

Comprehendendo omnia 

In una via que habet vitam 

Tres alas habens 

Quarum una in altum volat 

Et altera de terra sudat 

Et tercia undique volat. 

Laus tibi sit, sicut te decet, 

O Sapientia.1

 

Although this relatively short song, rubricated an antiphon in the MSS, focuses on one 

attribute of Sapientia/Wisdom, her immanence throughout all creation, the song is 

redolent with wider associations and significances found in Hildegard’s other writings.   

As the noble young women sang this song, they would have been aware of what 

Hildegard said in homilies about Sapientia, and Caritas with whom Sapientia is closely 

associated, as well as the Trinity which is referred to indirectly in this song.  It is clear 

from evidence in her correspondence that Hildegard’s theological works as well as her 

sermons were read aloud at Rupertsberg, and it is in these works that one finds more 

detailed explications of what Hildegard regarded as important characteristics of 

Sapientia, Caritas, and the Spirit of God, as well as their works in creation. 

 

In the Scivias 3:9, Hildegard describes a vision in which she sees Sapientia personified as 

a female figure standing high on a dome, above the other virtues, who are also female 

figures:   

 

And on top of this dome I saw a very beautiful figure standing and looking out at 

the people of the world.  Her head shone like lightning, with so much brilliance 

that I could not look directly at it.  Her hands were laid reverently on her breasts; 

her feet were hidden from my sight by the dome.  She had on her head a circlet 

like a crown, which shone with great splendor.  And she was clad in a gold tunic, 
                                                 
1 The Latin text is from Newman’s critical edition, revised in 1998 (Newman 1998c, 128-31).  The 
English translation is my own with assistance from Dr Drina Oldroyd. 
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with a stripe on it from the breast to the feet, which was ornamented with 

precious gems; they glittered in green, white, red and brilliant sky-blue (Scivias 

3:9; Hart 1990, 452). 

 

How attractively beautiful she appears in her demeanour and dress, crowned like royalty, 

glittering with jewels, clad in gold like the nobility from whom many of Hildegard’s 

young charges were drawn.  In fact, all of Hildegard’s female personifications are 

envisioned as beautiful; even Synagogia with her blackened feet is not monstrous, only 

pale and wan.2  In singing about Sapientia, the young women would have had a mental 

picture, an image of a person perhaps like themselves or as they once aspired to be, 

female, beautiful, and nobly dressed.  On the other hand, in the same vision Hildegard 

hears Sapientia exhort those who might be finding the “Ways of the Lord” a little 

daunting.  Her analogy in this case is earthy, familiar, visual and even a little amusing.  

“When you begin to go in God’s ways, gnats and flies buzz and hinder you; but take up 

the fan of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and drive them away as fast as possible” 

(Scivias 3:9:1; Hart 1990, 452).  Later, in glossing the vision, Hildegard reveals 

Sapientia’s other attributes beside beauty and a noble appearance.  She gives counsel “in 

the formation of the all the creatures made in heaven and earth”;  she protects and guides 

those true to her precepts; she is powerful and wise, and no-one can oppose her; she is the 

“great ornament of God”, privy to all the Divine secrets, joining God in “sweet embraces 

and the dance of ardent love”; she is valuable and untarnishable like pure gold; and she 

has existed from before the time when the spirit hovered over the waters, continuing 

through all eternity.  Her dress in the vision denotes her personal attributes: green for her 

viriditas, her greening, life-giving propensity; white for her virginity; red for her fidelity; 

and blue for her “lucent love of contemplation”, perhaps indicating the spiritual life of the 

monastery (Scivias 3:9:25; Hart 1990, 465-6). 

                                                 
2 Hildegard treated the figure of Synogogia, the representative image of the Jewish people, with 
relative theological sympathy.  She saw her as the prefiguration of Ecclesia, the Church as new 
bride.  However, she did believe that ultimately, the Jewish people would be converted.  Her 
apocalyptic vision is “…as humanity in the last days will be snatched from the perdition of death 
by the death of God’s Only-Begotten, so too the Synagogue, stirred by divine clemency, will 
before the last day abandon her unbelief and truly attain to the knowledge of God” (Scivias 1:5:6; 
Hart 1990, 135).  She therefore had no time for the continuing practice of the Jewish faith, only for 
Jews who converted, and her attitude in this respect was typical in her twelfth century context (see 
Newman 1987, 210 n. 37).  This is an example of a Hildegardian image which needs to be viewed 
through a twenty-first century lens, as one we now find anti-Semitic, not virulently so, but by 
implication lacking respect for Jewish people both in twelfth century Western Europe and in 
contemporary theologising.  Synogogia’s feet, Hildegard says, are covered in blood, because “she 
killed the Prophet of Prophets” (Scivias 1:5:4; Hart 1990, 134), therefore Hildegard saw Jewish 
people as “Christ killers”, a belief which has lead to some of the most terrible and violent 
injustices the world has seen. 
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Hildegard consistently claimed that visions such as this were direct communications from 

the Divine, the Living Light.  Whether we take this at face value or whether we see her 

using such a topos to protect herself from accusations of possession by evil spirits, 

nevertheless she received these visions in a consciousness formed by the monastic culture 

in which she was immersed.  In the twelfth century, as Barbara Newman notes, the 

Wisdom literature, the book of Proverbs, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the Wisdom of 

Jesus ben Sirach, were “an inexhaustible font of doctrine welling from poetry with a deep 

imaginative appeal” (Newman 1987, 42).  Hildegard was not the only monastic who drew 

on the rich tradition of sapiential theology, but her dramatic portrayals of the activities 

and appearance of Sapientia/Caritas are vivid and multi-faceted, redolent of passages and 

associations almost overwhelming in their number.   

 

However, at the core of her mythologising around Sapientia/Caritas is what Newman 

calls “the ultimate mystery of creation, the bond between Creator and creature” (Newman 

1987, 44).  She goes on to list the concepts that fuelled the imagination of monastics like 

Hildegard: “the divine ideas [the Platonic forms], eternal in the mind of God and bodied 

forth in creatures; the world soul; the deep resonance of macrocosm with microcosm; the 

fervent hope of access to God through human rationality and virtue” (Newman 1987, 44-

5).  These are evident in O virtus Sapientie in the winged figure’s continuous circling 

presence, embracing creation and nourishing all with life-giving moisture.  This figure, 

called Wisdom by Hildegard,  then evokes a female image not only in the association 

with the visions such as Scivias 3:9, but also in its dispensing of moisture, evoking the 

fluids produced by women to give and maintain life: the moisture which signals fertility 

and conception; the blood shed to birth new life; and from the breasts the milk which 

nourishes the new born.  

 

Hildegard says of Wisdom, that she “…should be loved more than all the beauty of 

creation” (Book of Divine Works 9:14; Fox 1987, 220).  O virtus Sapientie directs the 

attention of the singers to the attributes of Wisdom, and although the poetry is highly 

condensed, the singers would have been familiar with Hildegard’s visionary writings 

about Wisdom via her preaching, which would have opened out the meanings for them.  

Hildegard certainly elevates Wisdom, envisioned in her Book of Divine Works as richly 

adorned with fine cloth and precious jewels, and surrounded by dazzling light, to the 

highest place in creation (Book of Divine Works 9:1; Fox 1987, 210).  Wisdom “…is the 

First  and the Last…she who has arranged the order of all things.  Out of her own being 

and by herself she has formed all things in love and tenderness” (Book of Divine Works 
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9:14; Fox 1987, 206).  What is also interesting is that in the same vision Hildegard sees 

another figure, with six wings, lion’s feet, a human head in its midriff, and covered with 

fish scales.  This, Hildegard says, is Godself, “the transcendent Godhead…the splendour 

that has never had a beginning and will never have an end” (Book of Divine Works 9:1; 

Fox 1987, 213).  

 

 In her song O virtus Sapientie, it is almost as if these two figures have merged into one, 

with Wisdom taking on characteristics of the winged creature.  The scaled creature’s 

three sets of wings represent first, love of God and neighbour; secondly, old and new 

testaments and omnipotence; and thirdly, present and future ages, and the fate of creation.  

However, she sees the wings as beating on high, in the breadth and the depths of creation 

as “…a sign the God has justified and ordered in truth all the heavenly mysteries” (Book 

of Divine Works 9:1; Fox 1987, 214).  This is similar in intent to Wisdom’s wings in O 

virtus Sapientie, which carry her “…high… on the earth, and … everywhere”.  Even the 

creature’s fish scales have theological significance. Fish have hidden natures, and it is 

impossible to follow their paths through the waters, and see where they come from and 

where they go. She likens this to the Incarnation, which came through a secret dark place 

and diffuses through all creation, and all time.  The conflation of Wisdom and 

Incarnational Godself is fitting in that these personifications, although discrete and 

carrying distinct symbolic meanings, all vividly image different aspects of the one Divine 

entity.  Hildegard imagines Wisdom as a loving and tender aspect of Divinity, but she 

also reminds her community that Wisdom is fiercely opposed to evil which cannot be 

concealed from her penetrating gaze. 

 

The words around which the song pivots,3 tres alas habens, “you have three wings”, 

emphasise the importance of the creature’s wings.  For Hildegard, wings had multiple 

significances, sometimes paradoxically opposed to each other in meaning, but all with 

scriptural antecedents.   In the Scivias 3:5, she envisions Divine zeal, the ardent desire of 

the Divine for faithful worship, as a fiery human head embedded in the corner of a 

crenulated wall with three wings jutting out from its jaw.  The head does not speak, but 

now and then the wings strike at places far distant, recalling hard and  rebellious people 

back to contemplation of the things of the Spirit.  At other times the wings are quiet, 

symbolising Divine gentleness in response to humans giving Divinity respect, love and 

honour (Scivias 3:5; Hart 1990, 371-8).  Perhaps there is a reminiscence here of Jeremiah 

48:40 where God is described as being able to swoop like an eagle and “spread his wings 

                                                 
3 Pfau noted this in her 1990 dissertation (Pfau 1990, 235). 
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against Moab”, indicating the terrifying nature of the eagle’s wings, which suddenly 

appear from the sky with punishing intent.  Most scriptural references to wings can be 

grouped under references to either the winged Seraphim and Cherubim, and Ezekiel’s 

vision of the chariot; to wings which allow escape, as in the wings which are given to the 

woman clothed with the sun in Revelations 12; or to wings which shelter and protect, like 

those in Matthew 23:37, where the Divine One says “How often have I desired to gather 

your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings…”.  It is significant 

that in Hildegard’s first theological work she turns to a more stringent image of wings. 

 

Hildegard also sees the three wings of the walled head as an expression of the Trinity.   

 

It has three wings of wondrous breadth and length, white like a cloud.  This 

symbolises the expansion of the ineffable power of the Holy Trinity.  No one can 

comprehend the extent of Its glory and the limits of Its power as It shines with the 

immense sweetness and brightness of Divinity; in Its righteous vengeance it 

subdues all human minds, as they flit hither and thither diffusely like clouds 

(Scivias 3:5:14; Hart 1990, 377). 

 

Each wing is assigned a historical era: first, the conquering of Lucifer; secondly salvation 

through Christ; and thirdly the end of ages and the final eradication of evil.  The wings 

are like judges, who deliver a sometimes harsh but holy justice.  Given the dissention and 

unrest in her establishment sometimes mentioned in Hildegard’s correspondence, and the 

difficulties she had with some of the young women in her care as noted in her vita, it is 

interesting that she sees unfocussed minds as needing to be subdued and turned towards a 

more serious contemplation of Divine purpose.  This is what she envisions as the 

Trinitarian wings’ role. 

 

Later, in a letter to Abbott Adam before 1160, Hildegard, in a gentler mood, turns this 

troubled prelate’s mind to Divine Love, Caritas, and the wings she is given. The 

exhausted Abbott wants to leave his administrative work behind and bury himself in a 

contemplative life.  As always, Hildegard opposes this and comforts him with her visions 

of Caritas, who she sees “hold[ing] the sun and moon in her right hand, embracing them 

lovingly, because God’s right hand embraces all creatures and because divine love is 

dispersed among the good of all nations and realms” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 193).  

Again there are resonances of the woman clothed with the sun, crowned with stars, with 

the moon under her feet.  Caritas is also Sapientia, who, Hildegard tells the Abbot, is a  
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“sovereign lady…creator of all things from the beginning” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 

193).  Hildegard then goes on to say: 

 

But it was not fitting for divine love not to have wings.  For when the creature 

[humankind] began circling aimlessly about in the beginning, it wished to fly, 

despite its earthbound nature, and so it fell, but it was the wings of divine love 

that lifted it up.  These wings were holy humility…These were wings of great 

power, for humility… raised up mankind who was lost…”  (Baird and Ehrmann 

1994, 193).4   

 

This passage indicates that, for Hildegard, the wings of Caritas/Sapientia had gentler 

functions, such as the power to rescue humans from despair and to exercise power allied 

with humility, the attribute which, in her Ordo Virtutum, she personifies as the queen of 

the virtues.  Nevertheless, the wings have great power, like the wings of the woman 

clothed with the sun.  This woman is given the huge wings of a great eagle, and they lift 

her into the air away from the seven-headed dragon’s reach and into the desert, where she 

receives rest and succour (Revelations 12:14).  

 

In O virtus Sapientie, the creature’s wings not only allow it to circle the earth, to fly 

everywhere through all time, but to be both a fearful instrument of justice and a powerful 

dispenser of life-saving, life-giving help to humans.  It is the second wing which has the 

most interesting function, that is to drip moisture on the earth, et altera de terra sudat, a 

function which initially does not seem to have a precedent.  Peter Dronke says of 

Hildegard’s use of the verb sudare: 

 

[S]udat is a favourite word of Hildegard’s, and is often used in conjunction with 

her favourite imagery of greenness, flowering and perfumes: for her sudare has 

the associations not of the sweat of effort but of the distillation of a perfume, a 

heavenly quality, out of anything that is fertile or beautiful on earth (Dronke 

1986, 157). 

 

                                                 
4 Hildegard uses the word creatura, which Baird and Ehrman  have translated as creature; 
however, they note that later in this same letter, it becomes obvious that creatura means mankind, 
or humankind (Baird and Ehrman 1994, 194 n3).  Hildegard consistently uses homo to refer to all 
humans including herself, as evidenced in the opening of the Scivias, where the Living Light 
addresses her “O homo”.  In this passage, creatura could refer to Adam or all humankind. 
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I agree that sudare is one of Hildegard’s favourite words and that it often expresses for 

her the distillation of life-giving moisture such as dew or rain, which makes everything 

fruitful and lush.  However, as I have previously noted, it is also the word in the Vulgate 

(in noun form) used in Luke 22:44 for the bloody drops of sweat which fall from Christ 

as he agonises about his imminent suffering and death: Et factus est sudor ejus, sicut 

guttae sanguinis decurrentis in terram (and in his anguish his sweat fell like drops of 

blood, running down on the earth). This is definitely the sweat of effort, even of terror, 

but ultimately it is this anguished blood which saves and nourishes humanity in an 

Incarnational sense.  Thus the moisture that the second wing drips to give life to the earth 

and all creatures is associated with the second person of the Trinity, with the blood 

“sweated” or spilled on behalf of humanity.  Linking the blood of Christ with the 

moisture continuously dripped on the earth points to Hildegard’s attitude to the 

Incarnation as the on-going process of intimate Divine involvement in creation.  These 

powerful images that Hildegard’s words and music invoke, invite her community to 

contemplate Divine activity in creation and in their human lives. 

 

In Hildegard’s final theological treatise, The Book of Divine Works, in vision five, she 

again sees a vision of a circle which represents both the cosmos and the human person, 

and from which two pairs of wings extend.  One pair enfolds creation/creatures and the 

other pair clamps around a fiery ball.  She says: 

 

Two wings emerge from the right and left sides of the ball.  Both wings extend 

upwards in such a way that they bend backward up above and come towards one 

another.  This is the way that divine Providence shows itself to be with regard to 

protecting us in both happy and unhappy situations – it does so either with a 

gentle kind of illumination or a harsh form of correction… (Fox 1987, 167). 

 

She goes on to show that one set of wings embraces “…the fullness of our goodness…out 

of true love” (Fox 1987, 167).  Wings, for the women in Hildegard’s community, were 

symbols of Divine love in two senses; first, as the love which is gentle and warm to those 

who follow the spiritual path, and secondly, as the love which has sharp edges, a 

judgemental love which slays like sharp steel.    

 

Hildegard has a number of Trinitarian images and analogies, some highly original, to 

express what she sees as a Divinity which is at the same time both uni-dimensional, yet 

multi-faceted, highly unified yet distinct in the various functions characteristic of each 
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facet.  One of her most powerful visions was of a three-cornered pillar which reached 

from the highest to the lowest points. 

 

Then I saw…a wondrous, secret and supremely strong pillar, purple-black in 

colour…it was miraculously even and without roughness.   

 

The outside part had three steel-coloured edges which stood out like sharp sword 

edges from the bottom to the top.  One of these faced Southwest, where a great 

deal of dry straw lay cut and scattered by it; another faced Northwest, where a 

lot of little wings had been cut off by it and had fallen; and the middle edge faced 

West, where lay many decaying branches that it has cut away.  All of these had 

been cut off by those edges for their temerity (Scivias 3:5; Hart 1990, 411). 

 

In her architectural vision, Hildegard is lead to understand that the Trinity is a mystery 

that can never be bound by “any twist or presumption of the human mind” (Scivias 3:5:2; 

Hart 1990, 412).  The pillar is a somewhat fearsome symbol, an architectural structure 

which is sentient and alive, its sharp edges cutting down the three groups represented by 

the straw of the unbelievers, the pathetic “little wings” of the boasting Jewish people, and 

the dead branches of the pagans.  Hildegard does not shy away from reporting visions 

which would strike fear into the hearts of her listeners or readers, including the members 

of her community.  The living sword edges of her Trinitarian pillar metaphorically cut 

through pride and presumption, so at the same time as she builds up the beauty and 

kindness of Caritas, and the deep wisdom and creative capacities of Sapientia, she shows 

that aspect of the Divine which is ready to punish and cast aside those who do not follow 

the path of the virtues. 

 

Throughout Hildegard’s work there are a plethora of threes, as she envisions elements of 

creation arranged to reflect a Trinitarian Divinity.  Later in the same vision of the pillar, 

she speaks of the human spirit, water and blood as all testifying to Divine unity.  The 

human spirit, which comes from the secret places of God, testifies as it yearns to be 

reunited with the Divine; water stands in the middle between spirit and blood and washes 

clean impurities; and blood, cleansed by water, also speaks in testimony to the Holy 

Spirit.  Blood, she says, “surrounds and warms people, [and] is a symbol of the Holy 

Spirit, arousing and enkindling the brightest human virtues”  (Scivias 3:7:8; Hart 1990, 

417).  However, she also identifies blood as having a “twisted sweetness”, in an 

acknowledgement of the pleasure that comes with sexual arousal, although in her view 

leading to “burning lust and frightful vice” (Scivias 3:7:8; Hart 1990, 417).  All the same, 
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in this passage Hildegard reiterates a persistent theme through her work, that of the 

importance of the body, and the Divinity of its components.  She says “…for the spirit 

without the bloody material of the body is not the living person, and the bloody material 

of the body without the soul is not the living person” (Scivias 3:7:8; Hart 1990, 417).  The 

body-denying ascetic practices of her mentor, Jutta, were not something which Hildegard 

practiced or recommended.  At the same time as she called on the young women in her 

care to deny themselves the pleasures of sexual relationships, she insisted that the body 

was an expression of the Divine, and in her community there was nourishing food, 

medical as well as spiritual care, and comfortable surroundings.  In a letter to his friend 

quoted in Hildegard’s Vita, the monk Guibert, who had visited Rupertsberg, says of life 

there: 

 

…everything was in good working order – not in ostentatious but in stately and 

roomy buildings – which were befitting nuns – and in all the workrooms there 

was running water.  Expenses were adequately covered not only for the many 

guests which were never lacking in the house of God and the various employees 

of which there were a great number, but also for clothing and sustenance for 

about fifty sisters (Gottfried & Theoderic [c1174-1184] 1995, 28). 

 

The young women in the monastery might have had to submit to what might have been to 

them an irksome spiritual discipline, but at the same time, their bodies were well-

nourished and cared for as expressions of Divine creation. 

