In The Book of Divine Works Hildegard of Bingen recounts one of her visions in which
a figure speaks. The figure is at once Love, Wisdom and Power; simultaneously a woman of
I

I am the supreme fire and energy. I have kindled all the sparks of the living, and I have
extinguished no mortal things, for I judge them as they are. I have properly ordained the
cosmos, flying about the circling circle with my upper wings: that is, with wisdom. I am the
fiery life of divine substance, I blaze above the beauty of the fields, I shine in the waters, I burn
in sun, moon and stars. And I awaken all to life with every wind of the air, as with invisible life
that sustains everything. For the air lives in greenness and fecundity. The waters flow as
though they are alive. The sun also lives in its own light, and when the moon has waned it is
rekindled by the light of the sun and thus lives again; and the stars shine out in their own light
as though they are alive.
I established the pillars that support the whole circle of the earth. I made the winds,
and, subject to them, the wings of the winds, which are lesser winds. Through their gentle
force, these contain the stronger winds and prevent them from showing their full strength
with great danger; in the same way the body covers the soul and contains it lest it breathe out
and expire. And conversely also, just as the breath of the soul strengthens and sustains the
body so that it does not weaken, in the same way the stronger winds energize the subsidiary
winds to carry out their appropriate tasks.
Thus I am hidden in things as fiery energy. They are ablaze through me, like the breath
that ceaselessly enlivens the human being, or like the wind-tossed flame in a fire. All these
things live in their essence, and there is no death in them, for I am life. I also am rationality,
who holds the breath of the resonant word by which the whole of creation was created; and I
have breathed life into everything, so that nothing by its nature may be mortal, for I am life.
(The Book of Divine Works I, i)
Here is another translation of the same passage, delivered orally by Dom Brendan
Thomas B
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G
(https://vimeo.com/458667484).
I am the supreme fiery force, igniting every spark of life. My breath knows nothing of
death. I see you as you are, and I judge you. I fly through the most distant galaxies of space on
I
I
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golden fields; I sparkle on the water; and I shine like the sun, the moon and all the stars.
Together with the loving hidden power of the wind I make everything come alive. Remember
I
I
I
I
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I am that life.
I H
-making patterns leap like wind-tossed flames. A leaping 5th or
triad is followed by an extended flicker of smaller intervals. In works like Alma Redemptoris
Mater and O Choruscans Stellarum the music reaches for the stars.
For Hildegard, music is both a fiery and an airy power. It seems she considered
nature's music and instrumental music more powerful than words. She describes setting
music to words rather than words to music. Music, like firelight and breath, sheds light on the
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text and wakes the deeper, wordless meaning within. Hers was an oral culture. Singing and
speaking were more common than reading or writing. Books, which were expensive and
time-consuming to produce, were passed on orally. Memory was fundamental to learning
and expression. Rhetorical patterns were essential to the cultural fabric. Authorial and textual
authenticity gives way to authentic, in-the-moment expression. The breath and the
resonance are more important than the word. Because the work of the word is what
H

Hildegard and the Bullfinch
I
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Islander,
Patrick Barkham is falling in love with Rathlin Island a 7-mile boomerang of rock and turf to
the north of Northern Ireland. He is with the RSPB warden, Liam and his family, and Benji, a
young fisherman. Both men are Rathlin born and bred.
E
of shipwrecks, of snow and the great
personalities of Rathlin Island. Benji tells me about when he was a kid and, messing about on
a bank of sand being excavated for a new sewage system, he accidentally kicked a skull. His
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Benji and Liam have a trove of funny stories. One hot day, a group of lads were tarring
boats in the quay. An old man with a long white beard clambered onto one of the decks and
fell asleep, head back, beard flopping over the side. So the boys tarred his head to the side of
W
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were in hysterics.
One local man, Micky Joe, crops up in many tales. In the 1950s, when vets arrived on
Rathlin to test its cattle for TB for the first time, the islanders were confused about how they
intended to hold the cows still while they were injected. Micky Joe was a big man and so he
‘
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word, seems to suck the vivacity from it. It dawns on me that all the old characters mentioned
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know these old islanders intimately: they have been part of their lives since they were small,
and when they speak they are hearing the voices of their mothers, fathers and grandfathers.