 

Other groups of threes which Hildegard likened to the Trinity are set out in table 18 

below.  These are the aspects of the Trinity which Hildegard would have spoken about in 

homilies and reflections in her community.  The equivalences to the usual three members, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, are noted by Hildegard but in her analogies she moves away 

from these equivalences into groups which involve ideas, physical phenomena, and 

human qualities. 
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Table 18: Hildegard’s analogies and symbols for the Trinity 

 

Reference Son Father Holy Spirit 

Scivias 
2:2:2 
Hart 1990, 
161 

Sapphire figure in 
mandala “…without 
any flaw of obstinacy, 
envy or iniquity…” 

Bright light, “…without 
any flaw of illusion, 
deficiency or 
deception…” 

Gentle glowing fire 
“…without any flaw 
of aridity, mortality or 
darkness…” 

Baird & 
Ehrmann 
1994, 95-6 

Equality “…puts 
things into effect…” 
equal to humankind 

Eternity “…like a wheel 
with no beginning or 
end…” 
Ordains things to be so 

Connection 
“…permeates equality 
and eternity, and 
binds the two into 
one…” 
Uniting life-giving 
force, breath 

Rational expression 

Baird & 
Ehrmann 
1994, 97 

word sound breath 

Baird & 
Ehrmann 
1994, 98 

Voice - 
is the body 

Rationality – 
is the soul 

Warmth of the air – 
is the fire 

Stone 

Scivias 
2:2:5 
Hart 1990, 
163 

Solidarity of touch: 
can be touched and 

known; 
a solid dwelling 

protects and defends 

Cool dampness: 
moist, never withers 
cannot be dissolved or 

broken 
if rashly contemplated 

can cause sickness and 
weakness 

Sparkling fire: 
 enkindles hearts 
 enlightens 
 gives light 
 drives out unbelief 
 consumes the blight 

of iniquity 
Flame 

Scivias 
2:2:6 
Hart 1990, 
163-4 

Red power: 
 endure 
 strong 

 

Brilliant light: 
shine 
love opens to 

brightness 

Fiery heat: 
 burns ardently in the 

minds of the faithful 

Production of words 

Scivias 
2:2:7 
Hart 1990, 
164 

Force, as in meaning 
which can be 
understood 

Sound, so that it can be 
heard 

Breath, so that it may 
be pronounced 

 

Here is the creative teacher at work, thinking of a multitude of ways to express an 

important concept, so that every last student can grasp it in one or the other analogy.  The 

essence of her Trinitarian lesson is that of unity; just as the threes in table 18 above are 

facets one unified vision, idea, quality, object or phenomena, so should this unity be 

displayed in the community, under the gentle wings of divine love.  What is not needed in 

the community is disunity, requiring the cutting edge of Divine justice. 
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Finally, in O virtus Sapientie, the ecstatic invocation of the opening melisma is 

transformed into the rational praise of Wisdom, an image of Divinity which is loving and 

life-giving, but which is also capable of dealing sharp lessons in the spiritually nourishing 

monastic way of life.  Sapientia, in Hildegard’s songs, is like Caritas, but also like the 

third person of the Trinity.  Hildegard’s vision, recorded at the beginning of her Book of 

Divine Works, describes a brilliant figure with a lamb in her arms, a bearded head on her 

crown and two sets of wings, trampling a monster under her feet.  The figure is Caritas, 

identified as Divine Love in Hildegard’s gloss, but unmistakably linked to the Trinity: the 

Father is the bearded head, the Son the gentle sacrificial lamb, and the Spirit the winged 

figure itself.  Caritas/Spirit is trampling the monster of injustice “poisonous in its 

temptations, and black in its abandonment” (Book of Divine Works 1:1; Fox 1987, 17).  In 

her Vita, Hildegard speaks of this vision as rare in the effect it had on her body and mind: 

“…all my inward parts trembled and my body lost all capacity for feeling – for my 

knowing was changed into another mode in which, as it were, I did not know myself” 

(Silvas 1998, 1790).  The vision of such a powerful Divine image had the capacity to 

temporarily suspend Hildegard’s rational understanding, something she was clear was 

unusual. 

 

Feminist theologians and historians have worked extensively with the female image of 

the Divine as Sophia/Wisdom.  It is an image which has proven to be life-giving to 

women thirsting for an antidote to a Divine imagined intractably as male.  Feminist 

historian of religion, Barbara Newman’s important work in 1987 outlined many aspects 

of Hildegard’s female images of the Divine, and in her final chapter she looks more 

closely at the genealogy of sapiential theology, and concludes that it is not easily defined, 

and that “its course through the ages is filled with apparent gaps, dead ends, and 

discontinuities” (Newman 1987, 265).  She characterises Hildegard’s era as a time when 

sapiential theology lost ground to Aristotelian logic, and the rift between scholastic and 

devotional literature widened.  Hildegard’s works lost favour because they were hard to 

pigeonhole, too dense for devotional usefulness and not technical enough for scholastic.  

She finds in Hildegard’s female imagery, especially that of Sapientia, a glimpse of a 

Divine who is at the same time neither masculine or feminine, but also both masculine 

and feminine.  She regards Hildegard’s strength, in terms of images of the Divine, in the 

profusion of the images, female, male, creatural, natural, disrupting the gaze so that there 

is less chance to focus exclusively on one alone.  The problem for contemporary feminist 

theology is the perpetuation of the gender dichotomy, and the Jungian stereotyping of 

masculine and feminine as opposite but complimentary poles, even though contained in 

the one entity. 
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More theologically incisive is the extensive work of Elizabeth Johnson in She Who Is on 

the image of Sophia/Wisdom.  She develops a feminist triune imagery which includes 

female Wisdom images she develops from Scripture and the Christian tradition.  This 

imagery has strong resonances with Hildegard’s work, and in fact, Johnson quotes from 

Hildegard’s multi-dimensional Trinitarian models to add to the many others she brings 

into her conversation (Johnson 2002, 211).  As noted in the previous chapter, Johnson 

argues that the Spirit third of the classical Trinity has been marginalised, in a parallel with 

women’s marginalisation (Johnson 2002, 133).  However, she points out the dangers 

inherent in simply equating the third part of the Trinity with the female gender: 

 

[S]imply identifying the Spirit with the stereotypical “feminine” leaves the total 

symbol of God fundamentally unreformed and boxes actual women into a 

restrictive ideal.  But if with critical feminist consciousness we speak in terms of 

a Spirit using metaphors coined from women as being imago Dei, this could be a 

gain to language…Drawing on the biblical imagery of spirit/shekhinah, wisdom, 

and mother…canvasses the classical heritage for understandings of the Spirit of 

God that cohere with women’s experience of the holy and press towards renewed 

speech about the mystery of God (Johnson 2002, 133). 

 

This is a precise description of the work that Hildegard does, and in a sense makes a 

strong link over the millennia between her work in Rupertsberg, and the work of feminist 

theologians today.  In spite of having to acknowledge her classist, racist, and even sexist 

social attitudes, nevertheless Hildegard did extensive, and I argue, valuable work in 

developing metaphors which encouraged her female community to see themselves as 

being imago Dei. 

 

Johnson argues that to speak rightly about God, we need a more inclusive way of 

speaking which can come about by looking back to an ancient wisdom to bring about a 

new justice now and in the future (Johnson 2002, 273).  She names female metaphors 

from women’s experience such a birth, an image that Hildegard turns to in her songs for 

the Virgin, and which I argue are really images not of a human woman but the Divine, 

who births creation.  Johnson also calls on women’s experience of injustice to examine 

the metaphor of God’s wrath, and she finds that the figure of Sophia/Wisdom expresses 

this anger.  In Proverbs 1:23-27 Sophia shouts “in the streets, in the markets, on the top of 

the walls, at the entrance of the city gates” (Johnson 2002, 258), about the profligacy of 

her people.  Their own ignorance is going to be the cause of their suffering and distress.  
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Hildegard song for Wisdom does not emphasise this aspect of Sapientia’s work in 

creation, but by association with the Spirit and thus the Trinity in Hildegard’s works, 

there are resonances with the terrifying pillar with the cutting edges.  This is not an easily 

accessible image, given its anti-Semitic undertones, and its denigration of pagan beliefs, 

but in her milieu, the tower works for justice, cutting down what she perceives as pride 

and presumption.  In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, pride and presumption still 

infect the world, and the anger of women and those who care for this planet, our home, 

and who despair at the killing and maiming that is rife, could turn to this image to fire 

their rage.  Johnson also turns to images of women’s grief at suffering to image Divine 

action and presence.  Identifying Sapientia strongly with the Spirit allows images from 

Hildegard’s O ignis Spiritus Paracliti to resonate here.  In the first verse of this song, 

Hildegard praises the Spirit for her work with the suffering ones: “Holy are you, 

anointing the dangerously broken, holy are you, cleansing the fetid wounds”.   

 

Johnson points out that the antidote is Divine Love, but she also reminds us of the 

dangers inherent in taking a view that love is about giving without receiving.   

 

Feminist theology is rightly wary of overstressing the value of love because of 

the attention traditionally devoted to agapaic or self-giving love which, without 

equal regard for self-affirmation and the excellence of mutuality, has operated in 

the sociological sphere to maintain women’s subordination” (Johnson 2002, 265). 

 

However, she suggests that there is a perspective which can work to allow a metaphor for 

the Divine as Love, which can be nourishing for women and all people.  This entails 

accepting that the Divine suffers alongside God’s creatures and creation, which also 

implies an acceptance of the immanent Divine.  Love then “includes an openness to the 

ones loved, a vulnerability to their experience, a solidarity with their well-being, so that 

one rejoices in their joys and grieves with their sorrows”  (Johnson 2002, 266).  

Hildegard’s Caritas/Spirit penetrates deeply to the most terrifying places of suffering, 

begs to be invited into people’s most intimate places and spaces, and her Sapientia/Spirit 

joyfully flies everywhere fecundating and enlivening all creation.  Although Hildegard 

inveighs against evil and corruption, human and institutional, she continually returns to 

expressions of God’s goodness as evinced in creation.  Newman points out that it has 

been a characteristic of sapiential theology to “foster an optimistic attitude towards the 

world” (Newman 1987, 251), and this is true of Hildegard’s theology.  Sapientia offers 

herself freely to all creatures and all creation, and it is possible for humans’ to know and 
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love her, because she is ever present in the world, “suffus[ing] it with healing, life-giving 

energies (Newman 1987, 251). 

 

In her Book of Divine Works, Hildegard returns late in her life to the image of the 

Universe she saw and describes in Scivias 1:3.  Now the image is a wheel, turning 

through all eternity, never ending and never completing its work.  

 

For the shape of the world exists everlastingly in the knowledge of the true Love 

which is God: constantly circling, wonderful for human nature, and such that it is 

not consumed by age and cannot be increased by anything new.  It rather remains 

just as God has created it, everlasting until the end of time.  In its foreknowledge 

and in its workings, the Godhead is like a wheel, a whole.  In no way is it to be 

divided because the Godhead has neither beginning nor end.  No one can grasp it, 

for it is timeless.  And just as a wheel encloses within itself what lies hidden 

within it, so does also the Holy Godhead enclose everything within itself, without 

limitation and it exceeds everything (Fox 1987, 26). 

 

The mystery that is Divinity is constantly involves in circling, as is winged Wisdom in O 

virtus Sapientie.  This image is taken up by Johnson as an appropriate and enlivening 

metaphor for Divine relationality.  Johnson points to the Eastern tradition of 

perichorōrēsis, “a word that signifies a cyclical movement, a revolving action such as the 

revolution of a wheel” (Johnson 2002, 220).  Johnson suggests that, In place of triangular 

metaphors of three for the Trinity, the image of the helix, or double spiral, the carrier of 

the genetic code of all human life, is one which can express the mystery and power of 

Divine communion. 

 

It connotes the unfathomable richness of holy triune mystery, inwardly related as 

a unity of equal movements, each of whom is distinct and all of whom together 

are one source of life, new just order, and quickening surprise in an infinite mix 

(Johnson 2002, 221).   

 

The helix is an image from nature, science really, a microcosm of what is the macrocosm 

of Divine circling, an image of the continuity of God’s presence, of the intimacy of 

Spirit/Sapientia/Caritas’ activities of love, intimate relationship, joyous communion, and 

tender healing.  Related to the helix is the spiral, which circles outwards from the centre 

in a never-ending expansion.  This has been a symbol of the Divine for humans from long 

before the time of Christianity.  For example, the stones at the approximately five 
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thousand year old tomb at Newgrange in Ireland, are covered with spirals, signifying, it is 

thought, the Divine womb of the goddess (Griffyn 2000, 153-5).  In New Zealand, it is 

the sign of new life, in the curl of the fern, in the journey of the sun to and from its 

solstice.  Rowena Kryder has devoted a book to images of Sophia as the body of the 

Divine, and among them is the spiral, which “churns the living blood through vortices of 

subtle energy in the matrix of Sophia’s body…The spiral is a pirouetting dance of Sophia 

which whirls worlds” (Kryder 2000, 21-3).  Spiraling, circling, wheeling are metaphors 

for Sophia/Wisdom’s activities in creation which have become nourishing for 

contemporary women as expressing immanent Divine activity in the world, but they have 

a long history which links them back to, among others, Hildegard’s images of the Divine 

as circling the cosmos, and further to nature religions who honored the womb as the 

source of life.  As Johnson reminds us, “[t]he three’s keep circling around…reflect[ing] a 

livingness in God” (Johnson 2002, 210). 

 

Biblical scholars such as Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and Elaine Wainwright have 

completed close readings of the Gospels and have found convincing evidence that early 

Christian communities saw Jesus as Sophia’s prophet or even as a manifestation of 

Sophia herself (Wainwright 1998, and Schüssler Fiorenza 1995).  This is, broadly 

speaking, an understanding of Wisdom as being present at all times and in all places, but 

especially at points in time where the poor and outcast, the hungry and abandoned are 

crying out for justice.  Jesus ministered to just such ones, prophesying the downfall of 

those who disowned responsibility for any other than themselves, and salvation for those 

who turned back to the ways of Sophia.   Hildegard does not make this connection 

explicitly; her image of Sapientia resonates more with the Wisdom books which Newman 

says were very popular in the twelfth century via the Vulgate, where there were 

translation of Proverbs, Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon (Newman 2003, 190).  

Nevertheless, the connection between Jesus and Sophia is strongly attested by feminist 

biblical scholars, and is useful in mitigating the maleness of Jesus, something feminists 

have struggled with.  It is the identification of Jesus with Sophia/Spirit that disrupts this 

gender nexus, and subverts the long tradition of males only being imago Dei.  

Wainwright suggests that “[t]he deeds of the Christos…are the deeds of Wisdom”, 

salvific, liberating and re-creating (Wainwright 1998, 77).  Wainwright’s gender-attentive 

reading also suggests that  

 

Sophia imagery…is…transgressive.  On the one hand, it identifies the male Jesus 

with Sophia, genderized female, with such identification carrying all the 

transgressive aspects that the sapiential traditions and their representations of 



 235

Sophia/Divine Wisdom as females evoke.  Jesus is Jesus Sophia and, like Sophia, 

unites the human and divine by way of theological evocation that breaks open 

gender distinctions (Wainwright 1998, 77). 

 

This is particularly important for women but also for all humans in their diversity of sex, 

gender, race, class, age, and ableness. 

 

However, the most synergistic reading that makes connections between Hildegard’s 

images and feminist re-imagining of the Divine today, comes when one considers the 

connection between Sapientia in Hildegard’s song, and the Spirit of God.  Johnson’s 

analogy for the ebb and flow of sapiential theology is evocative; she imagines Sophia 

coming and going, drawing near and passing by, but ever ready to mediate the Divine 

presence.  In her own plethora of threes, Johnson notes important ways in which the 

Spirit’s activities are recognizable in the world.  First, she says “[t]he natural world 

mediated the presences and absence of Spirit” (Johnson 2002, 125).  Certainly this is true 

for Hildegard, who experienced the Divine in every aspect of the natural world, 

especially in its fecundity.  Her Sapientia offers overflowing access to life-giving fluids,  

just as Hildegard’s garden, and farms, and vineyards must have overflowed with seasonal 

fruitfulness.  Secondly, Johnson suggests that “[p]ersonal and interpersonal experience 

likewise mediates the presence and absence of Spirit to human life” (Johnson 2002, 125).  

For Hildegard this was eminently true.  Her theology of music demonstrates her strong 

sense that it was in communal relationships via singing that the presence of the Divine 

was most importantly to be experienced.  

 

Thirdly, Johnson proposes that whenever a human community works towards justice, 

mutuality and peace, then there the Spirit is to be sensed (Johnson 2002, 126).   Hildegard 

may not have paid attention to the same issues that we would pay attention to in the 

twenty-first century, so her work for justice and peace may seem socially insufficient 

today, but in her twelfth century context, she challenged authority physically in leading 

her community away from the male one at Disibodenberg, to a place where she and her 

female companions could work unimpeded towards her educational goals.   Hildegard 

dangerously claimed unmediated experience of the presence of the Living Light, and 

even for the powerful monastic leader that she became, this could be life-threatening for a 

female, as she found when the authorities laid a serious interdict on her.  Her leadership 

was not egalitarian, but her vision for women’s spiritual education was and is remarkable 

in its scope and in the persistence with which she pursued her goals.  One, I have 

suggested, was to work towards a communal sense of women being equally imago Dei, 
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but also to imagine the Divine in multi-faceted ways, with a special emphasis on female 

images such as her powerful vision of Sapientia.  Given the power and breadth of 

Hildegard’s work with this image of Wisdom, therefore, it is all the more interesting to 

look at what might have been her influence on the melody which delivers the text of O 

virtus Sapientie, and what might have been the affect experience by the community at 

Rupertsberg who sang it. 

 

Melody and Text relationships in O virtus Sapientie 

 

Analysis of the melody and text-melody relationships in O virtus Sapientie will be 

considered under the three broad headings used in the analysis of the preceding three 

songs: 

 

1. The so-called errors and corruptions in the two primary MSS; 

2. The freedoms she may have exercised, although constrained in the MSS by the 

scribes’ notation of the oral melodies; 

3. The connections between the melodic features and the text, in the context of 

Hildegard’s theology of music. 

 

In describing these features, I will refer to Table 19: Frameworks and Features of O virtus 

Sapientie, and to the annotated score in contemporary notation of O virtus Sapientie, both 

of which can be found in Appendix F.   

 

Errors and Corruptions 

 

Of the four songs analysed in this dissertation, O virtus Sapientia is the only one that does 

not appear in complete or partial form in the earlier neumed MS of Hildegard’s songs, 

known as the Dendermonde.  In the case of O virga ac diadema, O ignis Spiritus 

Paracliti and Caritas habundat, I have been able to rely on versions of the melody which 

appear in the Dendermonde, whereas in the case of O virtus Sapientie, I have had to rely 

on the version which appears in the later neumed MS known as the Riesencodex.5  In the 

                                                 

Cont. 

5  Other than the Dendermonde and the Riesencodex, there are a number of other places where 
Hildegard’s song texts, with and without neumes appear.  Of these, the most important are the 
Scivias, completed in 1151, and what is known as the Miscellany, a separate section also published 
in the Riesencodex.  The so-called Miscellany contains song texts embedded in prose writings 
such as homilies, dramatic sketches and correspondence.  Newman suggests a date for this 
Miscellany somewhere in the late 1150’s.  She suggests that these MSS might indicate early, 
middle, and late periods for Hildegard’s compositional activities, with the Scivias the earliest, the 
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case of the first three songs I have been able to compare versions of the melody in both 

MSS, but in the case of this fourth song, I have not been able to do this.  The comparison 

of melodic versions in the case of the first three songs has  revealed so-called “errors” in 

the earlier versions which have been sometimes been corrected or modified in the later 

version.  These “errors”, I have argued, are possibly closer to what Hildegard, the oral 

composer of her melodies, might have sung, and I have suggested that in these 

“erroneous” attributes might be found an expression of what is clear in the text, that the 

spiritual life is not one of unrelieved pleasure and comfort, but one also of white-

knuckled effort and piercing pain, of enjoying communal fellowship, but suffering 

personal agony in the struggle to achieve spiritual growth.   

One so-called “error” which has been consistently edited in Hildegard’s melodies is any 

final pitches which are inconsistent with the maneria in which the song is cast.  However, 

in O virtus Sapientie, the scribes have consistently ended phrases on the final e' or cofinal 

b' (see table 19 in appendix F),  There is no evidence in the Riesencodex MS of the 

situation which exists in the Dendermonde version of Caritas habundat.  There, a protus 

melody ends on e', but in O virtus Sapientie this deuterus melody ends on e'.  However, it 

is interesting to note that the final phrase in O virtus Sapientie moves to the use of a d'-a'-

d" framework, and is strongly based around the d'-f'-a' chain of thirds.  A case could be 

made for the ending to be d' rather than e' (see table 19, phrase H, appendix F).  At the 

end of each of the other phrases, the melody surrounds the final or cofinal, e' or b', 

whereas in phrase H, the melody surrounds d', the protus final.  Near the end of phrase H, 

there is clear use of the protus pentachord (a'-g'-f'-e'-d').  If a song like Caritas 

habundat, which is cast more or less securely in protus, can end on the final of another 

maneriae, then it would not be uncharacteristic for this song, cast inconsistently in 

deuterus, to end in protus.  Of course this is speculation but it would also fit the subject 

matter; both songs are about similar subjects, aspects of the Divine which are envisioned 

as continuously active in creation through all times.   

Jeffreys argues in her dissertation that Hildegard’s songs take a rhetorical stance  as 

argument for certain doctrinal and theological positions.  “Interpretation of Hildegard’s 

                                                                                                                                      
miscellany the middle and those songs that appear in neither, the late.  Taking this argument as a 
possible scenario, O virtus Sapientie would be a late composition as it only appears in the 
Riesencodex.  Caritas habundat appears in both D and R but not the Scivias or the miscellany, 
which would place its composition after c.1158, according to Newman’s schema; O virga ca 
diadema and O ignis Spiritus Paracliti both appear in the miscellany, D and R, but not in the 
Scivias, which would place them after 1151 but before c.1158 (Newman 1998c, 68-73).  This is a 
tentative speculation on Newman’s part.  It is possible that various songs were in the oral repertory 
of the convent for long periods but did not find their way onto parchment until much later. 
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songs as rhetorically discursive, or argumentative, includes recognition of her songs as 

imparting a position on her audience/speaker and arguments, or reasons, for that position” 

(Jeffreys 2000, 116).  Jeffreys substantiates this argument by referring to “…documents 

which immediately surround her songs” (Jeffreys 2000, 117), such as Hildegard’s own 

theological works and those works with which Hildegard would have been most familiar 

such as scripture, saints’ vitae, and Divine Office.  Jeffreys goes on to suggest ways in 

which one might talk about Hildegard’s melodies “…in terms of the ways in which they 

encompass the rhetorical meanings of her words” (Jeffreys 2000, 117).  Acknowledging 

that the MSS are a collaboration between Hildegard and her scribes, Jeffreys takes the 

scribes influence as primarily in the area of the choice of maneriae, and the intervallic 

structure influencing the choice of pentachords that surround the framework of that 

maneriae.  She takes Hildegard’s influence to be seen in the features that might reflect the 

role of a cantus: “…the points of tension and resolution, the ways in which articulative 

tension is created and resolved, and the changes in melodic style in the course of the 

articulation…” (Jeffreys 2000, 121).  She identifies one area where articulative tension is 

created is in “…movement away from a final to the diapente or beyond, or even a 

cofinal…” (Jeffreys 2000, 121).  I suggest that the ending of Caritas habundat on a non-

final pitch could be an example of articulative tension, aurally imagined by the oral 

composer, as a rhetorical device to highlight her position that Divine Love does not come 

to an end.  I also suggest that it is not to far-fetched to speculate that O virtus Sapientie 

originally may have ended in the same way, on a non-final pitch, given that the melody 

moves away from deuterus to protus, and given that Wisdom’s activities are also 

presented as continuous, circling, and not coming to an end. 