Y
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stories that
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endure, embodied in a few islanders.
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vertical plane: an amazingly long history, stretching back to Viking times. This vertical thinking
is infused with a sense of the reality of another world of spiritual experience, which brings up
the ability of some Hebrideans to sense something was
going to happen before it did, which so enthralled Victorian and Edwardian spiritualists.
Campbell compared this way of thinking and remembering with the modern European mind,
forget
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the names of our grandparents. Campbell was writing in 1967 but his observations seem more

***
It is midsummer, 1935. Two years earlier, in 1933, in a rowdy bar in Dubrovnik, Serbia,
a stonemaso N
V
H
the gusle. The gusle
and called
A
-stringed instrument often used
N
M
M
P
M
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the bandit. At the bar was Milman Parry from Harvard. A researcher of oral tradition, he was
I
O
omposed in a traditional style, and
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were still hundreds of lines to go! But Nikola wrote it down and Parry and his assistant,
Kutusov, typed it up. Sometime later the Harvard team met up again with Nikola. He sang
M
M
his time. As he sang, Parry asked Kutosov to
make a note of any variations from the typedA
P
Albert Lord, Nikola
-legged on the bench, sawing the gusle, swaying in rhythm with
the music. He sang very fast, sometimes deserting the melody, and while the bow went
A
As for the final section that had been written down, there were so many differences that, In
P
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Nikola
was surprised at how many differences there are. For Parry it was living proof of the orality of
Homer.
Now he is back for more research. This time he employs Nikola as his assistant. They
A
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six weeks he sings them nine songs. One of them is as long as The Odyssey. One day Avdo
listens while Parry records another guslar, Mumin Vlahovljak sing a song that is new to Avdo.
A
L
A
himself. He replied that it was a good song and that Mumin had sung it well, but that he
thought that he might sing it better. The song was a long one of several thousand lines. Avdo
began and, as he sang, the song lengthened, the ornamentation and richness accumulated,
and the human touches of character, touches that distinguished Avdo from other singers,
imparted a depth
M
How is A
memory so quickly lit? Does he experience M
imprint? Or is he consciously applying memory techniques as he listens?
***
It is midsummer, 1135. Hildegard is about 37. She is walking in the monastery garden
at Disibodenberg, southwest Germany, with a young novice called Richardis. It is late
afternoon and still hot. Richardis is new to convent life. She is finding the sheer amount of
liturgy tough going. Also she has no idea how she will remember her lines for the ordination
play tonight. She is weary,
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shows
understanding. The girl is relieved, returns the smile, and they walk on, conversing without
speaking.
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Slight crunches of gravel, and the lightest breeze playing the leaves in the trees.
They stop at a mulberry tree, glad of its shade. Within its branches a bullfinch bursts
into song. They look up at its gleaming black beak and peachy chest amidst the unripe
mulberries. The forceful song opens and closes the beak, and the breeze catches a few breast
feathers. The intonation is perfect. It is a long, rude lyric taught to it by the gardener. The
women laugh, aware of the words. They feel the sun through their robes. The bullfinch stops.
In the new silence the light breeze kisses their cheeks. When they walk on Hildegard speaks
for the first time that afternoon, murmuring to herself, A

As they walk back towards the convent buildings within the grounds of the monastery
the two women stop at a break in the trees which gives onto the far-reaching view of rolling
woods, vineyards and fields. Disibodenberg sits atop a hill amidst the sea of green that is
greater Rhineland. Up here the buildings are in the latest Romanesque style, in freshly
dressed stone. In fact parts of the site are still being built. But in the distance, through the
clear air so unpolluted it almost sparkles they see, as flecks in the green main, the stone
generation and influenced by the Middle
Eastern crusades. The towers gleam, catching the lowering sun.
They turn towards the hall for the final rehearsal. Hildegard is nervous about the
ordination play too. After all, she suggested and conceived it. She is not, and never will be,
confident in written Latin. She was taught it formally; she learnt it by singing the psalms.
A
parchment scraps, she is concerned that the visiting bishop and clergy from Mainz might ask
to see the scripts and songs.
The Abbess Jutta her friend since childhood supports the play. Jutta feels that it
will give the ordinands the chance to choose their monastic vows again, afresh, by standing in
another shoes. No doubt the bishop and his clerics will baulk at the loose hair and
costumes, but the bishop loves their
H
V
music? The vielle and lyre duet at the end of the play has already set her neck tingling at this
I
own solitary vows to God before she
travelled here with Hildegard. Who would not feel the
Sometimes,
when Hildegard plays or
And how much original music Hildegard creates?!! Jutta had thought that the old
tunes were the best, until she taught the eight year old Hildegard to play the psaltery while
singing the psalms, and the girl revealed her gifts. Now Jutta has to restrain herself from
anticipation while Hildegard tries out tunes in the garden and the cloisters with other singers
and players, and even in the services, until, collectively, they turn something that falters into
something that flows and fills the convent H
.
For Jutta it will always be like watching a fledgling bird learning to fly then soar. That all these
antiphons, duets and trios are divine blessings she will never doubt. That they are so hard
won is evidence of grace at work in her eyes, and confirmation that she must allow the
process. Hildegard calls
J
G
***
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Countess Jutta von Sponheim and Hildegard came to Disibodenberg in 1112 with
another young dedicatee and a servant. Jutta was 20 and Hildegard about 14. Before that,
J
S
J
looked for a
suitable convent
They have lived away
from their wealthy families for over two decades. Remarkably, Jutta knows that she will die
next year. On the day she arrived at Disibodenberg an old woman called Trutwib had a vision
while crossing the courtyard. The vision spoke and foretold Jutta's death. Jutta would enjoy
twenty-four happy years here then die in the twenty-fifth. Trutwib was just as shocked as
Jutta because the vision then foretold her own imminent death. She had died within days.
Jutta has made peace with her fate. She is more concerned that Hildegard has not
made peace with hers. Apart from Jutta, only Volmar the monk may know
J
H
has visions. She has them
regularly, and has done since she was three. They come to her when awake, usually
outdoors, and they speak to her. Afterwards the weight of them presses on her like the beam
in the monastery winepress. Sometimes she lies ill for days. Hildegard only confessed all of
this to Jutta this year, after a particularly bad episode; but Jutta has suspected it since
Hildegard was a child.
***
Hildegard was donated to the church
T
families of good standing was that the tenth child be donated to the church. She was the
tenth and last child of Hildebert of Bermersheim and Mechthild of Merxheim, landed gentry
with rich farming estates
H
J
J
a certain amount of autonomy, had already decided to become an anchorite. Hildegard,
however, was thrust into the role.
Jutta often wonders about Hildegard disrupted childhood and hopes that she
nurtured her enough in loco parentis. Jutta chose her Eden; Hildegard left hers behind. How
H
poetry and song dwells in the biblical Eden! And she is so harsh on Eve
for banishing herself and Adam from it! It probably doesn't help that you can see from here
tow
Jutta checks herself and sighs. She prays for insight,
knowing that her days with her young friend are numbered. Better go and bottle
wine...
***
Hildegard has created a new family, a new life and a new music at Disibodenberg. In
time she will even create a new language (the purpose of which we
know). A few years
after the death of Jutta she will become a ringing voice in the intellectual consciousness of
her time. Although we do not know exactly which books she has access to there is evidence
that she has read Boethius (c. 477 524 CE), probably his Musica Instrumentalis に a highly
popular treatise for mediaeval musicians; and she is familiar with concepts of Plato. While
she may not have read the Iliad, for example, it was within communal consciousness (e.g. the
Townley Homer, copied 1059);
Ilias Latina (attributed to the 1st
century CE Italicus) was accessible and popular. It was a time of such an explosion of learning
and research that the 12th century in Europe is sometimes called by historians the TwelfthCentury Renaissance.
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By the twelfth century the cathedral schools were gaining increasingly in importance,
particularly in Paris. These placed considerable emphasis on the liberal arts and sciences of
classical antiquity, particularly those of Rome; works of Greek origin also came to be known in
L
P
T
e version by Chalcidius, and works on physics
by Aristotle and on astronomy by Ptolemy. New scientific and medical knowledge from the
Arab world also made its way into Europe through the experience of the Crusades.