 

Freedoms and constraints  

 

It must have been quite difficult for the scribes to listen to free-ranging orally conceived 

melodies and try to constrain these melodies in formal notation, and they appear to have 

experienced some difficulties in casting O virtus Sapientie in a discrete maneria.  Their 

transcription strongly emphasizes the semitone-to-final e'-f' and cofinal b'-c" ending of 

phrases and gestures.  If this reflects what the oral singer sang, then the choice of 

deuterus was the most logical choice, being the only maneria with semitone-to-final 

possibilities.  In comparison, there are very few places in Caritas habundat, cast in 

protus, where the scribes have felt it necessary to soften the b' to enable the semitone to 

cofinal (Bb'-a') ending of phrases and gestures, and there are no places where the e' has 
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been softened to suggest the semitone-to-final ending or avoid the Bb'-e' tritone.6  

Therefore, the choice of protus for Caritas habundat must have seemed unproblematic.  

It is interesting to compare two very similar phrases from the two songs which highlight 

the reasons why the scribes may have chosen deuterus for O virtus Sapientie and protus 

for Caritas habundat, even though both had phrases which began with Hildegard’s 

favored diapente leap.  Phrase G in O virtus Sapientie  proceeds in very similar fashion to 

the beginning of phrase F in Caritas habundat, as shown in table 20 below:  

Table 20: Comparison of phrases in Caritas habundat and O virtus Sapientie 

 

Caritas habundat phrase F 
(beginning) 

O virtus Sapientie phrase G 

d'-a'-g'-a'-d"-c"-b'-a'-g'-a' e'-b'-a'-b'-d"-e"-d"-c"-b'-a'-b' 
 

Both begin with the diapente leap and proceed almost immediately to the upper final via 

the diatessaron leap or with a very slight diversion, which is a typically protus gesture in 

Hildegard’s songs. This might have given the scribes pause for thought in deciding 

whether to cast O virtus Sapientie in deuterus or protus, but the ending of the 

phrase/gesture is the determining factor.  In Caritas habundat the gesture ends b'-a'-g'-a', 

with the tone-to-cofinal relationship prior to the extended ending (no softened b'), 

whereas in O virtus Sapientie the phrase ends c"-b'-a'-b', semitone-to-cofinal 

relationship prior to the extended ending. To have cast O virtus Sapientie in protus would 

have meant constant use of the Bb', as well as use of Eb', something on which the strict 

rules of chant theory frowned.  Casting the song in protus-a might have worked better but 

still there would have been a need for consistent use of Bb'. 

 

Even though deuterus seems to have been the logical choice for a song which so 

consistently seems to prefer the semitone-to-final and cofinal gesture, the scribes have 

found that they needed to call on relationships from other maneriae.  For example, this 

song, much more than Caritas habundat, displays evidence of frameworks other than 

deuterus.  The deuterus framework, e'-b'-e", is strongly present in phrases A, C, and G. 

The protus framework, d'-a'-d", is strongest in phrase B and the earlier part of phrase H. 

The c'-g'-c" framework, also present in the protus songs I have analysed, is also evident 

here, strongest in phrases E and F, as well as the latter part of phrase H.  Jeffreys agrees 

that although “…deuterus is the most common maneria in the repertory…it is also the 

                                                 
6 Softened e' was not an allowed note on the gamut although the scribes have used it in one of 
Hildegard’s melodies, O quam preciosa (Jeffreys 2000, 53).   



 240

maneria in which most of Hildegard’s irregular melodic behaviour is cast” (Jeffreys 

2000, 63).  It would seem that O virtus Sapientie is an example of that behaviour, and this 

would indicate that perhaps the oral version of the melody was more wide-ranging and 

challenging than the neumed version would appear. 

 

Jeffreys notes that “Taking the Ordo virtutum into consideration…most songs cast in the 

most represented maneria, deuterus, begin in a similar way, within a narrow range and 

with steps surrounding the final” (Jeffreys 2000, 75).  In fact, none of the phrases in O 

virtus Sapientie begin in the manner she describes as typical of deuterus.  Phrase A, as 

indicated, begins with the diapente leap; phrase B begins on c"; phrase C moves swiftly 

from cofinal b' to high e"; phrase D winds around the cofinal b', the only phrase that 

might be considered typical of deuterus-b melodies; phrase E starts on the final e' but 

quickly leaps a fourth from d'-g'; phrase F behaves just like phrase E except one note 

lower at its beginning, starting on unusual note d'; phrase G starts with the same diapente 

leap as phrase A.  Phrase H begins winding around  the cofinal b' but moves up to d" 

relatively swiftly and descends over an octave to c'.  The beginnings of phrases are not 

typically deuterus, but could be more said to be in a protus pattern. I have suggested that 

the protus diapente leap was more associated in Hildegard’s sonic landscape with 

triumphant virtue, but in O virtus Sapientie, perhaps it extends to female Divine figures 

such as Sapientia.  Even though the scribes chose deuterus for the reasons I have 

suggested, and attempted to constrain the melody in this maneria, they could not excise 

signs of another modality, and therefore, other affective associations. 

O virtus Sapientie is not as wide ranging as other of Hildegard’s songs, although this may 

be deceptive.  The evidence in songs where two versions are extant, demonstrate that 

melodic ranges were often attenuated for the later MS.  Although the tessitura of O virtus 

Sapientie indicates that it is located in the higher authentic range rather than the lower 

plagal,  the melody exceeds the prescribed authentic range by one note either side.  On 

two occasions in phrases F and H, the melody drops to c', two notes below the final, and 

on one occasion in phrase E it rises to g", two notes above the upper final.  Again, this 

song demonstrates the propensity of Hildegard’s melodies to exceed what might be 

described as the usual range of liturgical and devotional songs, and the willingness of the 

scribes to reflect this in their redactions, although one is tempted to speculate as to 

whether the oral originals might have ranged even more widely.  A wider range would 

certainly reflect the circling through creation of the winged Sapientia, reaching to the 

heights and the depths, everywhere in fact.   
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One aspect of the melodies for Hildegard’s songs which could be reflective of the oral 

composer’s practices, is the creation and release of tension.  One area of tension in O 

virtus Sapientie is the number of times the melody is held at the cofinal b', either at the 

end of a phrase or during a protracted part of the phrase.  For example, table 21 shows the 

these occurrences: 

Table 21: Points of tension associated with the cofinal b' 

 

Phrase: A B C D E F G H 
  c"              
 b'  b' b'  b' b'  b'    b' b'  
e'     e'   e'   e' e'   e' 
          d'      

 

This is in synergy with the higher, authentic tessitura of the melody, as befits the high 

flying activities of Sapientia, whereas the melody in Caritas habundat is somewhat lower 

in tessitura, with two phrases exploring the plagal range for part of their duration, 

symbolizing perhaps the more intimate activities of Caritas.  However, the holding of the 

resolution of the phrase on the higher cofinal on so many occasions suggests a tension in 

this song which is not fully resolved by the correct if arbitrary ending.  This again 

resonates with the winged creature’s circling, on wings that could punish just as often as 

protect. 

 

There is some evidence that, in comparison to Caritas habundat, O virtus Sapientie has 

more regular line lengths and something approaching a rhyme scheme, and this could be 

the result of a late redaction by Hildegard or her scribes and secretaries.  Tables 22 and 23 

graph the comparison between the two texts: 

Table 22: Analysis of the syllables and rhyme scheme of O virtus Sapientie 

 

Text Number of syllables Ending Rhyme 
Scheme  

O virtus Sapientie 8 -i a 
Que circuiens circuisti 9 -i a 
Comprehendendo omnia  8 -a b 
In una via que habet vitam  10 -am c¹  
Tres alas habens 5 -ens c² 
Quarum una in altum volat 9 -at d¹ 
Et altera de terra sudat  8 -at d¹ 
Et tercia undique volat. 9 -at d¹ 
Laus tibi sit, sicut te decet, 9 -et d² 
O Sapientia. 6 -a b 
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Table 23: Analysis of the syllables and rhyme scheme of Caritas habundat 

 

Text Number of 
syllables 

Ending Rhyme 
Scheme 

Caritas 3 -as a 
habundat in omnia, 6 -a b 
de imis excellentissima 9 -a(-issima) b 
super sidera  5 -a(-era) b 
atque amantissima 7 -a(-issima) b 
in omnia, 4 -a(-ia) b 
quia summo regi osculum pacis 11 -is c¹ 
dedit.  2 -it c² 
 

In O virtus Sapientie, of the ten lines in the text, eight have between eight and ten 

syllables, and the remaining two have five and six respectively.7  In Caritas habundat, the 

situation is much more irregular; syllable counts vary from two in the last line to fourteen 

in lines three and four which are combined to form phrase C in the melodic analysis.  

This could explain one reason why the setting of Caritas habundat is so much more 

melismatic than that of O virtus Sapientie, although I suggest that the melismas have 

more to do with conveying the import of the text than such a technical consideration.  

Both songs have something of a rhyme scheme, although neither is regular.  Perhaps that 

of Caritas habundat could be said to be the more graceful with the matching of Caritas’ 

two superlative attributes (excellentissima and amantissima), and the stars with all 

creation (sidera and omnia).  However, the pairing of volat and sudat in O virtus 

Sapientie is also evocative of the winged Wisdom moistening the earth as she flies.  If, as 

Newman speculates, O virtus Sapientie is a late addition to Hildegard’s oral 

compositions, perhaps the Abbess reworked the words to refine the text into a more 

regular schema.  The text of Caritas habundat, by Newman’s calculations, was composed 

in the 1150’s, and perhaps it represents a more free-ranging approach.  Hildegard, in spite 

of her claims about visionary reception of her works, was quite capable of either revising 

them herself or having them revised.8  She may have even consented to “smoothing” of 

her melodic lines. 

                                                 

Cont. 

7 I have used Newman’s setting out of the prose texts in a grammatical arrangement, partly 
indicated by the MSS, partly by that which is inherent in the text itself, and partly by the phrasing 
inherent in the melody (Newman 1998c, 128-3; Jeffreys’ transcriptions). 
8 See Newman 1998c, 68-73 for discussion of the editing that occurred between the compiling of 
what is contained in the miscellany and what appears in D and R and other later fragments.  For 
example, in five of the song texts, “…the first person plural, appropriate to a praying community, 
is replaced by a more neutral third person” (Newman 1998c, 72).  This is the kind of editing that 
Hildegard might have authorised when her songs were to be made available to other monasteries.  
This could also be reflected in the melodic “corrections” when D and R are compared; Hildegard 
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Gestures and Connections 

 

The melody of O virtus Sapientie unmistakably circles in musical metaphor for the work 

of Divine Wisdom.  For example, there is much more conjunct movement in this melody 

than in the melody of Caritas habundat, and this smoother melodic line is especially 

notable in phrase A.  The gesture at the beginning of this phrase is repeated at the end, 

inviting the singer to envision a circular motion even before the activity of the winged 

creature circling the earth is introduced.  This gesture, a diatessaron leap, b'-e", followed 

by a descending scale over a sixth, e"-d"-c"-b'-a'-g', which then rises via tetrachord g'-

a'-b'-c", occurs at either end of the phrase, suggesting that the melodic journey returns to 

its beginning to start again.  Apart from both the mixed maneriae and the circular aspects 

of the melody informing the relationship between the music and the text in O virtus 

Sapientie, there are three other aspects which I suggest show the influence of Hildegard, 

the oral composer, weaving melodies around her texts in a way which affectively conveys 

the meaning and implications of the text.  

 

First, there is a continuation of the circular aspect of the melody after phrase A (see table 

19, appendix F).  Not only are there undulating scalic gestures within phrases like phrase 

A, but overall the progress of the song is also circular in terms of the changes from more 

complex text setting to less so, and return to more complex.  Phrase A begins with a 

succession of scalic gestures; phrase B continues the circling motion although in shorter 

form; phrase C moves in a basically descending fashion without too many twists and 

turns; but phrase D by contrast is very simple, very constrained, very linear.  Phrase E is 

much more complex and moves through the widest range of the song and reaches to the 

highest pitch; phrases F and G are again relatively simple but phrase H, the final phrase, 

returns to the opening succession of scalic gestures.  It is as if the song turns around 

phrase D, much like O rubor sanguinis does with the very simple setting of tu flos es, 

sandwiched between four complex and melismatic phrases.  Similarly, in O virtus 

Sapientie, the three wings are central to the associations in the song; winged wisdom, 

circling everywhere, ever present, loving to those who follow her, but punishing to evil 

doers, Trinitarian in the distinctly separate but mystically unified nature of the undivided 

Divine.   

 

                                                                                                                                      
herself may have considered her  ecstatic and free-ranging songs, that were suitable for her female 
community, needed editing for other arenas. 
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Secondly, there is another change which, I suggest, also shows the influence of the oral 

composer.  In O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, Hildegard writes “…et terra viriditatem sudat… 

and the earth sweats living green”.  The idea of living greenness, dripping moisture, 

vivifying creature and creation, occurs often in Hildegard’s writings, and when the 

singers sang “sudat” they would probably also think “viriditas”.  In O virtus Sapientie, 

phrase F, Hildegard says “…et altera de terra sudat…and the other [the second wing] 

drips sweat [moisture] onto the earth…”.  It is at this point that the melody drops below 

the authentic range, but even more noticeably, lowers a gesture from the previous line in 

a way which certainly draws the singers attention to what is happening in the text.  What 

is happening is that Wisdom’s wing is dipping downwards to moisten the earth; Wisdom 

is bodily present to humanity and intimately involved in their lives and the life of all 

creatures and creation, something Hildegard emphasizes in her imagining of Divine 

activity.  In addition, this line displays an orientation to another maneria not connected to 

the two I suggest are operating in the outer phrases of this melody.  After the “dipping” 

two-note gesture, the melody leaps a fifth c'-g', and follows by ascending and descending 

a tetrardus tetrachord g'-a'-b'-c".  The melody changes from an orientation to deuterus 

and protus, to tritus/tetrardus.  This change is highlighted by the immediate return in 

phrase G to a strong adherence to the deuterus framework, e'-b'-e".  Again, I suggest that 

this change in pitch relationships, allied to the meaning of the text, is a sign of the oral 

composer at work, her melody illuminating the import of the text. 

 

The melody of O virtus Sapientie frequently demonstrates a structural reliance on chains 

of thirds.  These relate to the basic frameworks I have identified, but mostly support the 

descending scalic passages in the latter part of phrases, sung on the singer’s out-breath 

(see the annotated contemporary score in appendix F).  Table 24 graphs the relationship 

between the text, frameworks, orientations to various maneriae, and quartal/tertial 

tensions.   
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Table 24: Mapping quartal/tertial tensions against text and orientation to mixed maneriae 

 

Ph. Text Framework Tertial/quartal 
tensions 

A O Sapientia/Wisdom of such 
excellent virtue 

deuterus e'-b'-e" e'-g-b'   
a'-c"-e" 

B indeed you have circled and… protus d'-f'-a' d'-f'-a'-c" 
C continue to circle the earth, you 

perceive and embrace all things in 
the one path which has life and 
vitality.   
 

deuterus e'-b'-e" a'-c"-e"  
e'-g-b' 

D Three wings you have None – attenuated 
phrase centred on b' 

Some use of third a'-
c" 

E one of them flies high  tritus/tetrardus g'-c"-
g" 

Quartal movement  
a'-c"-e"-g" 

F and the second drips life-giving 
moisture, viriditas, on the earth,  

Some reliance on 
tritus/tetrardus c'-g'-
c" 

Quartal movement  
d'-f'-a' 

G and the third flies everywhere deuterus e'-b'-e" Quartal movement  
a'-c"-e" 

H Praise be to you, as it should be, 
O Sapientia/Wisdom.    

tritus tetrardus 
briefly→ protus 
(deuterus ending) 

g'-b'-d"  
d'-f'-a' 

 

In phrases A, B and C, the thirds, around which the conjunct movement circles, relate 

closely to the maneria most in evidence.  However in phrases E, F and G, where I suggest 

the orientation moves towards tritus/tetrardus, the phrases begin by moving less 

smoothly using quartal leaps as well as gestures contained within quartal pitch spaces.  

These quartal disjunctures give way, later in each phrase, to familiar descending scalic 

passages based on tertial structures.  Finally, in phrase H, there is a return to the type of 

scalic gestures seen in phrase A, built around tertial relationships.   

 

The tension heightens textually and melodically in phrases E, F and G, where the wings 

do the work of the Jealousy of God (Scivias 3:5), reflected in the framework which shifts 

to a tritus/tetrardus orientation for the first time.  In these three phrases, Hildegard 

describes the wings that emanate from the fearsome head in the crenellated wall.  The 

first wing is the one that conquers Lucifer, and interestingly, the melody for the text that 

describes this wing “quarum una in altum volat; the first one flies high”, moves swiftly 

upwards via quartal structures to the highest pitch in the song, exceeding the allowed 

authentic range.  Hildegard writes in her Physica that the first angel had been decorated 

with shining precious stones by God, but the angel let pride in his beauty take sway.  

Finally, God banished him from the Divine presence, and as Lucifer fell to the depths, 

God rescued the precious stones, causing them to fall to the earth for the benefit of 
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humanity (Throop 1998, 138).9  Lucifer aspires to too great a height, as does the melody 

of this phrase, but his fall occasions a gift to humanity, the precious stones that God 

saves, as the melody also descends.  The second wing indicates the Incarnation, Divine 

intervention, planned from the beginning but manifested in what Hildegard refers to as 

the “middle time” (Scivias 3:5:15; Hart 1990, 378).  The melody of the second wing dips 

lowest of all the phrases, as the Living One stoops to drip life-giving fluids so all creation 

can flourish and grow in intimate relationship with Godself.  The third wing presages 

times to come, by flying everywhere, examining all human deeds with righteous and just 

judgment.  The melody here is relatively straightforward, returning to an unambiguous 

deuterus framework from the diversion into tritus/tetrardus territory. 

 

In the case of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, my analysis of the text reveals that, although in 

Hildegard’s vision, Sapientia is a noble and beautiful female (Scivias 3:9), in this song 

she is a fearsome winged creature, more frightening than the Divine personae in the other 

three songs.  Her wings can drip moisture, fecundating the earth, but can also act like 

swords, slicing and incising pride and presumption.  The melody for this song as neumed 

in the Riesencodex does not hint as strongly at the double edged aspect of Sapientia’s 

activities in creation in the same way as do the melodies of the three earlier songs.  The 

melody rests on the final of the chosen maneria.  There is no instance of sustained 

painfully high-pitched passages.  There is less evidence of the use of excessive range.  

Efforts have been made to move by more conjunct melodic motion than in the three 

previous songs, with the exception of some allegiance to Hildegard’s “trademark” rising 

fifth at the beginning of phrases, and some evidence  of other quartal movements.  Of all 

the subjects of the four songs I have chosen, the Virgin, the fiery spirit, Divine Love, and 

Wisdom, one might have expected Wisdom to be more likely to be associated with 

painful melodic gestures, but this is not the case.   

 

Jeffreys considers that the same scribes from St Eucharius in Trier were responsible for 

neuming both the Riesencodex and the Dendermonde and perhaps at least one other MS 

lost c.1880 (Jeffreys 2000, 9).  She contends that the Dendermonde was completed by 

1175 and the Riesencodex fascicles that contain the neumed songs by 1179, so it is 

possible that four years separated the neuming of the two versions of each song.  During 

                                                 
9 This concept of Lucifer falling, but what is precious returning to the Divine presence, is also 
elucidated in Scivias 3:1.  Hildegard sees a great star emerging from the enthroned Living Light, 
followed by many other sparkling lights, but these all spurn the Holy One and follow the great 
star.  This star and its followers fall and are burned into floating cinders, but their brightness 
returns to the One Living Light.  The accompanying illumination is very pertinent. 
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this period of time, the move to work towards Hildegard’s canonisation gained 

momentum, and it was attended by efforts to present her work in the best possible light 

for the ecclesial authorities in Rome who would decide on her worthiness. It would not be 

surprising to find that attempts were made to expunge aberrant gestures from her 

melodies.  I have suggested that another critical factor was the arrival of Guibert to be 

Hildegard’s last secretary from 1177, staying on for a year after her death in 1179 (Silvas 

1998, 89).  Hildegard allowed Guibert more latitude for editing her work than she had 

previous secretaries.  Previously only grammatical corrections met with her approval, but 

for some reason, she was prepared to allow Guibert to clothe her words with “a more 

becoming garment of speech” which would better woo urbane ears used to “some colour 

of eloquence”.10  Clearly Guibert’s own opinion of his editing skills coincided with 

Hildegard’s, so it would not be surprising to find him intruding in the Rupertsberg 

scriptorium, suggesting revisions in text and music which would enhance Hildegard’s 

reputation among those who had had the advantages of formal education.  There is no 

other extant version of O virtus Sapientie to compare with the Riesencodex version, so it 

is difficult to determine if the melody we now have is a later revised version of what 

might once have been revealing of the more frightening and far-reaching dimensions of 

winged Sapientia’s on-going work in creation.  However, the melodies of the first three 

songs, and the relationship between these melodies and the song texts they convey to 

singer and listener, indicate that the melody of O virtus Sapientie in the Riesencodex 

might have gone through a rigorous editing process designed to smooth out too many 

“irregularities”. 

 

The analysis of the four songs I have chosen to examine is now complete and I move on 

to draw conclusions concerning these songs, and concerning the place of Hildegard’s 

songs in the education and spiritual formation of the women who joined her community 

at Rupertsberg.  Hildegard’s theology of music places a depth of importance on the 

relationship between text and melody which has rarely been proposed in spiritual 

practice.  To link the singing of human bodies to the Incarnation of Divinity is to place 

music at the centre of spiritual practices which nourish a sense of the connection between 

creature and Creator.  In my final chapter I draw together the important findings in my 

analyses of the four songs, and indicate where these findings might inform contemporary 

spiritual practices and attitudes, while at the same time acknowledging the context within 

which Hildegard developed her theology. 