(Atherton, Mark: Hildegard, Selected Writings; Introduction)
If she was not widely read herself she was talking with people who were, such as her
secretary towards the end of her life, Guibert of Gembloux. He and others such as Hugh of St
Victor in Paris, Bernard of Clairvaux (also Paris), John of Salisbury and Gerald of Wales were
well-versed in Virgil, Ovid and Horace. They also know each other or of each other. John of
Salisbury, for example, had studied under Bernard of Chartres. Bernard once famously
remarked that he and
wer
e
Books were costly, time-consuming to copy, and rare, so a lot of learning was by word
of mouth. When John of Salisbury is secretary to Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury,
he writes to Gerard Pucelle, who is travelling to the court of Pope Eugenius III in 1167 after
the German Emperor has invaded Rome. John is connected to the Pope, who was in turn a
monk under Bernard of Clairvaux. John asks him to look for and read Hildegard (probably her
Scivias) and report back.
If you do not come on anything else not available to our folk, at least the visions and
prophecies of the blessed and most famous Hildegard are available to you. I hold her in
commendation and reverence since Pope Eugenius cherished her with an intimate bond of
affection. Look carefully too and let me know whether anything was revealed to her at the end
of this schism.
The 12th century saw the establishment of the Cistercian Order a monastic offshoot
of the Benedictine Order. It was a call to close adherence to the rule of St Benedict, and it
was championed by the charismatic nobleman and strong-willed mystic, Bernard of Clairvaux.
The Cistercian way was: simplicity of worship, manual labour (including engineering
excellence) meditation and reading. In B
lifetime, between 1115 and 1152, an
astonishing 333 Cistercian monasteries rose up in Europe, each in a remarkably short time,
and over half by association with him. There were 54 in England alone, and many in Ireland.
Famous ones in Wales and Scotland include Tintern and Melrose Abbeys.
***
In 1136 Jutta dies. The nuns elect Hildegard as their new leader and, on a practical
level, there is no time to be laid low by visions while running a convent! Hildegard finally
confides to Volmar her experiences. This alone proves a much-needed release. She begins to
feel better. She describes to him the visions with all their incredible urgency. From 1141 they
start to record them. He writes them down with another nun, Elisabeth of Schonau, who is
also a talented musician; teams of artists represent as best they can what Hildegard
describes; and she provides commentaries. This is the beginning of her collection, Scivias
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K
ways of God ) which will be completed in 1151. The urgency she feels, however,
will not let her rest. Here is Scivias Part II, vision i:
A I
I
creature! Though as a woman you are uneducated in any doctrine of fleshly teachers in order
to read writings with the understanding of the philosophers, nevertheless you are touched by
my light, which touches your inner being with fire like the burning sun. Shout and tell! And
write down these my mysteries which you see and hear in the mystical vision! Do not be
afraid, but tell the mysteries as you understand them in the spirit, as I speak them through
you.
She i
t is exactly what the visions are calling on her to do.
This urgency and universality is there in all her creativity and explains some of the incredible
and surprising leaps in her music and her written imagination. (Listen to O spectabiles viri and
cut to 3:00 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pzyjCa6nOeg, or O cohors milicie floris from
1:30 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqDrNnu4yoQ)
She knows that Bernard of Clairvaux encourages spirituality and mysticism. As he is
the pre-eminent churchman of the day she ca
. So she writes to him in
1146 to ask what to do.
For I have great trouble with this visionary gift about how much I should say of what
I have seen and heard. And sometimes, because I keep quiet, I am laid low by the vision and
A
I
the Father, by his wonderful Word, by the sweet humour of compunction, by the Spirit of
Truth, by the sacred sound through which all creation resounds, by the Word from which all
the creation was created, by the height of the Father who through the sweet power of green
vigour
W
V
the honeycomb! May the sacred sound, the power of the Father, fall upon your heart and
raise up your soul so that you are not passive and indifferent to the words of this
correspondent
Bernard responds favourably. She is interviewed at Disibodenberg for two days by a
delegation of clergy. Bernard shows her writings to the Pope, Eugenius III, who was a monk
and pupil of his at Clairvaux. Eugenius promotes her writings. Suddenly her star shines very
brightly. She receives many letters and embarks on a voluminous international
correspondence. When Scivias is produced in 1151 it is a hit. A
is produced
later by someone else and becomes even more popular.
H
in everything is directly
appealing and approachable. She is not the first to use it. It was used by St Ambrose and St
Gregory. But she wakes up the word in all its iridescent greenness, and connects the reader
to the wonder of their every breath. To be able to look at a tree and feel the thrill of God, and
to have that
sanctioned by the Pope, is a gift to so many. She takes
the colour that is central in the human perception of colour (Richard Of York Gave Battle In
Vain) and which is fundamental to farming and freely available to all, and teaches through it.
She writes and sings of the land, the body, the spirit and the soul. It is simple and epic at
once.
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(O viridissima virga [O greenest branch]. A hymn to Mary:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=obWtD4P3mHA)
(See picture of ruins of Disibodenberg Monastery.)
***
In 2002 during excavations at Trossingen, 150 miles south of Disibodenberg a grave
was found of a 6th century man. That he was of high status was evident from the costly items
lying with him. The surrounding soil was dense wet clay so, unusually, many organic items
(even his blankets!) were extremely well preserved. They included a lyre which still had its
bridge and pegs intact. (Listen to a replica
here: https://www.michaeljking.com/trossingen.htm)
500 years on, Hildegard would have known the same kind of Germanic lyre. It was still
popular. She herself played the plucked psaltery, which is not dissimilar, and she may have
played the lyre too. An interesting characteristic of the Trossingen Lyre is the deep cut of the
opening for the hands. A characteristic of any lyre is the ease of playing harmonics the
purest audible tones known to human ears. The advantage of the low-cut Trossingen lyre is
that it allows the harmonics of the octave and the octave and a fifth to be sounded
(http://www.ancientmusic.co.uk/string.html). H
mediaeval fiddle, another instrument that produces harmonics easily.
Harmonics evoke what Plato (c. 425 c. 347 BC) called the vibrational U
M
: unheard but constantly there. Boethius (c. 477 524 AD) called
Musica Mundana in his treatise De institutione musica. H
poetry and songs
manage to reach simultaneously out to the stars and into the earthiness of Eden.
O choruscans stellarum: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DgCxIV2VyIg
In her last year of life a brief political tussle over a burial in the grounds at her
Rupertsberg monastery led to the local diocese of Mainz forbidding her and her nuns from
singing. She railed against their decision in an explosive letter. It has the energy of a 15 year
old and the clout of a soul facing death. In ringing tones she explains that music is as close as
we can get to Eden on earth and therefore we should try. She goes so far as to warn the
prelates that they endanger their own souls by banning others from singing. It is particularly
the instruments that are essential to the process of delighting our souls, and that are closer
to the action of God. It is almost as if the instruments are able to access Eden whereas the
human voice is caught in the fall and the memory.
Men of zeal and wisdom have imitated the holy prophets and have themselves, with
human skill, invented several kinds of musical instruments, so that they might be able to sing
for the delight of their souls, and they accompanied their singing with instruments played with
A
G
which is the Holy Spirit. For, before he sinned, his voice had the sweetness of all musical
harmony. Indeed, if he had remained in his original state, the weakness of mortal man would
T
G
e their
place among the chorus of angels, unless they have amended their lives through true
penitence and humble restitution.
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This subtle flexing of the fingers and its closeness to God is in line with Boethius in his
Musica Instrumentalis. He writes
acutas aures
interioris intellectus). As Michael Marder writes in Green Mass - The Ecological
Theology of St Hildegard of Bingen, T
musica mundana, the
vibrati
Her music and writing rings with
; but simultaneous
with the rhetorical flourishes of writing and leaping musical intervals is God hidden and
present now; visible and audible in what Mozart would call
between the notes:
the sparkling air itself, and the vibration in our heart.
This is where Hildegard the visionary exists. This
A
only
attempts to get close to that airy flame. As with writing down the oral history of Rathlin
Island, she will never do justice to the freshness of the original experience. That may have
been part of her hesitation to express her visions in the first place. Perhaps the only
important thing for her, and for we who re-create/re-read her is the opportunity to
commune with the divine. T
listen and be aware.