                                                 
10 Hildegard’s letter to Guibert concerning his editing of her life of St Martin, Pitra 29.25, quoted 
in Ferrante 1998, 129 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

Transgressive Singing1

 

Hildegard’s four songs are a small sample of her creative output, all contributing, I argue, 

to the education of the women in her monastery in a spiritual path which affirmed their 

vocation, virginity, and gender.  These four songs provide a narrow window into her large 

corpus of works, all of which, I suggest, were part of this educational imperative.   Her 

theological works, for example, expand at length on what she perceived as visions 

originating directly from the Divine, whereas the songs encapsulate these visionary 

communications in condensed poetry, allied with melodies which bear the traces of an 

                                                 
1 I am using “transgressive” here in the sense of going beyond set limits or boundaries prescribed 
by relevant authorities, in this case the regulators of liturgical chant in the twelfth century, those 
male monastics formed as musicians in the training of the quadrivium that they were able to access 
in their monasteries.  This training would have included familiarity with music theory texts, as 
well as knowledge of the neumes.  I am also using “transgressive” in the sense of going beyond 
other boundaries, for example the boundaries set by ecclesiastical authorities concerning the 
dangers for women in unmediated experience of relationship with the Divine.  Hildegard, I 
suggest, was well aware of these dangers, hence the length of time it took for her to publicly reveal 
her visionary communication with the Divine, and the care with which she and her supporters, 
such as the monk Volmar, took to make sure she had received permission from the highest 
authority at the time, Pope Eugenius III.  He authorized her to reveal her visions and certified that 
they were authentically emanating from the true God, not mistakenly from some other supernatural 
force.  Hildegard encouraged the women in her community, in music, drama, art and study of 
theological texts, including her own, to experience mutual  relationship with this Living Light, 
imagined in various personifications and figures.  In some senses this was also transgressive in a 
twelfth century monastic context, when one considers the extent to which Hildegard went to 
construct an educational environment for noble women, aimed at encouraging imitation of the 
virtues who ascended and descended a ladder directly leading to the Divine presence (Scivias 3:8).  
In the twenty-first century, feminist theologians are claiming the right to “God-talk” in their own 
words, using interpretations and images and symbols that they have developed, with the purpose of 
de-centering entrenched patriarchal structures and attitudes.  Scholars such as Elizabeth Johnson, 
Pat Fox, Elaine Wainwright, Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and Teresa Berger, to mention just a 
few, work within these structures, to realign attitudes to allow women’s voices to be heard.  Their 
work has also been, and still is, transgressive, in the sense of going beyond the boundaries 
prescribed by those who claim exclusive rights to unmediated relationship with the Divine.  At the 
same time I acknowledge that “transgressive” categorizing can work to re-inscribe that which is 
being transgressed, ie women’s unmediated relationship with the Divine, as well as women’s 
access to theological education and spiritual leadership.  In order for this re-inscription not to re-
empower existing hierarchical and patriarchal structures and networks, I argue that women’s 
voices need to be heard dissonantly within in these structures and networks, just as Hildegard’s 
was.  I further argue that not only God-talk by women needs to be heard, but also God-song, and 
here Hildegard’s theology of music supports the argument that it is the condensed poetics of the 
text delivered by the specific melody belonging to that text, that so deeply imbues the embodied 
worshipper with the spiritual import of the text.  If this is the case, then it matters who writes, who 
composes, who sings, and who chooses the songs.  This is not to return to essentialist arguments 
about “women’s ways”, but to argue that when one group, males, have overwhelmingly written 
and composed the songs used in Christian worship, then it is appropriate to apply a hermeneutic of 
suspicion and examine what meanings are being so deeply “installed”.   Perhaps there needs to be 
some “realignment”, much as I argue Hildegard realigned attitudes within her community via her 
educational program.  “Transgressive” singing was one of her visionary approaches. 
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oral composer, who understood the affective power of the alliance between word and 

song.  She fashioned this understanding into a unique theology of music which she 

expressed in explicit terms late in her life.  Prompted by a crisis in her monastery, 

Hildegard explicated this theology of music, where she makes parallels between the body 

and the text, and the soul and music.  The singing of devotional songs in the various 

official and unofficial liturgies that were constantly in the repertoire of her monastery at 

Rupertsberg, have the capacity, she declared, to return humans to something like their 

prelapsarian state, and to connect them in a very embodied sense to the immanent Divine.    

In the analysis of the four songs, I initially opened up the Latin texts, finding clues to 

their import in Hildegard’s own works, theological, medical, and hagiographical, her 

correspondence and her illuminations, as well as in works with which she would have 

been familiar.   The four songs illuminate aspects of the Divine, and, in accordance with 

Hildegard’s own theology of music, allow the singers to connect to this Divine through 

their physical singing of the words and melodies.  I have likened Hildegard’s scintillating 

play of Divine images to those seen when looking through a prism.  The Living Light, 

Hildegard’s characterisation of her personal experience of the Divine, is refracted through 

her luminous poetry, revealing multiple facets of Divinity, personified as Divine Love, 

Caritas and Wisdom, Sapientia.  The shadow of this Living Light passes swiftly over 

images and scenes from creation, illuminating one then another as it passes.  Although 

there are separate personifications and anthropomorphisms, all are aspects of one 

Divinity, and she makes this clear in Scivias 2:2:2 when speaking about the meaning of 

the Trinity: “Thus these three persons are one God in the one and perfect divinity of 

majesty, and the unity of their divinity is unbreakable; the Divinity cannot be rent 

asunder…” (Hart 1990, 162). 

Secondly, I have analysed the melodies which deliver the four texts. Hildegard’s musical 

oeuvre is unusual in regards to the size and scope of her recorded songs, seventy-seven in 

all, covering a number of genres and topics.  In addition, her musical drama, the Ordo 

Virtutum, forms an important part of her musical oeuvre.  As yet, there are few known 

examples of medieval compositions designed specifically by women, for women in 

medieval religious life.  The songs at the end of the Speculum Virginum, a contemporary 

twelfth century treatise of spiritual instruction for women provide something of a context 

for Hildegard’s compositions, in spite of the fact that they were composed by a monk, but 

at least they were specifically aimed at the spiritual education of women in the 

monastery.  Jeffreys’ argument, in her introduction to the music of the Speculum 

Virginum, has some relevance to Hildegard’s songs: “The songs illustrate a tendency, 
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defended by Anselm of Havelberg in the mid-twelfth century, for religious communities 

to develop ‘new ways of psalmody’ so as to better express their own liturgical intent” 

(Jeffreys 2001, 137).   Hildegard was not alone in writing new music for liturgical and 

devotional purposes, but thus far, her medieval corpus stands alone in terms of its size 

and range, and the relatively well-preserved state of the two primary MSS.  However, the 

reception history of her melodies has been contested, with recent attempts to discredit or 

minimise her contribution to the melodies preserved in the neumed MSS.   

Hildegard’s authorship has had a troubled history where the songs are concerned.  

Scholars initially assumed that the neumed manuscripts represented texts and melodies 

which Hildegard composed, much in the sense that a twenty-first century composer 

might.  A twenty-first century handwritten score and parts might be relied upon to 

represent in detail what that composer intended. In the same way, assumptions were made 

that once the idiosyncratic neumes accompanying Hildegard’s songs had been 

investigated (and what is surprising is the consistency with which the transcribers of these 

neumes agree, rather than any disagreements about what pitch relationships and note 

groups the scribes intended), it was assumed that the resulting modern notation of her 

melodies represented what she composed.  However, further scholarly investigation 

revealed that Hildegard’s melodies were transcribed by theoretically trained music 

scribes, and so the suggestion was made that her role in the making of the melodies of her 

songs was minimal, and that they were substantially composed by these scribes, with 

some inspiration from the singing of Hildegard’s Schola.   

Today, scholars such as Catherine Jeffreys argue that the situation is more complex than 

either of these positions. It appears that although authorship of Hildegard’s texts is 

strongly attested to, the melodies we have do represent a collaboration between Hildegard 

and her scribes.  However, I make the case that her influence is powerfully present, owing 

to the very few redactions which her melodies have undergone, and to her own sense of 

the importance of preserving her work for posterity.  I would cite here Hildegard’s sense 

of urgency in the task of editing her final theological treatise, the Book of Divine Works.  

In a letter to Ludwig, Abbot of St Eucharius in Trier, in 1173-4, Hildegard laments the 

lack of a secretary after Volmar’s death, and asks that Ludwig arrange for the editing of 

her book: “Now, because the almighty Judge has taken my helper from me, I submit my 

writing to you, humbly asking you to preserve it carefully and correct it diligently.  Then, 

your name will be inscribed in the book of life” (Baird and Ehrmann 1998, 199).  At the 

age of seventy-six, Hildegard was still organising the correction and preservation of her 

works for future generations, as she did, I suggest, with her songs. 
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It is now clear that her songs, in particular the melodies, as preserved, are the joint efforts 

of herself as oral composer and the scribes she engaged to notate them.  My detailed 

analysis of the four melodies considered in this dissertation reveals some significant and 

even startling findings, which in turn cast new light on the texts they deliver to singer and 

listener.  Hildegard and her collaborators and supporters obviously intended her songs to 

be passed on to future generations of those seeking a relationship with the Divine, 

imagined in relationship with creation.  Her songs have been uncovered and are indeed 

publicly sung in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century in transcriptions by 

contemporary musicologists.  There is a tendency to accept these songs as the unified 

output of a single composer in the contemporary sense.  On the other hand, I view the 

phenomenon of these songs as the result of a collaboration between the powerful Abbess 

and the scribes in her scriptorium.  In this dissertation, I have broken apart the melodies 

to reveal their inner frameworks, as well as the gestures which clothe these structures.  

My analysis looks beneath this surface, turning and twisting it to tease out what might be 

attributed to the influence of Hildegard, the oral composer, and to the influence of her 

musically trained scribes.  The wounds inflicted on the melodies by this violent tearing 

away of the flesh from the bones of the inner structures are then healed in the final 

section of each song analysis, the text-music relationships. 

Thirdly, the relationships between the text and those elements of the melodies which can, 

according to my methodology, be more securely attributed to Hildegard as oral composer, 

are explicated.  This is a more contextualised assessment of her musical contribution than 

either attributing the whole surface of the song to her unaided efforts, or denying 

altogether her authorship of what is preserved in the MSS.  The nine hundred year 

distance, apart from other factors such as Hildegard’s own admissions regarding her lack 

of formal education, makes it difficult to comprehensively relate the Latin words in detail 

to the melodies which deliver them.  However, I have found some important associations 

which illuminate Hildegard’s educational purpose and which challenge reception of her 

songs as solely examples of “medieval beauty and serenity”, an escape from the realities 

of contemporary “dissonance”. In this chapter I summarise my findings and signal the 

direction the further research into Hildegard’s musical oeuvre might take.  Finally I 

propose that significant insights are made available from the work of this dissertation 

which can inform the communal practice of worship of the Divine, especially where song 
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forms part of that worship, and especially in regard to the imagining of Divinity in ways 

which can nourish the diversity of all humans, and honour Divine creation.2   

Hildegard “speaks” from inside her twelfth century universe, her convent, and her 

visions.  This dissertation brings sharpened sensitivities to the interests and conventions 

of Hildegard’s world, through not only her own writings, but those, for example, of music 

theorists whose works she may have been acquainted with, but which her scribes almost 

certainly would have studied.3  These contemporary works illuminate her songs, 

sometimes casting shadows through which one can only dimly perceive her influence, 

sometimes highlighting startling facets which, when thrown into relief, prove to be 

unsettling to current musicological and theological understandings.  For example, in her 

melodies there are a number of so-called “errors” or “corruptions”, places where the 

conventions of her day are not strictly followed.  These unexpected occurrences have 

been customarily “edited”, sometimes by enthusiastic twelfth century scribes who 

perhaps desired her music (and their efforts) to be highly regarded by the regulators of 

liturgical music, and by modern performers who assume that Hildegard could not have 

intended such harsh sounds as would result in the singing of exactly what is preserved in 

the MSS.4  On the contrary, this dissertation examines the consequences of taking these 

errors and corruptions at face value.  The result of doing so, is to bring to light a 

suggestive “play” of maneriae, an unsettling presence of tritones, and some surprising 

transgressions of accepted twelfth century musical practices.   

These transgressions are not so startling when Hildegard’s own theology of music is 

taken into account.  Noting that “sometimes a person sighs and groans at the sound of 

singing, remembering…the nature of celestial harmony…”, Hildegard agrees with the 

writer of Psalm 33 (NRSV) that people need to “…confess to the Lord with the harp and 

                                                 
2 Feminist women and men have begun to write songs which image the Divine in ways which 
depart from images of a distant king, warrior and judge (see Teresa Berger Women’s Ways of 
Worship: Gender analysis and Liturgical History, especially chapter 4: “Feminist Liturgies: Re-
inventing Women at Worship” for a comprehensive survey of women writing liturgies including 
songs in the Christian tradition [Berger 1999].  See also two samples of some of the songs for 
feminist worship that I have written with Adele Neal, “ Sophia Wisdom” and “Jesus Sophia” 
published in Women Church: An Australian Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion [Collingridge 
2002b, 19-24] ).  These songs allow women and men to sing about the Living One, using symbolic 
language which includes female imagery.  
3 Hildegard said she “did not know the neumes” but her very acknowledgement of this indicates 
that she was aware that melodies could be written down in the same way as texts could be 
preserved for posterity.  See Holsinger 2001, 122 for a discussion of this argument. 
4 This is not to say that there were no scribal “errors”; some of the so-called “corruptions” may 
well represent carelessness, or attempts to preserve the surface appearance of expensive 
parchment.  However, some of these instances are suggestive of places where the oral composer’s 
intent may have been close to what is recorded. 
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sing a psalm to Him with the ten-stringed psaltery” (Mainz letter; Baird and Ehrmann 

1994, 79).  She goes on to exegete the theological significance of these instruments in 

painful bodily terms; the harp represents the discipline of the body and the psaltery the 

exertions of the spirit.  It is not possible to establish whether Hildegard meant that people 

ought to use actual instruments or whether she is using the concept of the harp and 

psaltery metaphorically, but in either case, she is indicating, in her theology of music, that 

the quest for a nourishing spiritual life is not all beauty and ease.  Holsinger points out in 

connection with this passage, that “Singing…is never simply a human performance of the 

pleasures of devotion” (Holsinger 2001, 134).  In his chapter, “The Musical Somatics of 

Hildegard of Bingen”,  he argues convincingly, using evidence from Hildegard’s songs, 

writings and especially from the illuminations of the Scivias, that “Hildegard relates the 

embodied performance of song to the Christological music of the passion…” (Holsinger 

2001, 134).  An incarnational understanding of Hildegard’s songs encompasses the notion 

that the music would express pain as well as pleasure, an embodied experience as full of 

reminders of the struggle to live the spiritual life, as well as the jouissance5 of mutual 

relationship with the Divine.   

The four songs analysed in this dissertation provide insight into some of the images of the 

Divine to be found in Hildegard’s oeuvre.  These images have attracted considerable 

scholarly work in the past, but in this dissertation I show how the melodies are an integral 

part of the expression of these images.  Kristeva’s notion of the symbolic as the overt 

words, ideas, symbols, and images and the semiotic as the covert non-verbal underlying 

inflections of these images, in this case specifically the music which delivers them, is a 

useful tool with which to think about Hildegard’s theology of music.  It is the music 

which brings the images out of the aesthetic realm and into the body, to be affectively 

experienced by the singers, primarily the noble women in her convent.  Examination of 

Hildegard’s images of the Divine shows that she is not reticent in imagining the Divine as 

female, or as present in the creatures, the cosmos, and even inanimate parts of creation 

such as the rocks and stones.  Hildegard recuperates “woman” in the form of Eve,6 and 

exalts “woman” in the form of the Virgin to a central position in the hierarchy of heaven, 

and the women in her convent are invited in song to imagine themselves in relationship 

with these female manifestations of Divine presence.  In addition, Hildegard draws on 
                                                 
5 I am using the term “jouissance” here in Barthes’ sense of the joy associated with the text, the 
words and the music in this case, which is so intense that it disturbs the subject’s boundaries, 
transgressing the stable representations and assumptions to which the subject might have been 
accustomed (Barthes 2000, 85). 
6 Eve, in Hildegard’s works, is more than human.  In Scivias 1:2. Hildegard sees in a vision that 
Eve is a bright cloud containing many stars, “bearing in her body the whole multitude of the 
human race, shining with God’s preordination” (Hart 1990, 77).  
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natural phenomena, things the women would find familiar, the wind, the mountains, and 

the creatures to express the immanent presence of Divinity in their secluded lives.  She 

also draws on the female human body, the womb, and birth in imaging the Divine, to 

assure the women that they too are made in the image of God.    

The four songs are part of Hildegard’s widely-ranging, life-long program to form the 

attitudes of the women in her care, their attitudes to their sexuality, virginity, spirituality, 

life and death, and to the Church in Europe in the twelfth century.  On the one hand, 

Hildegard’s program is orthodox (she did not support women’s ordination to the 

priesthood, or same-sex relationships), but it is also subtly innovative (her drive to 

institute a multi-faceted and intellectually challenging educational program for women, 

using musical and dramatic resources, developed for that purpose).  Although Hildegard 

writes that females are weak, and must submit to male authority, she herself did not live 

out her life in a submissive manner, nor did she display weakness of either body or mind.  

She challenged authority, criticised male leadership, both ecclesial and secular, and 

displayed strength of body and mind in overcoming illness and in transferring her female 

community to a new and independent convent.  For all her outward observances of the 

gendered roles of female monastics in the twelfth century, nevertheless Hildegard, as 

evidenced in the four songs analysed in this dissertation, encouraged her female 

community to individually and corporeally consider themselves as being imago dei.   

The four songs analysed in this dissertation represent two pairs of songs: two in the style 

of sequences, two styled antiphons.  The melodies of the two sequence-like songs are 

both cast in protus-a, which gives an opportunity to compare what would be expected to 

be two very similar songs.  However, as my analysis shows, there are significant melodic 

differences that are related to the different subjects, the Virgin and the Paraclete.  The two 

antiphons are in different maneriae, protus-d and deuterus-e, and yet there are 

unexpected similarities in the melodies of these two songs.  They address discrete but 

related female images of the Divine, Caritas and Sapientia, so it is not surprising that 

there are similarities.  These are important considerations, given the significance 

attributed to the melodies in the light of Hildegard’s theology of music. 

In this dissertation I have developed a methodology to tease out the intersection of what I 

have called Hildegard’s oral composing, and the transcriptions of the musically trained 

scribes from St Eucharius, whom she invited to Rupertsberg to help her notate the 

melodies of her songs, presumably for use in her convent and other establishments, as 

well as to record her songs for posterity, in the same way as she had her visions and their 

exegesis recorded.  My methodology resists the reduction of Hildegard’s influence, as 
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well as the conflation of the scribes’ role in the composing of her melodies. I also resist 

the notion that what we see in the neumed MSS, particularly the earlier one known as the 

Dendermonde, are “corruptions”.  Jeffreys is expert in reading Hildegard’s neumes and 

her work is foundational to this dissertation in that it is her modern transcriptions that I 

rely on, in close association with critical editions of the original manuscripts.  It is her 

work which has, in part, lead scholars in the direction of understanding Hildegard’s 

melodies as a collaboration between the herself and the St Eucharius scribes.  However, I 

approach the melodies and the text-music relationships from a different perspective.  

Jeffreys considers Hildegard’s songs as the rhetorical outpourings of a prophetic 

sensibility, and the melodies as “corruptions of oral compositions” (Jeffreys 2000, 256).  

On the other hand, I argue that looking more incisively at these so-called “corruptions” 

reveals what could be seen as transgressive melodic moments, which resonate with the 

import of the associated text.  Given Hildegard’s theology of music and the importance 

she placed on the relationship between melody and words, as well as between singing and 

a relationship with the Divine, it is certainly worth paying close attention to the melodic 

elements. 

In some respects, the formality of the analysis to which I have subjected the melodies of 

these four songs, has been regarded as a somewhat suspect enterprise by adherents of 

what has been called the “new musicology”, associated by Leo Treitler with other “new” 

disciplinary categories such as “new historicism” (Treitler 1999, 356).  Reacting against 

the dominant musical discourse of the twentieth century, that of formal analysis of what 

have been treated as autonomous art works, largely severed from their cultural context, 

the proponents of the “new” as well as “feminist” and “queer” musicology argue for the 

contextualising of musical analyses.  In addition, and most importantly, they argue for the 

affective and culturally significant dimensions of music. Most recently, Renée Cox has 

revived the earlier work of Leonard B Meyer who proposed that his theory of Emotion 

and Meaning in Music (EMM) could explain the affective dimension of music.  His 

theory accounts for this affective dimension by proposing that “…meaning or affect 

results when musical expectations or tendencies are musically inhibited or subsequently 

resolved” (Cox 2001, 1). 

 

This interesting proposition nevertheless depends on context; one person’s musical 

expectations might be quite different to another’s, even in the same cultural 

circumstances, let alone in different eras.   Meyers’ context (and Cox’s) is tonal music, 

where the expectations embedded in the delayed resolution of the dominant to the tonic is 

the arena for the inhibiting tendencies, which bring about the emotional or affective 
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response.  Hildegard’s context is her visions, the embodied, but at the same time detached 

state, in which she received her mystical communications from the Living Light, and 

however these are viewed, what she uttered as text with melody was, for her, directly 

from the Divine.  Her more practical context involves, where the melodies are concerned, 

her formation as a musician in her experiences as Jutta’s student, and as a member of the 

Benedictine community at Disibodenberg in the twelfth century.  Her theological 

explanation of the affective dimension of music involves her beliefs about singing as an 

incarnational activity.  Nevertheless, it is reasonable to assume that she was experientially 

aware, if not as well as theoretically, that there were expectations embedded in the 

melodies with which she was familiar, and that she transgressed these expectations, or in 

Meyer’s terms, inhibited these expectations in a way which produced an emotional or 

affective response.  

 

Musicologist Susan McClary, and subsequent scholars inspired in part by her work or by 

the reactions to it, posit that in music, nothing less is a stake than the foundations of the 

social order.7  At one level, Hildegard’s visionary reception of her text and melodies has 

to be taken seriously.  I suggest that she experienced her oral composing as Divinely 

inspired, but there is evidence that this did not prevent her from reworking and editing her 

material.  At the end of her life, as I have pointed out, she even allowed her final 

secretary, Guibert, to edit her work more comprehensively and independently.  At the 

same time as she experienced composing as Divinely inspired, she also embraced a 

conscious purpose, that of educating the women in her convent, and her songs are part of 

that program.  As such, she believed that they had an influence on the women who sang, 

acted out, and listened to these songs.  It would be difficult to argue that Hildegard hoped 

to change the social order of her day, given her love of the Church and her defense of 

orthodox attitudes, but one could argue that she hoped to realign it a little, in attitudes to 

women, to health, to spirituality, to virginity, and to the Divine.  To attempt show where 

this is happening directly in the music is to ascribe a political agenda to her music which 

would be difficult to substantiate.  Yet her music definitely falls into a category which 

might be termed “purposeful”, rather than that of aesthetic art music for its own sake.  