***
Place is incredibly powerful in
H
Bermersheim and Merxheim. S
D
In time she will
become
B
In about 1150 she moves her nuns to a new monastery which they
create at Rubertsberg, near Bingen. In 1165 she founds a second monastery at Eibingen as a
ity which she visits weekly. The designated place
s name,
therefore, is less important than the experience of relationship with place. In mediaeval
society, wherever you were, you indisputably and connectively were, because you were not
in Eden, Heaven, Purgatory or Hell! By allowing other places to exist you touched your own.
More importantly, you were present because God was present with and within you. You also
knew of other writers and where they were living before you knew their works. You were
deeply alive to place.
So was your art-form. H
created for fine acoustics with deep reverberation. It was also written, by the advice of the
plainsong text books of her day, to teach and make clearer a text by taking the listener into it
more deeply, within that reverberant acoustic. Contemporary guides on speaking advise
expansive, projected speech; singing needed to provide the same service.
***
Hugh of St Victor was born in the same decade as Hildegard. Another prolific writer,
he began much earlier. His popular book, Didascalion, a guide to reading and rhetoric,
explains how to read, analyse, philosophise and speak. It is fascinating window into the
mediaeval mind.
One of the central disciplines he writes about is memory. The time-depth of learning
in the 12th century is such that the established guides on memory techniques are still the 1st
century BC authors Cicero and Italicus (the supposed author of Rhetorica ad Herennium) and
Quintillian from the 1st century CE. It is still astonishing to us today that anyone could
memorise Marko and Musa, let alone a once-heard poem like Avdo did, and certainly not The
Iliad! But Hugh of St Victor deals precisely with the memory tricks of the great orators and
9

epic poets. First, you make sure that your subject and structure are of somewhere. You might
hold in your imagination a building. Within that building you have different rooms: one for
each section of your text or argument. Next, within each room you place particular objects to
aid your memory further.
H
is not unusual in
, even if if her sense of place
is refreshingly sensitive to flux and boundary-blurring. Here she is, writing to Odo of Soissons
in 1148. The vision of the palace hall creates context and clarity for the image of the feather.
Listen now: a king sat on his throne, high pillars before him splendidly adorned and
T
Then the king chose to lift a small feather from the ground, and he commanded it to fly just as
B
S
too I am not imbued with human doctrine or strong powers. Nor do I desire good bodily
‘
I
G
But where is the roof? Who is to say that the throne and pillars are not outside? And
the air, or the breath of God which lifts the feather up, is of nowhere. Because who can place
God? This air, sometimes white and flaming, sometimes the winds, is recurrent in Hildegards
visions and vocabulary. It is as if the places are the notes or words
the real stuff in between.
In Didascalion memory is the servant of what Hugh of St Victor calls
. To
the medieval devotee, meditation is to read or listen to something else (a passage from the
bible, or a poem) with the whole body; to be fully in the body in attention. In meditation one
feels the breath, and then the
, viriditas itself, moving through the
body. With Hildegard, if our body is a garden, the breeze, the susurration of the leaves and
the birdsong blow through.
The placing techniques of Quintillian, Cicero and Hugh of St Victor are internal
(imaginative) and visual. Hildegard expands the learning experience by bringing the vitality of
the outdoors (e.g. the feather and the wind) inside. She deepens it by expressing the
sensation and the feeling of the inner thrill (e.g. the honey in the honeycomb
below). The thrill of sensation is itself elemental and divine, and full of
understanding, because it is God, as the wind is.
She senses the universe in the body and brings meditation home to flesh and bone so
that we read the universe within ourselves. Our body is a natural palace of many rooms, with
vast, tree-lined corridors in which we fly like an eagle that stares at the sun.
And I, a human being, neither ablaze with the strength of strong lions nor
learned in their exhaltations, remaining in the fragility of the weaker rib, but filled with
mystical inspiration, saw: a shining fire, unfathomable, inextinguishable, fully alive and
existing full of life; with a flame the colour of the air, brightly burning in the gentle breeze, and
as inseparable from the shining fire as a human being is inseparable from his inner organs.
(From Scivias, Part II, Vision i.)
Therefore, also the human being contains the likeness of heaven and earth
within her.
(From the commentary on the vision above.)
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What does this mean? Human creature! You are a wholeness in every created thing
and yet you forget your creator!
(Scivias, Part II, vision i)
In your heart, therefore, seek the salvation of waters so that you do not fall into the
ｴｷ ﾉ ｷﾐSぐ
(Letter to Pope Hadrian IV, 1155)
When God and the universe is within us, how do we open to it; how do we let it
express? She has already answered this above. But she knows that the answer must come
again and again. So she comes up with amazing ways. She is so alert to the breath before the
word of God that she often chooses surprising words, ideas, or melodic leaps in order either
to
and notice it (our breath), or to open us up with wonder so that we
feel universal.
Like Homer, Boethius, and Avdo M
after her, she uses rhetorical tropes that
return again and again. Sometimes they are short and like in Homer to do with scansion,
and other times they are extended metaphors that create space. Both of these allow the
one function of classical rhetorical tropes.
S
such as the eagle that stares at the sun, a recurring motif for
strength and faith in her writing, and used by Lucan and Pliny the Elder in the 1st century CE.
Others are new, fresh and sensory. One of the most beautiful is her take on the 12th century
notion of Christ as a kiss, which Bernard of Clairvoux addresses in his Sermons on The Song of
Songs. S
G
. But
then she takes it deeper, and into our own responsibility, when she uses in many places her
phrase,
, the kiss
: our heart opens as we give.
***
So much of Hildegard is an opening action. She breaks open the Platonic separation
introduces the reality of only-interaction. T
sound and no-sound: there is only vibration. And those moments of beginning and ending
(yet beginning) utterance are so interesting! The opening and closing of the heart is how we
breathe; vibration of breath and bow is how we make sound; yet there is no need to stop the
breath, or the vibration. In those pre-electricity days she will have spent so much of her life
studying the action of flame in candles and fire. How on earth to capture or express that
moving edge?! Let alone the air!
We can see her endless awareness of this in the musical notation and in the paintings.
In the paintings that illustrate her visions there are lots of edges. But then the edges have
edges. And even more excitingly, images break through these edges, and even the frame of
the picture! As well as expressing this interaction and flow, it may also be an insistence on
artistic imperfection, in the way that Persian carpets always contain a deliberate mistake.
Who is Hildegard to say that any of her writings or music is
T
the viriditas and future growth of the art itself. There is only the uniqueness of her human
experience and heart opening which she is imperfectly representing through words and
musical notation. But over their future existence she has no control.
Besides, what about Volmar, Guibert, the artists, and Elisabeth of Schonau? (The
musical manuscript we are about to see also includes songs by Elisabeth, who also had
visions, and was encouraged by Hildegard). Not to mention the German nuns who faithfully
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copied out the Scivias
‘
M
in the 1920s and 30s
before it disappeared during World War II. At the end of H
life she writes to Guibert
and makes it expressly clear just how much she trusts him to make changes, as
nication.
(See paintings, all from Scivias: descriptions, with thumbnail paintings, of 26 of her
visions.)
1) Tending the tree of life
2) The nine choirs of angels
3) The Universe. (At one point she describes it as egg-like in shape, so the picture has
been called the Cosmic Egg; but the shapes resonates in other ways, too: as
feminine, and as a candle flame, for example.)
***
(See music notation.
https://repository.teneo.libis.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE912958
1
Go to page 319 O Splendidissima Gemma)
M

H

day used neumes , over four lines. One of the four
) in this case F. You can see where the F-line jumps up in
the second system
What
looks like a fifth line is in fact a pencil line drawn by someone much later, between each
system.
The neumes are a little like leaves on a tree. They flicker up and out. Each
a
rounded entity (as in modern notation) or even a square one (as in later plainsong notation).
Perhaps the actual
allow it. B
wind between the leaves is at play. Each neume is on the move! Some of the neumes make
great leaps, and there is the possibility
, or leapt,
probably depending on the feeling of the word.
Here is the opening line of Hildegard poem for the same song, O Spendidissima
Gemma. The text is musical already, via its scansion. In English poetry we scan by stress I
wandered as a lonely cloud . In Greek and subsequently Latin poetry the scansion was
achieved by length. Scansion within a regularly metred line was a huge part of the process of
memorising and improvising. An epic poet has versions of each metaphor in different metres,
so that he or she can pop them in wherever they fall in the line. The familiar feel and rhythm
of each one is like a mini-break, or a breath, for the brain.