There may never have been an audience for her music, in the modern sense, only 

participants.8  However, my analysis of the melodies, allied to my analysis of the texts 

                                                 

Cont. 

7 See Leo Treitler’s chapter in Cook’s Rethinking Music, 1999, 366-7, where he is contextualising 
McClary’s work as “…one of the most radical ventures in the historical interpretation of music to 
appear in recent years”. 
8 Even occasional visiting clerics might have taken part in Hildegard’s musical devotions.  Fassler 
suggests that male visiting church dignitaries might have sung the part of the patriarchs and 
prophets who open her dramatic play, the Ordo Virtutum, but who then do not participate until the 
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and the relationship between the text and the music, does reveal some significant findings 

and propose some provocative conclusions.   

 

McClary is also very critical of formal analysis, and I agree that severing music from its 

context is a violent and death-dealing act.  I also agree that to then analyse the elements 

of the music, pitch, duration, mode, melodic shape, structure and so on as independent 

artifacts devoid of any cultural and affective content is to construct a discourse which 

conceals rather than reveals.  McClary puts the problem succinctly: 

 

From the time of the ancient Greeks, music theory has hovered indecisively 

between defining music as belonging with the sciences and mathematics or with 

the arts.  Its use in communal rituals and its affective qualities would seem to 

place it among the products of human culture, yet the ability of mathematicians to 

account for at least some of its raw materials (tones, intervals, etc.) has 

encouraged theorists repeatedly to ignore or even deny the social foundations of 

music (McClary 1985, 150). 

 

I agree that those who look at music through a mathematical lens are creating an ideology 

which, as McClary’s says, “preserves its mystery” to be accessible only to those ordained 

into the “priesthood” of formal analysts (McClary 1985, 150).  However to eschew 

formal analysis is to be confined to using the tools of textual analysis to describe an 

abstract idiom which has little to do with spoken language, and yet, like language, bears 

cultural meaning.  In this dissertation, I have used the tools of formal analysis but have 

considered where the idiom of Hildegard’s musical gestures bears cultural meaning 

within her twelfth century world.  My formal analysis reveals the discontinuities in 

Hildegard’s text-melodies and attaches cultural and social significance to them, as well as 

to the characteristic gestures that I have shown can be attributed to Hildegard as oral 

composer of her melodies, in intimate relationship with her texts. 

There are three primary areas where my analysis reveals certain transgressions of what 

has been accepted as common twelfth century practice in chant composition.  I have 

characterized these areas as first, the so-called “errors” or “corruptions”.  These “errors” 

and “corruptions” have been regarded as effects of scribal carelessness or initial rough 

                                                                                                                                      
final song and procession.  They may have then listened to the battle of the Virtues and Anima, but 
from the perspective of participants not passive audience (Fassler 2002, “The Theological 
Significance of the Virtues in the Ordo Virtutum”, paper given at the 37th International Congress 
on Medieval Studies, 2-5 May, Kalamazoo). 
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drafts.  For example, Szövérffy described Hildegard’s musical oeuvre as  “her strange 

songs set to music …often thought to be first drafts” (Szövérffy 1985, 86).  The 

implication of “first draft” is that there might well be transgressions which, on later 

thought, the composer would smooth away.  However, Hildegard’s songs had already 

been subjected to the “smoothing” process, having been in the oral repertory of the 

convent, in some cases, for many years.  At the point at which she arranged for their 

transcription, it is reasonable to assume that what was available were versions that had 

already been tested and accepted as intentional.  Therefore, I suggest that close analysis, 

according to a methodology which teases out the strands of the collaboration between 

Hildegard and her scribes, reveals elements of the music which transgress certain 

accepted rules and boundaries, and that these transgressions might be close to what 

Hildegard, the oral composer, intended, especially when examined in conjunction with 

her texts.  Secondly, I gather together interesting transgressions in the area of  freedoms 

and constraints, and thirdly, I consider the gestures and connections in the four songs that 

form the subject of analysis in this dissertation. 

Baird and Ehrmann, in the introduction to their 1994 translation of Hildegard’s letters 

describe what they imagine the scene at Rupertsberg must have been like, the procession 

down the chapel aisle, the virgins dressed in the rich attire that so incensed Tengswich.  

They describe an “awe-inspiring sight, a truly lovely and captivating scene…all graceful 

beauty, loveliness and melody…like a vision of paradise” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 3).  

A close analysis of Hildegard’s songs does not support this vision of unrelieved 

loveliness.  It seems that, although Hildegard devised colourful costumes for her play, 

and permitted the nuns to dress in worldly finery in the honour of their “bridegroom”, the 

Lamb, she was well-acquainted with the pain and agony of the spiritual life with its 

battles that opposed worldly considerations.  The transgressive singing of her community, 

as reflected in the neumed MSS, is expressive of a more widely varied experience of the 

Divine presence, and of the disciplined but ultimately nourishing spiritual life.  I suggest 

that in the nuances of Hildegard’s spiritual educational program that there is an 

understanding of the complexity of human relationship to God.  She does not avoid the 

difficult questions such as the presence of evil, the battle between virtue and vice, and the 

hard work involved in maintaining unity in her monastic community.  In the context of 

the twelfth century, Hildegard does not advocate equality between the genders, but she 

does advocate independence for those women who choose the virginal life of the convent, 

the right to education, as well as the right to see themselves as being imago dei.  The 

spiritual life that Hildegard constructed at Rupertsberg was not without its dangers.  I 

would cite Mistress Tengswich’ critical letter and the interdict laid on Hildegard and her 
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community at the end of her life, as well as the risk she took in petitioning the highest 

authorities about Richardis’ defection.  Life at Rupertsberg was not unrelieved loveliness 

by any stretch of the imagination, and its exigencies disturbed Hildegard’s health, often 

violently as witnessed in what contemporary scholars suggest were her migraines.9

Music might have helped alleviate Hildegard’s illnesses, and this can be seen in her 

medical work on a taxonomy of human sexuality.  Hildegard expresses a highly nuanced 

view of human sexuality in her medical work, known as the Cause et Cure.  She 

categorises males and females under four headings: virile or choleric, sanguine, 

melancholic and phlegmatic.    Hildegard’s views of human sexuality and human purpose 

are full of interesting distinctions even though they lie within orthodox Christian twelfth 

century views of gendered inequality.  These distinctions demonstrate an understanding 

of the complexity of human sexuality, relationships, and aspirations, and of the pain as 

well as the pleasure of being embodied.   

One of the most interesting categories of human temperament and sexuality is the one 

Hildegard labels as “melancholic”.  Berger discusses this in her interpretive essay at the 

end of her translation of the Cause et Cura.  She links the original human’s postlapsarian 

condition with the disease of melancholia, or the presence of excessive amounts of “black 

bile”. 

After the loss of Paradise, Hildegard the theologian claims, Adam “was made 

similar to the earth” …  Black Bile was considered the earthy humour; according 

to the tradition both the earth and black bile share the qualities cold-and-dry.  

Consequently, Adam’s imperfection can be defined in terms of these very 

qualities and melacholia denotes a general sinful condition marking humankind 

(M. Berger 1999, 136). 

To Hildegard it also denoted a medical condition, somewhat like modern depression.  

Hildegard’s own descriptions of her life-long painful illnesses suggests that she may have 

recognised herself as suffering from melancholia.  Berger goes on to make an interesting 

argument, that music is the antidote to melancholia.  “Adam’s postlapsarian melancholia 

is characterized by the absence of music, angelic song and melodic voice” (M. Berger 

1999, 137).  If Hildegard saw herself as struggling with melancholia, and melancholia as 

both a disease and a spiritually bereft state, and if she saw music as the antidote to both, 

then it is not surprising that she gave singing such a vital place in the development of a 

                                                 
9 See Flanagan 1998b, 185-204 for a discussion of Hildegard’s illnesses.  
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spiritually nourishing community.  I argue then that the antidote to melancholia is not 

only the singing of “beautifully balanced” melodies, but the singing of melodies which 

encompass the full range of human response to the Divine presence, from pleasure to 

pain. 

The overview of my research into Hildegard’s four songs demonstrates the multi-layered 

and multifaceted relationships between her educational purpose, her theology of music, 

and her imagining of the Divine.  My microcosmic dissection of the melodies to reveal 

their most intimate characteristics, and the relationship of these minutiae to each phrase 

of the dense poetic Latin texts, reveals a depth of complex interwoven relationships.  

These relationships mirror the macrocosmically broad relationships between her 

theological understanding of the importance of music to the nourishing spiritual life, and 

the body of works, including seventy-three other songs, that express her visionary 

understanding of the nature of God, and the Living One’s relationship to all creation and 

all creatures.  My research elucidates the way in which the singing of Hildegard’s songs 

furthered the education of the women in her community, and helped them to imagine a 

Divinity that desired their spiritual growth, as well as their praise and lament.  In addition, 

I have demonstrated that Hildegard considered that singing of the appropriate songs, hers 

for example, returned humans to a relationship to the Divine, and in fact incarnated this 

Divine in their bodies, drawing in the sacred breath and expelling it in manifestation of 

embodied Divinity. 

Feminist theologians have consistently turned to the concept of embodiment to counter 

sexist, racist and patriarchal notions of the Divine as being more involved with the lives 

of certain groups, such as white Western males.  For example, Sallie McFague names 

Cartesian ideology and Platonism, along with contemporary deconstruction, as 

encouraging a disdain for the “mundanity of embodiment” (McFague 1993, 48), and a 

reification of disembodied notions of rationality.  This disregard for the body has enabled 

theologies which privilege certain groups above others, whereas a regard for the body and 

embodiment leads to a theology which must include rather than exclude.  McFague 

argues that starting with the mundanity of the body to think about truth and meaning 

leads to a  

“…perspective [which] would support…a view of meaning and truth that takes 

seriously the diversity of embodied sites from which from which human beings 

make such claims: the sites that take into account race, class, gender, sexual 

orientation handicapping situations, and so on (McFague 1993, 48). 
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Starting with the body and embodiment potentially leads to the notion that not only do 

human bodies matter, but the bodies of other creatures, the body of the earth, and all the 

created universe also matter.  Hildegard shows us an example of a theologian who 

thought deeply about the body, and privileged embodiment in her theology of music.  

Thinking about this inclusive mutual right relationship with all creation through the 

commonality of the body leads to a deeply inclusive theology, one which is not repulsed 

by the “messiness” of embodiment, one which is able to encompass pain and struggle as 

part of the spiritual life, as well as pleasure and beauty.   

McFague notes that starting with the body can cloak “the real embodied differences 

among women” (McFague 1993, 52, author’s italics), and feminist scholars such a Rosi 

Braidotti have reminded us that the category “woman” needs to be dismantled.  “The 

female subject of feminism is constructed across a multiplicity of discourses, positions, 

and meanings, which are often in conflict with one another” (Braidotti 1994, 105).  She 

claims that “the signifier woman is no longer sufficient as the foundational stone of the 

feminist project” (Braidotti 1994, 105).  There are indeed problems with the signifier 

“woman” when one looks at sexual orientation and transsexual and transgender 

orientations.  However, I argue that the category “woman” is still useful to feminist 

analysis, especially when making embodiment the starting point for theologising about 

the relationship between the Divine and all creation.  Thus far, all humans, of whatever 

race, class, or sexual orientation are born from the female womb, where they are 

nourished from conception.10  Instead of erasing the differences between human persons, 

this unites them in at least one aspect, which is partly the point of Song’s theology of the 

womb (Song 1979).  I have acknowledged the dangers of this privileging of a womb 

metaphor for the Divine, and I suggest that, like all metaphors, it has limitations, and can 

work to exclude those women who do not birth.  I acknowledge that the term “woman” 

also has limitations, but while the forces of patriarchy are still operating in the world to 

exclude women in all their diversity, then I claim “woman” in this dissertation as a useful 

category for my analysis and discussion, one which assists in building a bridge between 

Hildegard’s twelfth century context and a contemporary one. 

Sallie McFague reminds us of the critical importance of metaphor as a meaning-making 

strategy.  She suggests that “what a metaphor expresses cannot be said directly or apart 

from it, for if it would be, one would have said it directly” (McFague 1987, 33).  
                                                 
10 Elizabeth Johnson says of what she calls “utter inclusivity”: “..by promoting the full humanity 
of the diversity of women [this approach] enhances the Christian gospel’s hope for the well-being 
of the whole human community and the earth, insofar as women exist in and profoundly sustain 
whole living networks of relationships” (Johnson 2003, 19). 
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Hildegard’s images of the Divine “say” things about the Divine to her female community.  

They are metaphorical in that, alone, they do not tell the whole story of the nature of the 

Divine, but together they build a multi-faceted kaleidoscope of images and associated 

ideas, feelings, and qualities which contribute to the narrative.  I have employed the 

metaphor of a prism, one entity, but refracting light to from endlessly varying images of 

the scenes viewed through it faces, to model this kaleidoscopic play of images.  

Hildegard’s images tell of a Divine who is like a birthing woman, continuously bringing 

to life the created universe.  They tell of the Spirit, known by her deeds: healing broken 

bodies, unifying communities, teaching, and always present in the breath that is essential 

to life.  The Divine is like a beautiful maiden who continuously offers her love to those 

who need her, or a powerful woman who rescues humans in the net of her womb and re-

births them, renewed and regenerated by her teaching.  The Living One is like a winged 

creature which circles the earth, offering life-giving moisture to parched creation, 

penetrating the heights and depths, present to all living things.  Other fearsome images, 

like the Trinitarian pillar with the fierce cutting edges, remind Hildegard’s community 

that living the virtuous life is not a “soft option”.   

The significance of Hildegard’s images lies not so much in their outright originality, but 

in their proliferation throughout her oeuvre, and the purpose to which she put them, the 

comprehensive and on-going spiritual education of her community of women.  These 

women were thus encouraged to see themselves as being imago Dei, but this needs to be 

contextualised within Hildegard’s milieu; not all women were to be thus encouraged, 

only noble women who chose the virginal life in the monastery.  While acknowledging 

that Hildegard’s classist stance is inappropriate for twenty-first century communities, 

there are aspects of her ideas that can inform contemporary feminist theological work.  

Female images of the Divine have the potential to transgress and re-align what are still 

entrenched patriarchal Christian images such as the concept of the masculine Trinity, and 

the image of the male Father-God.  The importance Hildegard placed on the spiritual 

education of women, and the insistence that, for this education to take place, women 

needed their own independent community, apart from a male institution, still has the 

capacity to offend those in power in the Church, still predominantly male.  Most of all, 

however, I suggest that it is Hildegard’s theology of music which has the most import for 

Christian communities today.   

The words of many liturgical songs, I propose, are in need of re-aligning to include rather 

than exclude, to image the Divine in ways which are nourishing to women and all who 

are not within patriarchal privilege.  Feminist work has alerted communities to the 
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exclusion of women, but, by extension, this work has alerted communities to the 

exclusion experienced by people of colour, by the disabled, by those lacking literacy, by 

non-English speaking peoples, and by lesbian, gay and transgendered people.  Not only 

do the words need re-aligning but also the melodies.  Hildegard insists that it is the 

melodies which impress the meaning deep into embodied flesh and consciousness.  If this 

is the case, then the melodies matter, as well as the text-melody relationships.  It is not the 

work of this dissertation to suggest which song texts and melodies might satisfy a 

contemporary feminist desire for liturgical songs which nourish and educate women, but 

Hildegard’s theology of music suggests that this is a critical enterprise to be undertaken, 

as she did in her twelfth century context.  The analysis I have undertaken in this 

dissertation suggests that these songs, in text and melody, and in the cultural context of 

the community in which they might be sung, should reflect all aspects of a spiritually 

nourishing life, lived in mutual right relationships with the Divine, encompassing both the 

pleasure and the pain, the joy and the sorrow, and praise and lament. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

“But God is plenitude, and that which is in God is God” (Hildegard 1098-1179) 

 

In 1148-9, Odo, the master of the University of Paris, writes to Hildegard concerning a 

theological question that was troubling him.  He wants Hildegard to tell him whether 

God is both paternity and Divinity, the question that caused Gilbert, then the Bishop of 

Poitiers, to be asked by the church’s Council of Rheims to explain why his position on 

the matter was not heretical.  Hildegard answers Odo that God is both paternity and 

Divinity (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 112), both human and Divine, both transcendent 

and immanent, incarnate through all time in creation.  She goes on to say that God is 

complete and whole, has no beginning in time, and cannot be divided by a word as a 

human can.  However, humans find the completeness of the Divine impossible to 

comprehend, and therefore must discover the Divine through names “…for reason 

itself, by its very nature, is full of names” (Baird and Ehrmann 1994, 112).  God is one 

unity but human comprehension finds this too difficult and so must understand the 

Divine through a plenitude of names and images.   

 

Hildegard’s educational purpose at Rupertsberg was to bring her community of women 

to an understanding of the Divine presence that was both accessible to rationality but 

more importantly, I suggest, sensuality.  The four songs I have analysed in this 

dissertation demonstrate, in highly charged, condensed form, Hildegard’s naming of the 

Divine in different ways, as female personifications, as creatures, and as natural 

phenomena.  The Living Light, for Hildegard, is both mysteriously transcendent, one 

unity, but also sensuously immanent in the world around and within her community.  

This understanding forms the basis of her theology of music. 

 

It is music that brings the human body and spirit into the Divine presence.  It is the 

bridge that connects human understanding to Divine completeness, the one medium that 

opens a window back to a prelapsarian state of oneness with God.  In this dissertation, I 

have analysed four of Hildegard’s songs in order to discern ways in which this might 

occur.  Hildegard makes it clear that words alone cannot bring a human person to a deep 

understanding of the Divine, only words conveyed by melody can do that.  The melody 

is the viriditas, the life-giving moist greenness without which words are dry leaves 

rustling in the breeze.   
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I have used a formal analytical methodology to break apart the melodies so as to form 

an understanding of exactly how the melody might be achieving this deeply significant 

purpose.  Scholars such as Attali have argued that the difference between music and 

noise is that music consists of deliberately organised sound events (Attali 1985, 6).1   

Noise is disordered, whereas music is ordered and therefore subversive in the sense that 

human hands have ordered it, and thus context becomes critical.  He suggests that 

“Everywhere codes analyse, mark, restrain, train, repress, and channel the primitive 

sounds of language, of the body, of tools of objects, of the relation to self and others” 

(Attali 1985, 6).  The same could be said of the sounds of music.  Hildegard’s melodies 

were composed in particular cultural circumstances and one could say her “codes” are 

the various melodic gestures I have described in depth in my analysis.  I argue that she 

has used the familiar “codes” of the music of her milieu, twelfth century monastic 

liturgical worship, but also that she has introduced disorder, transgressions of these 

codes, and that these mark the aspects of her melodies which are important to her 

educational purpose.  Her purpose, I have suggested, is the validation of the vocation, 

virginity, gender, and humanity of the women in her community.  Not all women, I 

have acknowledged, only those with the family background and resources to be worthy 

of entry to Rupertsberg.  Hildegard, visionary thought she might be, was entrenched in 

her own time and place, and her project was not the raising up of the condition of all 

women.  Nevertheless, I claim that she did work to shift attitudes to herself and her 

community in her day, specifically the attitude to women as being imago Dei, and 

therefore capable of the highest level of spiritual endeavour. 

 

Hildegard’s songs, I have suggested, fall into the category of purposeful music, music 

which is not primarily for entertainment but to fulfil a role in her educational and 

spiritual goals for her community.  Like Attali, I argue that “All music, any organization 

of sounds is then a tool for the creation or consolidation of a community, of a totality” 

(Attali 1985, 6).  I suggest in this dissertation that Hildegard’s songs, more than any 

other aspect of her output, were her primary “tool” for the creation of her women’s 

community.  This is no more evident than in her letter to the prelates in Mainz, where 

                                                 
1 One could think of birdsong as music; Australian butcher birds sing very recognisable (in 
Western diatonic terms) intervals and melodic gestures.  However, their “music” is prompted by 
their territorial and mating instincts, and is therefore “noise” in the sense that it is not organised 
by rational choice.  On the other hand, some electronic music could be said to be “noise” in the 
sense that it sounds more haphazard than the birdsong, but one has to consider the element of 
deliberate organisational choices made by human agency, and for what reason these choices 
were made.  Even in the case of “analogue” music, where sounds are computer generated and 
randomly chosen by the machine, human agency has built the machine and deliberately 
programmed it, and the fact that a human has given over control of a soundscape to a machine is, 
in itself, a socially charged decision. 
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she brings out her most cogent arguments, and most passionate defence, to effect a 

change in the interdict which prevented singing in the community’s worship.  It is as if 

community would dissipate without the singing of the words that speak of the nature of 

Divinity and Divine involvement in human life.  Therefore, I have paid as close 

attention to the analysis of the melodies as the texts in this dissertation.   

 

However, Hildegard also makes it clear as early as the Scivias, completed in 1151, that 

it is as impossible to separate the words and the melodies as it is to separate the human 

body and the spirit.  This central analogy implies that melodies belong with specific 

texts, and should not be severed from them, therefore I have also paid close attention to 

the relationship between the texts and their melodies.  This has been difficult given that 

the neumed MSS represent a collaboration between Hildegard and her scribes, but my 

methodology has teased out some areas where the influence of the visionary oral 

composer can be discerned.  Often these areas prove to be transgressive moments where 

the music reminds the singers of the difficulties, the pain, the challenges, and the 

dangers of the pursuit of the spiritually nourishing life, as well as the sensual pleasures 

and erotic rhapsody of a devotion to the immanent Divine.  It is clear that Hildegard 

envisioned her Living Light as multi-faceted, like radiance refracted through a prism, 

the rainbow colours swirling and shifting.  In this radiance, figures appear, female, 

male, human and creatural, encouraging her and through her, the community of women, 

into mutual relationship with their Divine presence. 