In her music-making Hildegard uses the longer syllables as an opportunity to fly out
, a bit like when a pigeon claps its wings and soars, or a
buzzard catches a thermal. These moments go into the meaning and out into the universe at
the same time.
These songs can be sung just as well by one or many voices. With many there is the
sense of a flock in flight. The spaces and air between the neumes seem to allow for no exact
synchronicity in the way that a great string quartet will embrace non-alignment and
instead a profound vibrational connection in air and heart.
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O splendidissima gemma: scansion and translation
O splendidissima gemma
O most stunning gem
et serenum decus solis
and calm glory of the sun
qui tibi infusus est
who was poured into you
fons saliens de corde patris
as a leaping fountain from the heart of the father
quod est unicum verbum suum
which is his only word
per quod creavit mundi
primam materiam quam Eva turbavit
first matter which Eve troubled
Hoc verbum effabricavit
This word the father fabricated
tibi pater hominem
for you into a man
et ob hoc es tu illa lucida materia
and because of this you are that shining matter
per quam hoc ipsum verbum exspiravit omnes virtutes
through which this very word has breathed out all virtues
ut eduxit in prima materia omnes creaturas
just as when he brought forth all creatures in the first matter
Listen to it here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l69hIXItiEs
(See the O Splendidissima pdfs. Have a go singing the first phrase, looking at the oneline score with larger and smaller notes, where I have tried to bring out the scansion. Then
have a go singing from the manuscript, via the link on page 12. Then have a go singing from
the longer modern score. Recreating neumes in a computer programme is a real challenge!
Writing neumes by hand is also a challenge. I found it was much easier when I used an inkpen so it could flow.)
***
It is 2015. In the introduction to her translation of The Iliad for Vintage Classics,
Caroline Alexander writes about whether The Iliad
My own views are shaped by my experience in the 1980s establishing a small
department of classics at the University of Malawi, in south-east Africa. In discussing Homer,
my Malawian students and colleagues, who had grown up with genuine, living oral traditions
and knew the genre intimately, were emphatic that the Iliad
To their sensibilities, despite the obvious evidence of an oral legacy, Homer was a literary
poet. He did not honour
I
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say fully formed. The I
as to further epic action, for example, while traditional oral poetry, being intensely communal,
is not similarly invested in individual characterisation. Homer is celebrated by literary people
in literary cultures, my associates maintained, because his compositions meet literary
expectations.
Listen to Alma Redemptoris Mater
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZiL41RORwE
H
yet they connect us and complete us for
a while. Her paintings are often rounded, yet the images break through the circular bounds.
Much of her creative output is the result of flexible teamwork in a monastic community. The
invitation is simply to let every word and image, every
of action, live and vibrate
in relation to God.
Michael Marder expresses it beautifully at the end of his book, Green Mass:
T
H
from medicine to
music, from the invention of a language to the recording of visions is also indicative of
rooting in a generative and generous process, rather than doctrinaire insistence on a set of
basic principles. She lets viriditas carry her thinking and doing (we all too eagerly transcribe
this pair into theory and practice) wherever its winding paths might take them.
So, where are we? Where are these winding paths taking us? Listen for once to
freshness: it will point the way.
Bullfinch singing:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9a18bdYx-XU
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Links
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15

O splendidissima gemma: scansion and translation
O splendidissima gemma
O most stunning gem
et serenum decus solis
and calm glory of the sun
qui tibi infusus est
who was poured into you
fons saliens de corde patris
as a leaping fountain from the heart of the father
quod est unicum verbum suum
which is his only word
per quod creavit mundi
through which he created the world’s
primam materiam quam Eva turbavit
first matter which Eve troubled
Hoc verbum effabricavit
This word the father fabricated
tibi pater hominem
for you into a man
et ob hoc es tu illa lucida materia
and because of this you are that shining matter
per quam hoc ipsum verbum exspiravit omnes virtutes
through which this very word has breathed out all virtues
ut eduxit in prima materia omnes creaturas
just as when he brought forth all creatures in the first matter
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