 

This dissertation has addressed a very small section of Hildegard’s oeuvre, and there is 

more work to be done in taking a gender-attentive lens to other sections of her 

remarkable body of work.  Hildegard powerfully carved out a niche for herself and her 

community in twelfth century Germany, and her long life combined with her drive to 

record her work for posterity, leave us in the fortunate position of having a richness of 

resources to consult.  An important contribution to twenty-first century feminist 

theological endeavour is Hildegard’s theology of music.   Words set to music acquire a 

power which often goes unrecognised, a power to suggest and to form attitudes in a way 

so subtle that it goes unnoticed.  Hildegard’s theology of music brings this powerful 

connection between the words and the melodies to the light, and composers of feminist 

and inclusive songs for worship are able to utilise this rationale as a framework within 

which they can contribute to the feminist theological project, that of re-imaging the 

Divine to include not exclude women.   
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Hildegard’s words and melodies bear the “codes” of an era so far removed from our 

own that they are heard as exotic to those not versed in twelfth century liturgical chant, 

and to those who are, they seem transgressive.  It is difficult for liturgists today to use 

her songs in the way in which I argue she intended them to be used, as a critical facet of 

her educational program to enable women to see themselves as being imago dei, to see 

Divine presence in all creation, and to experience unmediated and embodied connection 

to the Divine in liturgical settings.2  However, Hildegard’s theoretical framework, her 

theology of music, is the bones over which the flesh of new songs can be draped.  It is 

not enough, as Hildegard indirectly but distinctly indicates, to use existing melodies for 

new words; the connection between words and music is necessarily too intimate to use 

melodies which might carry unwanted associations.  Her oral compositional practices 

suggest that the choices one makes between familiar intervals and gestures, and 

unfamiliar or transgressive ones, are critical to the deep and embodied understanding of 

the meaning of the text.  Hildegard’s array of images of the Divine, female, creatural, 

and embodied are a rich lode for those who are seeking multiple images of the Divine to 

touch the deep feminist, ecological and liberative yearnings of many hearts and spirits.  

New songs are needed to express these yearnings and to bring about changes in the 

human heart, the human condition and to re-connect humans with Divine presence.   

                                                 
2 I have attempted to do this with one of Hildegard’s antiphons by writing words which express 
what Hildegard has said in Latin, set to a melody in a modern idiom but which is in some way 
related to Hildegard’s melody (Caritas habundat/Divine Love).   In the liturgy where this song 
was used, Hildegard’s original chant was sung by two cantors, and the new song by the 
congregation.   
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NOTE 
 
 
 
The six Appendices in this volume of the thesis consist of annotated 
photocopies of music, and some also include diagrammatic tables 
conveying the same information in a different form. 
 
The following pages containing music have been omitted from the 
electronic version of the thesis: 
 
 p.   2-19   (all of Appendix A) 
 p. 20-24   (all of Appendix B) 
 p. 37-43   (part of Appendix C) 
 p. 60-67   (part of Appendix D) 
 p. 75-76   (part of Appendix E) 
 p. 86         (part of Appendix F). 
 
 
The diagrammatic tables in Appendices C,D,E and F have been retained 
in the electronic version. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A:  
 
Appended are Catherine Jeffreys’ transcriptions of the four songs: O virga ac diadema, O 

ignis Spiritus Paracliti, Caritas habundat, and O virtus Sapientie, taken from the so-

called Dendermonde MSS and from the MSS commonly called the Riesencodex.  I have 

consulted these two manuscripts in facsimile as listed below.  However, Jeffreys has 

viewed and worked from the original MSS, sources also listed below.  I extend my 

grateful thanks to Dr Jeffreys for her permission to use her transcriptions. 

Facsimiles: 
 
Welker, Lorenz. ed. 1998. Lieder. Faksimile Riesencodex (Hs. 2) der Hessischen 

Landesbibliothek Wiesbaden, fol. 466-481v - Mit einem Kommentar von Michael 

Klaper. Wiesbaden: Reichert. 

Van Poucke, Peter. ed. 1991. Symphonia Harmoniae Caelestium Revelationum: 

Dendermone ST.-Pieters & Paulusabdij MS. Cod.9. Peer: Alamire. 

Original Manuscripts: 
 
Dendermonde St.-Peters & Paulusabdij MS. Cod. 9 (Rupertsberg c. 1175). 
(Dendermonde) 
 
Wiesbaden, Hessische Landesbibliothek Hs. 2 (Rupertsberg c. 1179).  (Riesencodex) 
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Appendix B:  
 
Jeffreys earlier transcription of O virga ac diadema, edited for performance. 
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Appendix C: 
 
Chapter 4   table   4: Frameworks and Features of O virga ac diadema 
 
Annotated Score of O virga ac diadema (D and R) 
 



 

 
Table 4: Frameworks and Features of O virga ac diadema (the first phrases up to the end of D² are from the Riesenkodex MS and after that from the 
Dendermonde MS)1

 
Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(A¹,A²) 
1a,1b 

 
 
 
 
                           d" 
  c"       c"            c"         c" 
      b'      b'  b'            b'      b'   b' 
a'      a'      a'    a'          a'      a'       a' 
          g'        g'                          g' 
 
 
 
O branch [of the Jesse tree] and diadem of    royal purple,        you are… 
O vir-ga  ac di- a-de-ma pur-pu-re    re-gis,  que es… 

Red represents the a'-e"-a" framework; green 
represents the g'-c"-g" framework; blue represents 
the d'-a'-d" framework.  Phrases are numbered 
according to Jeffreys’ transcriptions in 
contemporary notation.  The upper case letters (A¹, 
A²) represent the first and second (as well as 
sometimes third) appearances of the melody and 
its variations in this loosely paired verse sequence.  
The g'-c"-g" framework seems to be the more 
important organising backbone here, a framework 
which belongs more to tritus-c than protus-a. c" is 
prominent at the top of the gestures.  The scribes 
have chosen protus-a but the melody immediately 
moves to tritus-c.  Jeffreys notes that the melody 
for O presul vere displays a similar tendency 
(Jeffreys 2000, 80). 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
(B¹,B²) 
1a,1b 

 
 
 
 
 
               c" 
                 b'   b' 
a'         a'      a'                
  g'    g'               g'         g' g' 
                                 f' 
      e'                    e' 
                               d' 
enclosed as                                by a               breast-plate. 
in clau -su-ra tu-a  si-cut      lo-ri-ca. 

The two frameworks, a'-e", and  g'-c" co-exist as 
organising principles around which the flesh of the 
melody is draped.  The g'-c" framework is 
emphasised by the g' ending, on which A² begins. 
This ending and beginning on g' combined with 
the tritus tetrachords in A¹ do not give the melody 
a protus orientation. 

A² in 1b begins on g' 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
(C¹,C²) 
2a,2b 

 
 
 
  e"  
    d" 
      c"     c"                         c" 
         b'     b'                        b'    b' 
a'         a'      a'          (a')    a'    a'         a' 
                     g'    (g') g'  g'             g' 
                       f'    f' 
                        (e')      (e') 
                         d'      d' 
Hail, hail,             from your womb came forth another life [eternal life] 
A-ve a-ve    de tu-o ven-tre    a-li-a vi-ta    pro-ces-sit 

The framework is clear, a'-e''-a'', especially with 
the diapente leap with which it commences, and 
again the g'-c''-g'' framework is in the 
background.   

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(D¹,D² 
D³) 
2a,2b 

     a" 
        g" 
               f" 
  e"      e" e"             e" e"       
                   d"    d"            d" 
                      c"           c" 
                                        b'   (Bb'in D²) 
a'                                          a'  a' 
                                              g' 
                                                                                       (beginning of emphasis  
                                                                                           Bb' -a' ending) 
 
which   Adam              had stripped          from his children. 
qua   A-dam  fi- li-os  su- os de-nu- da-ve  - rat. 

At this point, the melody begins what becomes a 
characteristic two-stage leap upwards followed by 
a swift downward descent. a'-e''-a'' framework is 
important, and allied with the background c'-g'-c" 
framework is an importance placed on f'. Together 
these pitches suggest a tritus orientation. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(E¹,E²) 
3a,3b 

                                           a"   
                         g"                   g"    g" 
        f"            f"    f"                   f"    f" 
  e"  e"           e"          e"      e"                e"  e"     
    d"    d"    d"                   d"  d"                d"        
             c"                   c" 
 
a' 
 
 
 
 
O branch,            God had foreseen             the manner of your flowering  
O  vir   -  ga, flo-ri-di-ta-tem     tu-am De-us in pri-ma di-e 

The tessitura of this phrase is pitched consistently 
high, which could be in keeping with the heavenly 
location of the foreseeing of the Virgin’s role in 
the Incarnation.  This applies to both versions of 
the melody. The rising fifth signals possibly the 
attention being ecstatically directed towards the 
Virgin.2  The c"-g" pitch space is important in this 
phrase, together with an initial emphasis on f', 
alongside the a'-e"-a" framework, again 
suggesting  mixture of protus and tritus.   The c"-
e"-g" chain of thirds3 is noticeable as a middle 
layer of structuring influence. However, at either 
end of the phrase the d"-f"-a" chain of thirds is 
present, suggesting protus-d, and this is also 
emphasised by the protus-d leap on Deus in 3a and 
auream in 3b. 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(F¹,F²) 
3a,3b 

 
                 g" 
  f"           f"  f" 
e"           e"       e"      
     d"    d"           d"    
        c"                c" 
                             Bb' 
                                a'   a'   
                                  g' 
                            (Bb' -a' ending) 
 
 
on the first day       of his creation 
cre-a- tu- re su - e    pre– vi - de-rat. 

What is prominent is the long scalic passage from 
g''-g' uninterrupted by any leaps, returns or 
deviations. It is significant that this rhapsodic 
falling gesture occurs on the word previderat, 
God’s inner sight, like the inner visions mystically 
granted to Hildegard by the Divine. The second 
version of the melody emphasises the Incarnation 
of the Word and the descent to humanity’s world. 
Structurally, this gesture serves to emphasise the 
g'-c''-g'' framework and with the initial f' this 
would again imply tritus/tetrardus. However, the 
softened b indicates aurally a protus TS 
arrangement (TSTTTST) transposed to begin and 
end on g.  If the Bb were not indicated, the TS 
arrangement would be tetrardus (TTSTTST).4  
With the Bb'-a' ending the idea of the 
characteristic deuterus ending is aurally present.  
The middle layer of structuring occurs around the 
tertial relationships between a'-c"-e"-g". 
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c     Frameworks and Features Comments

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(G¹,G²) 
4a,4b 

 
                                    g" g" 
                                  f"     f"       
  e"                            e"         e"                            
    d"  d"                              d" 
      c"  c"                c"                c" 
                         Bb'                     Bb' 
a'           a'  a'   a'                               a' 
               g'  g'                               g' 
 
                                              (Bb' -a' ending) 
 
O how great in its strength is the flank of the man 
O quam  mag-num est in vi-ri-bus su - is la–tus  vi-ri 

The underlying framework g'-c''-g'' is again 
prominent because of its defining of the outer 
limits of the gesture.  Interesting that the long 
sweep from g'' down to g' is now further in 
evidence this time emphatically rising from g' to 
g'' and back to g'.  The initial g' is emphasised 
grammatically by its falling on the words est and 
in rather than in the middle of words, and at the top 
of the gesture the g'' is repeated so that it is the 
goal of the rising phrase but separately  the 
beginning of the falling one.  In both cases the Bb' 
is in evidence, and causes an awkward tritone as 
marked. The rising and falling conjunct passages 
emphasis the strength of the man Adam, but more 
in the aspect of his being the material from which 
God drew the Woman.  Then the same gesture in 
verse 4b emphasizes the praise and amazement of 
all creation at the Virgin’s part in God’s plan.  The 
tertial relationships again center around a'-c"-e"-
g". 

awkward 
tritone 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(H¹,H²) 
4a,4b 

              a"     
                g" 
                  f"              f" 
                    e"      e"  e" 
   d"   d" d"          d"  d"         d"              d"   d" 
      c"                  c"             c"        c"   c" 
                                                Bb'          Bb' 
a'                                         a'                   a' a'     
                                              g' 
                                                          (Bb' -a' ending) 
                                                            
 
from which God produced the form of the woman.                  He made her the mirror 
de quo De -  us for-mam mu-li-e-ris pro-du-xit,     quam fe-cit spe-cu - lum 

The semitone-to-final ending (Bb'-a') has now 
been established as the preferred ending in spite of 
the melody being cast in protus-a.   The Bb' does 
not change the maneria, but aurally it suggest the 
maneria that does have a semitone to final ending 
ie deuterus.  In both H¹, and H² the rising diapente 
to diapason disjunct progressions are associated 
with extravagant praise of the Virgin and her role 
in the Incarnation.  These leaps initially establish 
protus strongly but the ending drifts away from 
this orientation.  The framework is clearly a'-d"-
a", and the d"-f"-a" chain of thirds supports that, 
but only in H¹ in D; in H² and in both versions of H 
in R, the opening leap is adjusted to a'-e changing 
the orientation to protus-a.  The tertial 
relationships revolve initially around d"-f"-a" but 
the lower g'-Bb' thirds are involved towards the 
end of the phrase. 

In H² and in R, the 
melody is adjusted to 
maintain the protus-a 
leap, a'-e"-a" 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(I¹) 
4a 

                                                 a" 
                                         g"       g" 
  f"                                   f"  f"       f" 
e"  e"                              e"       e"e"    e"                  
      d"  d"                                           d"          d" 
        c"  c"                   c"                     c"       c" c" 
              Bb'             Bb'                        Bb'   Bb'   Bb'  
                 a'  a' a'  a'                             a'          a' 
                   g'     g'                                 g' 
                              
 
 
of all his honour and    the [warm, loving, circling] embrace                    of all his     creation. 
Om - nis   or- na-  men-  ti su-i et am-ple-xi-o-nem  om- nis cre-a-tu-re su - e. 

The contour of the phrase is very undulating over a 
wide range, a'-a'' with the addition of g' at the 
lower end.  The phrase descends in an almost 
unbroken sweep from f''-g', then rises again from 
g'-g'', and then leaps even further from e''- a'', and  
then descends in a conjunct scalic gesture unbroken 
over more than the diapason.  This rhapsodic 
treatment is given to the section praising the Virgin 
as God’s beloved, who is also lover of creation.  
The presence of f'' at the top or near the top of the 
undulating gestures might have occasioned the use 
of Bb' to avoid the tritone Bb'-f''  but the use of 
the Bb has then introduced the tritone between Bb' 
and e'', and this is noticeable first in verse 3, 
phrase F, although not prominent owing to being 
embedded in a scalic passage.  However overall  
verse 4 must have presented problems to the 
scribes who, in adding Bb', have occasioned a 
more obvious tritone between Bb' and e''.  The 
effect of the Bb' so close to the a' reiterated four 
times, suggests the deuterus semitone to final.  .  
As in phrase H, the tertial relationships revolve 
initially around d"-f"-a" but the lower g'-Bb' 
thirds are involved towards the end of the phrase. 

awkward 
tritone
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(J¹,J²) 
5a,5b 

 
 
                                        f" 
                                      e" 
                   d" d"                   d"    d"           d"    
              c"          c"                  c"    c"      c"  c"  
                            Bb'                           Bb'     Bb' 
a'       a' a'                a'  a'a'                a'            a'a'  
   g'  g'                       g'                      g'   
     
     e' 
 
O  how right it is to          intensely weep        and mourn because, 
O quam val -de plan-gen-dum et lu-gen-dum est quod tris-ti-ci-a in cri - mi -  ne 

In verse 5 the pitch center is fairly consistently a' 
although d" is also important especially towards 
the end.  It is noticeable the c" is also somewhat 
important at the end seeing it is prominent 
grammatically on certain syllables, tris-ti-ci-a, and 
cri-mi-ne.  The framework has shifted slightly 
here, disturbed by the f'' as the highest note 
although not in a prominent grammatical position 
at the end of a word, ie est.  The d' is more 
important and forms an additional aspect to the 
framework ie  e'-a'-d''.  The tritone Bb'-e'' is 
much less obvious with the intervention of the d''.   
What is also interesting is that in D, the first b' in J 
is softened when there is minimal need for this.  
Previously in the song, there has been some logic 
to the softened b': for example, in D¹ the melody 
does not ascend to f" so there is no need to soften 
b'; in D² the melody does ascend to f' so logically, 
the b' is softened.  In R, the first b' is not softened.  
Was this a correction or a redaction? There are 
inconsistencies in the application of the softened 
b', and I suggest these inconsistencies are not 
necessarily scribal error, carelessness as Jeffreys 
supposes, but indicate that something else is going 
on in the melody which reflects some aural 
preference of the oral composer in this song for the 
softened b', even where it is not theoretically 
indicated.  This could indicate a freer approach on 
the part of the oral composer to pitch relationships 
than the neumed MSS indicate. 

It is also interesting that the pentachord where 
the first b' is softened forms the lower part of a 
g'-g" scalic passage previously noted in phrase 
I, where the aural effect is protus relocated. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(K¹,K²) 
5a,5b 

       a" 
 
           f"                     f" 
    e"        e"           e"  e"    e"    
                 d"   d"                 d"   d" 
                   c"                      c"           c" 
                                                           Bb' 
a'                                               a'            a'  
                                                     g'  
          
 
 
 
through the serpent’s counsel sorrow for sin flowed through a woman. 
per con-si-li-um ser –pen -tis    in   mu-li-e- rem  flu- xit. 

This phrase is firmly anchored at either end on a' 
and the pitch space is marked by the diapente leaps 
a'-e"-a" at the beginning.  However, there is an 
emphasis on d" on the words ser-pen-tis and mu-
li-e-rem.  The framework is similar to that in J 
with a more strongly designated a'-e''-a' pitch 
space outlined in the initial diapente-diapason 
leaps.  However, a'-d''-a'' is also important.   K² is 
related to K¹ but much extended owing to the 
longer text.  The tertial relationships are different 
as can be seen on the annotated score, and the 
melody for …decerpsit et plenum dolorum is 
repeated with slight variation for …generi suo 
protulit.  One could take the view, if granting the 
scribes the greater influence, that they simply 
repeated a gesture to fill in for the extra long line 
of text.  However, this part of the song is a lament 
for Eve, and the repetition would give the affective 
impression of pain that repeats over and over. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(L¹,L²) 
6a,6b 

                        a"  a" a"                             
                   g"             g"  
                                    f" 
   e"       e"  e"                    e 
      d"  d"                             d" 
        c"                                  c" 
                                               Bb'   
a'                                                a' 
                                                     g' 
 
 
 
But, O dawn, from your womb a new light has come forth 
Sed,O Au- ro-ra,de ven-tre tu-o no-vus sol pro-ces -sit, 

There is a return here in the last verse to a less 
complex pitch space marked out by the notes  a'-
e"-a". It is interesting that this phrase ends on g' at 
the grammatical end of the text phrase de ventre 
tuo novus sol processit.  The next phrase then 
beings on g'.  Given that the musically trained 
scribes have been so punctilious about anchoring 
the beginnings and endings of all the other phrases 
on a' or e", this aberration could be regarded as a 
scribal error or a reflection of their struggle to 
constrain the oral singer’s melodies within the 
rules for chant with which they would have been 
familiar.  One is left feeling uncertain as to 
whether Hildegard always sang the final or a 
closely related note at the beginnings and ends of 
phrases, and the scribes made an error here, or, 
perhaps more likely, she did not begin and end 
phrases consistently but the scribes redacted her 
music so this did occur, and in this instance they 
could not find a solution that was satisfactory so 
they went with an inconsistent note. (see 
comments cont.) 

Comments cont:  The pitch space a'-e''-a'' is clearly marked out by the swift movement through 
these notes although not by leap as before.  The most noticeable gesture is the long scalic passage 
from a''-g', over the diapason.  This is the seventh time this gesture has occurred in this song and it 
occurs almost always towards the ends of phrases.   It is an ecstatic gesture which fits the text as it 
evokes the Virgin’s womb and the light from it,, the Incarnation, which descends from heaven to 
earth.  The maneria is ambiguous not only with the diapason plus one range but the presence of the 
Bb'  next to the a' (suggests deuterus) but in a gesture ending on g', suggesting protus transposed, 
but the Bb'-a' ending suggesting deuterus.  The reiterated a''s  at the top of the phrase L emphasise 
again the Virgin’s womb, ventre tuo and in the repeat of the tune L², the words emphasised are those 
referring to the incarnation as the new light for humankind, novem lumen humano.  
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(M¹,M²) 
6a,6b 

 
                      g" 
                    f"  f" 
                e"         e"  
                                     d"   d" 
          c" c"                c"    c" 
       Bb'                               Bb' 
    a'                                      a'   
g' 
 
 
 
 
which has washed away all the sins of Eve 
qui om-ni -  a  cri-mi –na  E-ve ab-ster-sit 

This phrase begins on g' but ends on the usual a'.  
It does not really have a pitch centre, being 
basically a scalic sweep from g' to g" and back to 
a'.  The framework is not as clear as in previous 
phrases;  a'-e''-a'' is still important but melody on 
the final word here, abstersit, seems to define the 
space a'-d'' rather than a'-e''.  In addition, the 
outer limits of the pitch space are marked initially 
by g'-g''.  Choosing to flatten the Bb' here has 
avoided one tritone (Bb'-f'') but created another 
(Bb'-e'') made more obvious by movement from 
the Bb'-e'' only briefly interrupted by c'', and by 
the e'' falling on the beginning of a key word in 
the phrase, crimina.  The repeat of the melody at 
M² is initially similar but is extended with repeated 
Bb's rather than proceeding to what I have 
designated N parts 1 and 2. The tertial 
relationships are different in this phrase from the 
previous one (see the annotated score).  The 
difference between L and M highlights the 
difference between Eve and Mary’s responses. 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e'  
(N  
part 1) 
6a 

 
 
 
   e" 
      d" 
         c"                      c"         
             b'                      b'   b'  
a'              a'           a'        a'         a'                   
                    g'    g'                   g' 
                        
                       e'     
and brought through you a greater blessing,  than the one [the blessing]  
et mai-o-rem be-ne-dic-ti-o-nem per te    pro-tu-lit  

What is noticeable is the long descent from e''-e' 
which could have had the effect of suggesting 
deuterus, except that the characteristic f' is 
avoided, followed in the latter part of N by a long 
descent from d"-d'.  In both cases the smooth 
descent is only broken by the judicious omission of 
f' thus avoiding the tritone.  On the one hand this 
phrase could be said to bear the marks of the 
scribes who had too much text and so grabbed 
some of the material from phrases B and C with 
their “plagal” gestures.  On the other hand, the 
repetition of melodic material links textual 
material about Eve’s place in the Divine plan.   

awkward 
tritone
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
 
(N¹ 
part 2) 
6a 

 
 
 
 
                 d"   
              c"    c"  
                       b'  
a'         a'            a'             a'    
     g'  g'                 g'      g' 
 
       e'                      e'   
                                 d' 
 
which was ruined by Eve for humans. 
quam E-ve     ho-mi-ni-bus  no-cu - is-set. 

The studied avoidance on the softened b' could 
speak more of scribal interjection than oral 
composer’s practice given the prevalence of it’s 
use in most other phrases.  All in all, the melody 
for N is puzzling and it is difficult to untangle the 
influence of the scribes and the oral composer.  I 
do consider that the return to the “plagal” gestures 
and space is probably more indicative of the oral 
composer’s intent, and this could also be true of the 
two descending passages, one lower than the other, 
but the lack of f" and the hard b' might be more a 
sign of the scribes’ inconsistent intervention.  

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
 
end of 
6b M² 

 
 
                    d" 
       c" c"      c"   c" 
  Bb'         b'         Bb' 
a'                          a' a' 
 
 
 
 
 
into celestial               harmony. 
Ad ce-les-tem ar- mo -   ni-  am. 

In the Dendermonde MS, as shown here, the bs 
alternate between soft and hard.  In the 
Riesenkodex MS, all are softened.  It is impossible 
to do more than speculate what Hildegard might 
have sung, but given her propensity for semitone-
to-final endings, perhaps all were softened in her 
singing.  However, it is equally possible that the 
oral composer had some propensity for either 
alternating soft and hard b or that the pitch she 
sang was somewhere in-between, or confusing to 
the scribes, whose choice in pitches was limited to 
those on the gamut.   
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1 I am using Jeffreys’ transcription of O virga ac diadema from the Dendermonde and Riesencodex MSS. 
2 Olivia Mather investigated the use of this “annunciatory gesture”, the diapente/diapason leaps, in Hildegard’s Ordo Virtutum.  She found that it is used initially in protus 
songs but gradually it creeps into the deuterus songs, almost as if the gesture has finally “infected” all around it (Mather 2002).  She suggests that “…Hildegard mostly 
[uses it] for the Virtue’s exhortations to Anima and each other” (Mather 2002, 6). It is interesting to note that the two songs of the four I have analysed that strongly exhibit 
use of the rising diapente/diapason leaps concern female Divine figures, or what I have argued are Divine manifestations, the Virgin and Caritas.  The song concerning the 
Paraclete, even though cast in protus, the maneria most likely in Hildegard’s songs to exhibit this gesture, has fewer instances.  O virtus Sapientie is cast in another 
maneria, but the protus leap “infects” this song for another female Divine figure, to use Mather’s term.  I have also suggested that Hildegard’s disjunct melodic movement, 
opening up tonal space, reflects her claim that women’s bodies are more open to the air, and therefore the Spirit. 
3 In the case of the chains of thirds, it is difficult to make clear-cut pronouncements about the orientation of these thirds.  For example, the chain of thirds a'c"e" when 
extended becomes a'-c"-e"-g" and if the a' is lost, becomes c"-e"-g".  Although, in protus-a songs I have referred to the a'-c"-e" chain of thirds as the protus chain of 
thirds, allied as they often are with the protus-a diapente leap, I acknowledge the difficulty of referring to other chains of thirds in direct relationship to either any 
particular maneriae or any particular framework. 
4 Jeffreys notes that generally speaking in Hildegard’s songs, the scribes have rarely used Bb' at the ends of phrases, precisely so that there can be less ambiguity in the 
discernment of the chosen maneria (Jeffreys 2000, 51).  However in this song the Bb'-a' ending is prominent, either within the space of the neumes or added above 
(phrases D, F, G, H, I, J, L, and M), possibly indicating that casting the song in protus-a did not comfortably fit what the singer sang and the deuterus ending needed to be 
acknowledged in spite of theoretical strictures concerning the mixing of maneriae.  
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Appendix D: 
 
Chapter 5 table 8: Frameworks and Features of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti
 
Annotated Score of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti (D and R) 
 



 

Table 8: Frameworks and Features of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti1

 
Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(A¹,A²) 
1a,1b 

 
 
 
  e" 
   d" 
    c"     c"                                c" 
      b'        b' 
a'     a'                 a'  a'         a'       a'     
                    g'           g'    g'       g' 
 
                                    e'  
 
O     ig - nis  spi-ri - tus  pa-ra -  cli – ti,   
O         fire   of      the  Holy   Spirit, 

Red represents the a'-e"-a" framework; green 
represents the g'-c"-g" framework; blue represents 
the d'-a'-d".  Phrases are numbered according to 
Jeffreys’ transcriptions in contemporary notation.  
The upper case letters (A¹, A²) represent the first 
and second (as well as sometimes third) 
appearances of the melody and its variations in this 
loosely paired verse sequence/hymn.  In phrase A, 
the a'-e"-a" framework is strongest.  This is 
emphatically announced by the opening diapente 
leap.  In phrase B, although the opening is again 
the diapente leap, the emphasis is more on the d"-
a' pitch space. 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(B¹,B²) 
1a,1b 

 
 
      f" 
 e" e" 
        d"            d" 
           c"       c"           c"  
              b'          b' 
a'              a'            a'       a' 
                                    g'      
 
 
 
Vi – ta vi – te    om–nis  cre - a–tu-re,  
Vital   life      of all   creation, 

Both A and B and later C strongly feature the 
gesture c"-g'-a' or a slight variant.  This is an 
important ending in O ignis Spiritus Paracliti, and 
is also used at other times in the phrases.  For 
example in verse 1a and b, this gesture is used at 
least 8 times.  It is used less often during verses 2-
4 and not at all in verses 5-6, except for an 
inversion of it at the opening of verse 5.  The range 
in verse 1 is more plagal with the low familiar 
gesture a'-g'-e'-g'-a' in A, and part of it opening C.  
This gesture is also used in O virga ac diadema. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(C¹,C²) 
1a,1b 

 
 
 
 
                      d" 
         c"        c"          c" 
                          b' 
      a'     a' a'          a'       a' a' 
  g'       g'                      g' 
 
e' 
 
Sanc–tus es     vi–vi–fi–can - do for – mas. 
Holy are you  giving  life  to    the forms. 

Although a' is clearly the pitch centre, the range of 
the melody in this phrase is more frequently 
bounded by the g'-c" pitch space, and at one point, 
by a'-d".   
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(D¹,D²) 
2a,2b 
 

 
       g"       
          f"                                     f" 
  e"          e"  e"   e"                      e"  e" 
   d"               d"   d"           d"     d"       d"   
                           c"       c"  c" c"            c"  
                              b'                            Bb' 
a'                              a'                                a' a' 
                                                               g' 
 
 
 
O spi -ra-cu-lum sanc –ti -ta- tis, O      ig-nis     ca-ri  -    ta-tis,
O breath   of     holiness,         O      fire  of    Divine     love, 

The first phrase in 2a is longer in terms of the text 
although there is a grammatical phrase break after 
sanctitatis.  The melody does rest on a' at this 
point and begins again on c", part of the protus-a 
chain of thirds.  The pitch centres are the final a' 
and co-final e", and the phrase opens with the 
diapente leap a'-e", as did A and B.  The 
framework a'-e" is strongly in evidence and the 
underlying framework g'-c"-g" is also evident.  
The gesture c"-b'-g'-a' ends the phrase, except the 
b' is softened owing to the nearby presence of f". 
(In R, the b' is not softened, thus incurring a 
suggested tritone between the prominent f" and the 
b').  The earlier b' is probably not softened as the 
f" is more distant (this is the case in both D and 
R).  The diatessaron pitch space a'-d" is 
noticeable and the d" is so prominent as to almost 
become another pitch centre.    The melody 
certainly becomes more varied here and less 
rigidly constrained within the bonds of protus-a.  
From phrase D through phrase H the melody 
explores the authentic range. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(E¹,E²) 
2a,2b 

 
         g"   
           f"    
e" e"        e"   e"  e"    
      d"       d"         d"   
                             c" 
 
                                   a' 
                                g' 
 
 
 
O dul-cis  gus -  tus in pec-to-ri-bus 
O sweet    taste      in  the  breast 

In phrase E the pitch centre is e" with some 
importance attached to the d".  The phrase seems 
to move more within the g'-c"-g" framework 
which defines the outer pitch limits of the phrase.  
The frequently used ending gesture,  c"-g'-a', 
occurs at the end of the phrase.  This gesture has 
the aural effect of cirling or encircling, or 
gathering inwards, not inappropriate to the theme 
of a song about the Spirit’s activities. 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(F¹,F²) 
2a,2b 

 
                             g" 
                          f"    f" f" 
                    e" e"            e" 
     d"           d"                    d" 
  c"    c" c" c"                          c" 
                                             Bb'   
a'                                              a'    a' 
                                                   g  
 
 
 
in – fu-si-o  cor-di - um in bo-no o – do-re vir – tu-tum. 
infusing the heart in the good sweet smell of virtue. 

By virtue of the fact that the phrase begins and 
ends on a', one could say that the pitch centre 
remains a'.  However, the phrase moves in a 
basically scalic fashion ascending then descending, 
with the movement being between c"-g", and then 
from g"-g'.  The g'-c"-g" framework is more 
important here than the protus-a framework.  Both 
D and R indicate the softened b' probably because 
of the prominent f' at the beginning of odore.  The 
e" is not an emphasised note and is far enough 
away from the softened b' for the tritone it forms 
to be very noticeable.  What is noticeable is the 
effect of the softened b' at the end of the phrase 
which finishes on the final, suggesting a semitone-
to-final ending as in deuterus.  This flavour is also 
suggested in the emphasis of the semitone to final 
effect around the co-final e" (f"-e" is emphatic). 

This scalic descent is prominent in O 
virga ac diadema, also in protus-a, and 
there is also uses softened b' 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(G¹,G²) 
3a,3b 

            a" 
              g"    g" 
                f"                                      f" 
         e"      e"     e"  e"  e"                    e"  e" 
                      d"      d"   d"           d"  d" 
  c"                                 c"     c"    c"            c" 
                                        b'                        b' 
a'    a'                                  a'               a'          a' 
    g'                                                       g'     g' 
 
 
 
O lo- ri-ca vi-te  et spes com- pa-gi- nis  mem-bro - rum  om - ni –  um 
O breastplate of life and hope of joining all the bodily limbs 
 
 
 
 
 

Things become more complex with this phrase.  
The textual grammar and the musical grammar are 
less closely aligned; a new triplet type of gesture is 
apparent, ie the neume transcribed as d"-c"-d" 
followed by one transcribed as e"-d"-e".  This 
gesture occurs again in phrase J and is partly 
visited in verses 5 and 6.  The pitch centre moves 
between a' and e"; there are two occasions where 
the diapente leap a'-e" is embedded in the phrase, 
and the melody near the beginning of the phrase 
leaps through the diapason a'-e"-a", dramatically 
opening up the pitch space.  d" is also somewhat  
prominent in the middle of the phrase.   The 
framework is basically a'-e"-a" (it is the first time 
the phrase extends to a") but the g'-c"-g" 
framework is again important.  The phrase begins 
with the familiar gesture c"-g'-a' and ends with 
c"-b'-g'-a', its variant.  This is a very long phrase 
with no indication in D or R that there is a pause 
either musically or grammatically.  In G² there is 
an indication of a textual pause after inimico but 
this is not indicated in the melody in Jeffreys’ 
transcriptions.  The length of the phrase and its 
coherence melodically would indicate the need for 
significant breath control on the part of the 
singer(s). 

The lovely gesture at the end of this phrase, 
transcribed as d"-c"-d", e"-f"-e", a'-g'-c"-b'-g'-a', 
occurs at the end of J¹ and J², G¹ and G².   
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

b" 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(H¹,H²) 
3a,3b 

                          b"   
                      a"      
                        
               f" f" 
  e"       e"                        e" e"  
     d"                       d"   d"     d" 
       c"                        c"         c"      c"   
                                             b'     
a'                                             a'         a'   
                                                       g'   
 
 
 
et O cin – gu-lum  ho-nes-ta-tis,       sal-va      be-a-tos. 
and O girdle      of honour,         save the  blessed ones. 
 
 

 In the Dendermonde MS, H¹ places the notes a 
tone higher on these syllables: -gu-lum ho-nes-ta-, 
a so-called  “error” corrected in H² and in R by the 
scribes.  I discuss this in chapter 5.  The passage as 
it is in  H¹ occasions a prominent tritone between 
f" and b", and an awkward leap of a sixth 
downwards from the high b" to d".  In regard to 
H¹ it is difficult to make definite pronouncements 
regarding the most prominent framework.  
Certainly the phrase begins and ends with the a'-
e"-a" framework being prominent, but the e"-b" 
pitch space reminds the ear of deuterus.  However, 
H² moves much more smoothly around the a'-e"-
a" framework, once the “error” has been corrected. 

awkward 
tritone 

Corrected in H 2 and 
also in later MS to 
one pitch lower. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(I¹,I²) 
4a,4b 

 
 
 
 
  d" 
    c"      c"                               c"    
       b'      b'                               b'  b' 
a'       a'           a'  a'             a'       a'  a'     a' 
                   g'          g'     g'                  g'       
          
                                  e' 
 
O i - ter  for-ti-si-mum, quod pe-ne-tra-vit om-ni  -        a 
O strongest passageway,  that penetrated     all creation 

This phrase marks a change from the previous 
phrases.  Its range is limited to the correct plagal 
range; it is much less wide ranging and has no leap 
greater than a third.  What I have called the 
familiar plagal gesture occurs again (a'-g'-e'-g'-
a').  It does have two instances of a similarly 
familiar circling gesture, c"-b'-g'-a' which in the 
second instance is varied by the repetition of b'-a'.  
The pitch centre is clearly a' but the melody 
explores the e'-d" pitch space without strongly 
adhering to a framework as in previous phrases.  
The musical and textual grammar coincide. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 

a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(J¹,J²) 
4a,4b 

      a" 
 
          f"                                                   f"      
e"         e" e"                                             e" e" 
  d"        d"          d"                     d"      d"  d" 
                     c"     c"              c"   c"  c"  c" 
                              b'                                   b'   
                  a'             a'     a'                        a' a' a' 
                                   g' g'                               g'   
 
 
 
In al-tis-si -mus et in ter-re – nis  et in om-ni-bus a-bys - sis, 
In the highest heights and the earth and all the abysses, 

In contrast to the first phrase in verse 4, the 
second phrase J is much more varied and wide-
ranging.  In addition it could be argued that the 
pitch centre is d".  The melody leaps from d"-a" 
at the beginning as if it were in protus-d; it keeps 
returning to the d"; d" is at the top of the 
gestures for most of the phrase; and the melody 
moves more within the protus-d pitch space ie 
a'-d"-a".  There is some prominence for co-final 
e" and for final a' as the notes on which the 
phrase begins and ends.  The descending 
diapente leap occurs once directly and at the end 
almost so.  However the d" seems central to the 
movement of the melody.  The framework is still 
basically over the pitch area a'-e"-a" but later in 
the phrase the g'-c" pitch space is prominent.  
Interestingly the b' in the final gesture is not 
softened in this transcription even though there is 
an f" only two notes away.  The tritone is not 
prominent aurally as the three note gestures are 
separated by the melodic phrasing. These form 
part of the return of the lovely gesture noted at 
the end of  phrase G. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(K¹,K²) 
4a,4b 

 
 
 
 
                   d" 
                c"                        c" 
                     b' 
a'       a' a'         a'   a'         a'       a' 
  g'   g'                g' g'      g'       g' 
                         f' 
    e'                          e' 
                              d'  
tu     om -nes com po -     nis et col-li-gis --- 
You fasten together and collect together all people. 

This phrase is very similar in scope to phrase I; the 
range is plagal, the pitch space explored is e'-d"; 
and the repeated low gestures a'-g'-e'-g'-a or a'-e'-
g'-a' are twice in evidence as they were in verse 1 
and also the first phrase in verse 4 (I).  The circling 
gesture c"-g'-a' returns at the end of the phrase.  In 
K², in the Riesencodex, the pitches for the last 
words in the phrase in terra viriditatem sudat are 
lower; in D, both versions of phrase K have the 
same melody.  I discuss this in chapter 5. 

lower in R

53



 

 
Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
 
(L) 
5 

                            a"           a"   a"   
                          g"        g" g"  g"      
          f"                  f"  f"             f" 
            e" e"     e"        e"                 e"     
       d"          d"      
     c"                                  
 
a' 
  g' 
 
 
 
Tu   e-ti -    am sem-per e – du  -  -  cis doc-tos    
You are always             teaching   the learned ones    

The sentence which is set in in the melodic phrases 
I have identified as L and M is really one 
grammatical unit, although both MSS indicate a 
pause after doctos.  The melody does not 
significantly pause at this point, and in fact does 
not really pause in a musically grammatical sense 
through phrases L and M. Apart from the phrasing 
diffculties, the main problem the scribes have 
encountered is in trying to indicate a way for the 
singers to avoid the tritone.  In the Dendermonde, 
from the second syllable of educis, the setting is a 
third higher, up to the last syllable of 
inspirationem in M.  Once the phrase continues in 
M, the descending gesture on per inspirationem, 
includes a softened b', neceesary to avoid the b'-f" 
tritone, which then occasions a tritone when the 
melody moves upward, leaping from Bb to e".  In 
R, the scribes have attempted to solve this by 
lowering the melody a third and thus putting the 
potential tritone between f" and b' more distant 
and less prominent. (cont)  

The framework is a'-
e"-a", and the co-
final e" is important 
along with the f"-e" 
progression of pitches 
emphasising a 
semitone-to-cofinal 
aural impression.  
However, the tertial 
relationships are 
inconsistent, 
sometimes favouring 
e"-g" and sometimes 
d"-f". 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  
(M)  
5 

                        a" 
                      g"  g" 
f"               f" f"         
  e"          e"              e"           
     d"      [tritone]            
       c"            
           Bb' 
                
 
 
 
 
per  in – spi-ra-ti- o - - -  nem  
through the joyful holy breath  

(cont.)What is most interesting is the way in R that 
the scribes have preserved the shape of the melody 
in terms of ascending and descending movement, 
and in leaps, but have not preserved the 
tone/semitone relationship between the notes in D.  
Which is closer to what the oral composer 
intended?  One would have to speculate that D, 
being the earlier, was the closer, with its higher 
tessitura, and in spite of the problem with the 
tritone b'-f".  What is interesting is that the shape 
of the melody was preserved over a fairly long  
span of notes, with the beginning and ending 
changes disguised in a fifth/third leap at the 
beginning and a third/repeated note at the end, 
smoothing out any suggestion of a lack of 
continuity.  The conclusion, I suggest, is that we 
can rely on the fact that the shape of the melodies 
as transcribed might fairly accurately represent 
what the oral composer intended, even if some of 
the details like softened b's and tone/semitone 
relationships might not be. 

Another interesting feature of L and 
M is the reiteration of f"-e".  This is 
both the co-final and its associated 
“second degree”, but aurally it 
reminds one of deuterus, and 
Hildegard’s seemingly favoured 
semitone-to-final ending.  This 
occurs 5 times in L and M combined.
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  
(M 
cont) 
5  

        a" 
      g"   
                       f"  
   e"               e"     
d"          d"   d"       d" 
              c"            c" 
                               Bb' 
                                  a'    a' 
                                     g'  
 
 
 
Sa-pi-en-ti-e          le-ti – fi -  ca-tos 
and inspiration of Wisdom 

The framework here is more a'-d"-a" than a'-e"-
a".  There is a suggestion of the tritone between 
the prominent f" and the softened b' in the final 
gesture. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
 
(N) 
6 

             a"     
               g" 
                   f"        f"                 f" 
  e" e"   e"         e"   e"                  e"  e"       
        d"              d"     d"    d"  d" d"        d"  
                                  c"   c"               c"  c" 
                                                              b' 
a'                                                              a' 
  
 
 
 
 
Un - de laus ti – bi   sit  qui   es so  –  nus      lau - dis 
Praise then to you  who are the very sound of praise 

There is a return to a more regular protus-a 
situation here with the opening diapente leap a'-e" 
and the framework being more clearly a'-e"-a", 
although there is a strong presence of d" as a focal 
point in the melody.  The range is authentic as it 
remains to the end of the song.  There is a return of 
the neume transcribed d"-c"-d" towards the end of 
the phrase, but there is no appearance of the two 
common gestures in verses 1-4 ie c"-g'-a' or c"-b'-
g'-a' which would serve to link the melody of these 
final verse settings to the rest of the song.  Phrase 
N continues from  Unde to vite, although a pause is 
indicated in text and melody after tibi sit.  
However, in the melody at sonus laudis there is a 
return of the gesture at the end of G, somewhat 
varied, but recognisable.  If this gesture type is an 
ending indication, then the melody could be said to 
pause at the end of laudis, and commence a new 
melodic phrase at et guadium…   
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
 
(N 
con’t+O) 
6 

                            a"  
                   g"         g" 
                 f"   f"        f"   f" 
               e"       e"        e"                        e" e" 
                                         d"     d"    d" d" 
           c"                               c"     c" 
       Bb' 
   a' 
g'                                   
 
 
 
 
et gau-di- um  vi -   te,  spes       et ho-nor for -tis-si - mus  
and the delight of life,   and hope and strongest honour 

The framework in phrase O pays some allegiance 
to protus-a (a'-e"-a") although the g'-c"-g" 
framework is important and in all but one instance 
defines the outer boundaries of the pitch space.  
The pitch centre is e" although d" is also 
important at the end, especially considering the 
way the words and this note coincide.  The melody 
moves swiftly through the a'-e"-a" 
diapente/diapason pitch space, not always leaping 
except in one instance from e"-a", but the melodic 
line certainly opens up in this phrase, as well as in 
verse 5 melody, especially when compared to 
phrase K at the end of verse 4.  The rising scalic 
passage through g'-g" perhaps signals joyous 
delight and rising hope, leading the melody to the 
upper tessitura. 

Almost complete 
ascending scalic passage 
g'-g" as in G in O virga 
ac diadema. 
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Notes  Frameworks and Features Comments 
a"a″ 
    g" 
  f" 
e" 
  d" 
    c" 
b'Bb' 
a'a' 
    g' 
  f' 
e' 
  d' 
 
O(cont’) 
6  

 
 
f" 
 
  d" 
    c"c"              c" 
         Bb'       b'   b'        b'     
                a'             a'    
             g'              
 
 
 
 
dans     pre-mi-a        lu -  cis. 
in the first light. 

The ending of phrase O is somewhat confused 
especially in D, where one b' is softened owing to 
the proximity of the previous f" but immediately 
subsequent ones are not, leaving the singer to 
decide whether the softening should be continued 
or not.  In the Dendermonde MS, the ending is 
clearly not the final a', but the penultimate pitch 
b'.  This has been accepted as an error because in 
the later MS, the Riesencodex, it is corrected.  
Here, all the b's are softened and the final two 
pitches are indicated as g'-a'.   All contemporary 
performers of this song use the Riesencodex 
version.  Taking the Dendermonde ending as an 
indication of what the oral composer might have 
intended, one would have to say that ending is 
very confronting, even painful, perhaps confusing, 
not what one would aurally expect.  Perhaps this is 
more reflective of Hildegard’s attitude to the way 
in which the fiery spirit works in creation. 

 
 
 
                                                 
1 I am using Jeffreys’ transcription of O ignis Spiritus Paracliti from the Dendermonde and Riesencodex MSS. 
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Appendix E: 
 
Chapter 6 table 14: Frameworks and Features of Caritas habundat
 
Annotated Score of Caritas Habundat (D and R) 
 



Table 14: Frameworks and Features of Caritas habundat1

 
Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
A  
 

 
         c" 
           b' 
  a' a'      a'  a' a' 
       g'      g'           g'             g'     
                          f'  f'          f'  f' 
                        e'      e'      e'     e'  e' 
d'                    d'          d'  d'         d'  d'  d' 
                                    c′                 c' 
 
 
 
Ca------------------ri----------------tas----------------- 
Divine Love 

The framework a-d'-a'-d'' is very evident in this 
song cast in protus-d.  However there is another 
framework operating in the background, and 
interestingly it is the same one that operated in 
the background in both O virga ac diadema and 
O ignis Spiritus Paracliti ie c'-g'-c''.  Both these 
songs were cast in protus-a, obviously related to 
protus-d, but with a different final and different 
framework, a'-e'-a'.  In this phrase, the outer 
boundaries of the latter part of the melody are 
strongly marked with the c'-g'-c'' framework.2

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
B  
 

 
 
  Bb' 
a'  a'    a' 
       g'   g' 
                     f'       f'       f'            
                e'          e'   e'       e'   e' 
                   d'     d'       d'        d'   d' 
                        c'   
 
 
 
ha--------bun---dat-----in-------om----ni---------a 
abounds in all creation 

The c'-g'-c'' framework is less evident in phrase 
B.  This is matched by the prominence not of the 
c'-e'-g' chain of thirds, but by the prominence of 
the lower third of the d'-f'-a' chain of thirds, 
especially the third d'-f'. Thus far in phrases A 
and B the song explores an authentic range, over 
the fifth above the final and to one note below the 
final.  f' is important here and in phrase A; 
especially here, it marks the upper boundaries of 
the middle gestures.  In fact the framework which 
most delineates the upper and middle and lower 
boundaries of the gestures is the quartal chain c'-
f'-Bb' (the softened b' eliminates the tritone).  At 
the beginning the b' is softened although an f' is 
relatively far away, and this brings to mind the 
semitone-to-final aural impression of deuterus, 
Hildegard’s favoured maneria. 3

Quartal chain 
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
C 
(first 
part) 
 

    d" 
  c"  c" 
        Bb'   
a'         a' 
             g'      g'                   g' 
               f' f'   f'     f'       f'   f'    f' 
                         e'                   e'    e'   e' 
                           d'       d'          d'    d'    d' 
                                 c' 
 
 
 
de-------------------i---mis-----ex-cel---len—tis—si--------ma 
exalted from the abyss 

The melody now becomes more expansive, 
ranging over both the authentic and plagal 
ranges.  The background framework c'-g'-c'' is 
more prominent, marking the outer boundaries of 
the middle gestures.  However the reiteration of 
f' is also unmistakable, although it is not at the 
boundaries of phrases.  The leap from f'-c' on the 
syllables …mis-ex…gives a certain prominence 
to this pitch space. (This leap is smoothed out in 
R).  The presence of Bb' in the opening gesture 
suggests that the quartal chain c'-f'-Bb'  is again 
at least present in the background. The leap d'-f' 
is also important, as part of the tertial chain d'-f'-
a', which dominates much of the melody, 
appropriately for protus.   

 
d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
C 
(cont)  

 
                                             
                                               
                                  
            g'                            
          f'  f'    f'                                            
                e'    e'                                            
       d'         d'    d'd'  d'                                      
 c'  c'                     c'                                          
   b 
a 
 
su----per-si---------------de-ra 
to high        above    the stars.   

There is more rationality about the softening of 
the b' here as it is in the same scalic gesture as f'.  
In phrase B there seems less reason to soften the 
b'; there it is closer to e' than f' and in softening 
it, a tritone between the Bb' and the e' would be 
formed, except for the distance between the two 
pitches.  This is a very long textual and melodic 
phrase.  It would be very taxing to sing in one 
breath, and it seems that that is what is intended. 
 

Long descent  
opens up space 

Tertial chain 
d'-f'-(a') 

Tertial chain 
d'-f'
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
D  
 

 
          c" 
             b' 
a'a' a'        a'   a' a' a'  a' 
       g'        g'         g'          
                                  f'                 f'  
                                    e'                 e'  e' 
                                      d'          d'     d'   d'  d'  
                                        c'      c'              c' 
                                               b 
                                             a 
 
At-----------------que-a-man—tis-si------ma  in  -- om…ni---------a 
As well, she is                the   most loving 

Like phrase C, D moves to explore both the 
plagal and authentic ranges.  The pitch centre 
moves from d' to a', establishing the a-d'-a' 
framework but again the c'-g'-c'' framework is 
present as it defines some of the outer boundaries 
of the gestures.  The chains of thirds, c'-e'-g' and 
the third d'-f' wind around each other in the 
second half of the phrase.  

Long descent  
opens up space
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
E  
 

                   d"d" 
               c"         c" 
                       Bb'  Bb'       Bb'          Bb'       
  a'       a'a'                a'  a'                 a'   a' 
    g'  g'                       g'       g'    g'       g' 
      f'                                     f'     
       
d' 
   
 
 
 
qui-------a- sum — mo-re----gi-------os- cu-lum pa-cis ---- 
to all in that, to the          High King,       the kiss of peace 

Phrase E explores the authentic range.  The pitch 
centre begins as d' but moves by diapente leap 
up to a'.  The background framework c'-g'-c" is 
less evident as it is not so prominent in defining 
the outer boundaries of the phrases.  The note f' 
is less prominent but it is the one which on two 
occasions defines the lower limits of gestures.  
Bb' is also prominent, softened each time 
according to Jeffreys transcription, and occuring 
insistently at the top of the latter gestures in the 
song.  In fact Bb' and f' for a short time define 
the pitch space at the words osculum pacis.  The 
softened b' was probably ocassioned by the 
proximity of the f' towards the end of the phrase.  
The most obvious chain of thirds here is g'-Bb'-
d"  with the prominence of the Bb'-g' leaps.  The 
pitch centre appears to be a' which means the 
reiteration of the Bb' gives that semitone-to-final 
ending that Hildegard seemed to find so 
attractive. 
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

d" 
     c" 
  b'Bb' 
a' 
     g' 
  f' 
     e' 
d' 
     c' 
  b 
a 
 
F  
 

         d″ 
          c"  
            b'             Bb' 
  a′  a′      a′   a′    a′ 
    g'          g'            g′                 g' g'   g′ 
                                f'f'           f'     f'   f' 
                                             e'              e'     
d′                    d′            d′     d′                    
                                      c′ c′                         
 
 
 
de--------------------------------------------------------dit-- 
she has given. 

This phrase also ranges over an authentic range, 
exploring the d'-a'-d" pitch space initially, 
emphasized by the diapente leaps, and then the 
c'-g'-c" pitch space, more so towards the end of 
the phrase where c'-g'-c' defines the outer limits 
of the gestures.  The chain of thirds c'-e'-g' is 
very evident.  The second b' is softened as it is 
close to the subsequent f'.  (In R both these b's 
are softened, in line with the smoothing of certain 
feartues which seems to have ocurred as the 
Riesencodex was prepared).  The most unusual 
feature is the ending on the penultimate note in 
protus-d, which is also the final of deuterus.  The 
melody at this point has moved away from 
protus.  Also unusual is the length of the 
melisma, approximtely 28 separate pitches.  Like 
C, this is also a very long phrase to sing in one 
breath. 

Quartal 
relationships c'-e'-g' 

tertial chain 

quartal chain
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1 I am using Jeffreys’ transcription of Caritas habundat from the Dendermonde MS. 
2 The frequency of the c'-e'-g' chain of thirds is notable in phrase A.  Given the c" early in the phrase, allied with the emphasis on c'-e'-g', one can understand how the 
suggestion was made that Hildegard’s melodies were the precursors of major/minor tonality.  The latter part of this phrase sounds very “C major” on the syllables …ri-tas.  
However, this suggestion ignores the collaboration between Hildegard and the scribes.  It is not certain whose influence is at work here, but one possible suggestion is that 
quartal relationships were probably more familiar to the scribes, seeing that their aural consciousness was formed in a milieu which favoured organum at the fourth.  
Hildegard, as oral composer, might have been less conscious of this and more aurally inclined to “hang” chains of thirds over her diapente/diapason frameworks.  Phrase 
A begins very clearly with a diapente leap, d'-a', a diatessaron leap, g'-c" and return to g',  and another diapente leap, d'-a', all relationships of fourths and fifths.  Then 
the melody ranges up and down the tertial chain c'-e'-g'.  I am not suggesting that the diapente and diapason leaps are not indicative of what Hildegard might have sung 
but that the draping of melody around tertial chains especially at the ends of phrases, might well be indicative of the oral composer using a familiar method to proceed 
melodically. 
3 In the Dendermonde MS, there is a c'-f' leap in phrase B, which is later smoothed out in the Riesencodex MS.  I am not suggesting that this is a very disjunct leap or even 
unusual, but it is interesting that the scribes choose to eliminate this in the later MS.  Van der Werf suggests that two “chains” of intervals were operating in chant 
melodies, quartal and tertial (van der Werf 1983, 89).  In Caritas habundat, these would be c'-f'-Bb' (quartal) and c'-e'-g'-b' or d'-f'-a' (tertial).  In phrase B, in the 
Dendermonde MS, it would seem that the quartal chain is most in evidence, although it is less strong in the Riesencodex MS when the c'-f' leap is removed.  Van der Werf 
suggests that tertial structures went on to “take over” quartal structures (van der Werf 1983, 115-6).  It could be that both structures are observable in tension with each 
other in this melody.  I would argue that the tertial chain is the most likely one to be associated with the oral composer.  All the songs analysed have strong tertial 
relationships in certain phrases.  
It is also interesting, in phrase B, that the b' is softened although the f' is further away than the e' with which the Bb' forms a tritone.  This suggests that the softened b' 
might be indicated for reasons other than to avoid the tritone with the f', such as a predilection on the part of the oral composer for the interval of a semitone above what 
here is the co-final but also the temporary pitch centre.  Looking at whether there might be a preference for softening the b' where the gesture approaches the b' from 
above or below is not profitable.  In phrases A and F the b' is approached in a descending scalic passage and is not softened; in phrase C the same situation occurs and the 
b' is softened.  This could be regarded as carelessness or inconsistent signing of the softened b', but it could also be regarded as a sign of the preference of the oral singer 
for the sonic quality of the softened b' in certain associations between melody and text.  One could be the preference already noted for the semitone-to-final interval, but 
the other could be the preference for the quartal chain c'-f'-b' which seems strongest where the b' is softened, which obviously alleviates the tritone. 
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Appendix F: 
 
Chapter 7    table 19   : Frameworks and Features of   O virtus Sapientie
 
Annotated Score of O virtus Sapientie (R only) 
 



 

 

Table 19: Frameworks and Features of O virtus Sapientie1

 
Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
A 
(first 
part) 

 
 
       e"  
        d" 
         c"         c" 
  b' b'   b'       b' b'                    (b') 
   a'      a'     a'   a' 
             g' g'      g'                g'… 
                          f'    f'      f' 
e'                         e' e'  e'  e' 
                                    d' 
 
 
O                            vir  -   tus…  
O                             virtuous… 

The maneria chosen for transcribing O virtus 
Sapientie is deuterus. The song opens with a 19 
pitch melisma on the vocative O which moves 
rapidly between e'-e" by diapente leap and then 
in scalic fashion.  It is interesting that this 
deuterus song does not open in Hildegard’s 
typical deuterus fashion ie by conjunct  
movement around the e', but by the diapente leap 
more usually associated with the casting of her 
songs in  protus.  The primary framework in this 
phrase is e'-b'-e" but there are other frameworks 
in operation: d'-a'-d" is also present (d' is the 
lowest pitch and a' is persistent in the earlier part 
of the phrase, although the highest pitch is e").  
However, a case could be made for the secondary 
importance of g'-c".  In this phrase, the pitch 
space g'-c" defines the boundaries of gestures on 
several occasions.  Note also the lack of any 
softening of the b' even though the b'-f' tritone is 
noticeable, emphasised by the persistence of f' on 
the word virtus. 

Tritone 
implied 

Ascent from d'-d" 
Continued next system 
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments
     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
A 
(cont) 

 
 
           e" 
           d"      d" 
       c"  c"     c"         c" 
b'       b'    b'      b'  b' 
                 a'  a' 
                   g' 
 
 
 
 
 
Sa-pi-en  -      ti-   e 
Wisdom 

The evocation, O virtus Sapientia, takes 41 
pitches in an extensive melismatic phrase. 
Visually and aurally this phrase evokes the 
circling motion of Hildegard’s visionary winged 
creature.   In the Riesencodex, the neumes above 
the text of this opening evocation are visually 
undulating even more obviously than is evident 
in this table or in the contemporary score of O 
virtus Sapientie in appendix C.  There are a series 
of descents over a sixth in this opening melisma, 
and a rising ascent of an octave, all expressive of 
the next phrase que circuiens circuisti. 
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
B 
 

 
 
 
 
c"                        c" 
                             b'   b' 
  a'  a'               a'       a' 
    g'  g'        g' 
           f' 
             e' 
               d'   
 
 
que   cir-cu – i -ens cir-cu - is-ti 
you   circle  the earth  continuously 

Phrase B is less melodically complex than phrase 
A yet it centres on a note which is not in the 
primary framework e'-b'-e".  The pitch centre a' 
is part of the secondary framework d'-a'-d" 
which is built on pitches one step lower than the 
primary framework.  This is rather like the c'-g'-
c"-g" framework encountered in protus except 
the same framework is also encountered in 
protus-a where it sits in a different relationship to 
that framework ie a'-e"-a".  In fact it is possible 
to argue that the c'-g'-c"-g" framework is 
operating in the background of this song as it 
progresses and allied with the presence of the 
background framework d'-a'-d" and the use of 
pitch centre a', I suggest there is evidence of the 
influence of protus, and its associated subsidiary 
frameworks.  This relationship between protus 
and deuterus has been observed in previous 
analyses, and is linked I suggest to the oral 
singer’s preference for the semitone-to-final or 
cofinal sonic event throughout and at the ends of 
phrases, not necessarily always related to the 
avoidance of the tritone.  
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
C 
 

 
 
         e"  e"  e" 
    d"              d" 
                       c"               c" 
b'                       b'   b' b'   b' 
                           a'      a'     a' 
                                            g'              g' 
                                              f'         f'    f' 
                                                e'   e'          e'  e'    
                                                  d' 
 
 
Com-pre-hen-den-do om-ni  -  a  in   u - na  vi - a que ha-bet vi – tam 
Perceiving and embracing all creation in the one path which has life and vitality 

This phrase sees a return to the e'-b'-e" 
framework as the basic organising factor in the 
structure of the phrase, but again there is also a 
return of the importance of the d'-a'-d" 
framework (d' marks the low boundary of the 
phrase) and the g'-c" pitch space.  The phrase 
begins on the co-final and proceeds very swiftly 
to e", and then moves in circling fashion down to 
d', over an octave or diapason.  This is wide 
ranging for one phrase, but typical of Hildegard’s 
freely moving melodies.   
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
D 
 

 
 
 
 
       c"       c" 
b'   b'            b' b' 
  a'     a'  a' 
           g' 
 
 
 
 
 
Tres a- las ha  -    bens 
Three wings you have 

Phrase D is very simple, centring around b' and 
moving minimally around that pitch centre.  The 
pitch space c'-g' is important for the brief time 
line of the phrase.  This is like a turning point in 
the song, and I have mentioned that it is like the 
similar central short phrase on which O rubor 
sanguinis turns, tu flos es.  In both cases, the 
phrases have textual significance as key 
concepts: in O rubor sanguinis, it is the tender 
and intimate naming of Ursula as the flower, the 
name by which the Virgin and Hildegard’s 
virgins are called; in O virtus Sapientie, it is the 
Trinitarian naming of Wisdom’s three wings.  
The phrase stands out in extreme contrast to 
those around it by its limited range, and almost 
syllabic setting. 

82



 

 
Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 

E 
 

                          g" 
 
                  e" e"       e" 
                d"     d"        d" 
          c"                       c"   c" 
        b'   b'                       b'           b'   
      a'                                   a'   a' 
    g'                                        g' 
 
e' 
  d' 
 
 
Qua-rum      u- na    in al- tum           vo  -  lat 
one of them flies high 

Phrase E is again more complex and wide-
ranging (octave and a fourth) perhaps expressing 
the heights flown by the one wing.  The three 
competing frameworks work to structure the 
phrase and if anyone is more dominant it is the 
g'-c"-g" framework, on the grounds that, apart 
from the first two pitches, it marks the 
boundaries of the phrase, and in some cases the 
boundaries of the gestures as marked in black 
brackets.  However, the d'-a'-d" framework is, 
in some respects, equally important in that the 
initial lower d' marks the lowest boundary of the 
phrase.  As with phrase C, the frameworks all 
map similar contours because the melody of this 
song is more flowing, more conjunct, less reliant 
on leaps which continue in the same direction.  
There are leaps (two diatessaron, d'-g and d"-
g"; three thirds b'-d", g"-e", and c"-a') but in 
most cases the melody approaches or quits the 
leap by turning inwards on itself.  Visually and 
aurally, this a musical metaphor of for a circling 
motion. 

Exceeds authentic range 

Leaps of 3rd or 4th

motion mostly 
conjunct 
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
F 
 

 
 
 
 
                c" 
           b'      b' 
        a'             a' 
     g'                    g'  
                                f' 
                                  e'    e' 
d'                                  d' 
  c' 
 
Et   al-te-ra  de     ter-ra   su  -    dat 
and the second drips life-giving moisture, viriditas,  on the earth 

Phrase F is simple – a scalic ascending and 
descending gesture which is only interrupted at 
the beginning by the two note gesture which 
descends to the lowest pitch of the song, ie c'.  
Like Phrase E, if any framework could be said to 
be dominant it would be the c'-g'-c" framework. 
This is emphasised by the change in the initial 
two note gesture used in phrase E to the same 
gesture one pitch lower, making the lowest 
boundary of the phrase c'.   

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
G 
 

 
 
                      e"    
                  d"    d"   
                           c" 
   b'    b' b' b'             b'    b' 
     a'                         a' 
 
 
e' 
 
 
 
Et   ter-ci-a  un-di- que vo  -    lat. 
and the third flies everywhere. 

Phrase G clearly returns to the e'-b'-e" deuterus 
framework. It is like an attenuated phrase A, no 
melismatic extensions, with the opening diapente 
leap, and the strong reliance on the e'-b'-e" 
framework.  The melody in the three “wing” 
phrases illuminate the Trinitarian “wings” 
Hildegard discusses in Scivias 3:5:14: the first 
flies high, and the corresponding phrase is the 
most complex and wide-ranging; the second 
drips to the earth, rising and falling; and the third 
is very straightforward, like the wing that flies 
everywhere.  Correlations are suggested to 
Hildegard’s historical assigning of the wings’ 
functions, discussed in more detail in chapter 7. 

Exceeds authentic range
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Notes     Frameworks and Features Comments

     g" 
   f" 
e" 
  d" 
     c" 
b' 
  a' 
     g' 
   f' 
e' 
  d'  
     c' 
 
H 
 

 
 
 
                d"  
  c"          c"  c" 
b'          b'      b' 
     a'  a'            a'   a'               a' 
       g'                g'   g'           g'  g'    
                                f'       f'        f'             f'    
                                  e'                 e'        e'   e' e' 
                                    d'                 d'   d'   
                                                         c' 
 
Laus ti- bi sit,  si-  cut te   de- cet, O         Sa- pi-  en-ti  -   a. 
Praise be to you, as it should be, O Sapientia/Wisdom. 

This phrase returns to a more complex and 
lengthy exploration of pitch space.  Initially the 
phrase seems to move via quartal gestures more 
in keeping with tetrardus (c'-g', g'-d" and back), 
but then moves downward to occupy protus (a'-
d' descending and ascending three times, and 
then attenuating to the protus third, d'-f'.  The 
phrase does not have a strong sense of deuterus, 
even though it begins on the co-final and ends on 
the final of this maneria.  In fact it would not 
have been surprising, given the orientation of the 
phrase, and Hildegard’s freely ranging melodies, 
for the song to have ended in protus, on d'.  

Phrase could 
end here. Protus pentachords 

 
                                                 
1 I am using Jeffreys’ transcription of O virtus Sapientie from the Riesencodex MS. 
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