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This book is a work of narrative nonfiction. All information is drawn from historical sources, primary texts, and scholarly research. No events have been invented.

This book discusses medieval medicine and historical healing traditions for educational and historical purposes only. It is not medical advice.

For all the voices that were told to be silent, and sang anyway.

A NOTE TO READERS

This is a work of narrative nonfiction. Every event described in these pages is drawn from historical record: from Hildegard’s own voluminous writings, from the letters she exchanged with popes, emperors, and abbots, from the accounts of her secretaries and disciples, and from the careful scholarship of the historians who have spent lifetimes unpicking the extraordinary world she inhabited. Where dialogue appears, it has been reconstructed from letters, documented exchanges, or the reported speech preserved in medieval sources; nothing has been invented to serve the drama, though drama, as it turns out, requires very little invention when the subject is Hildegard of Bingen.

She was a woman who claimed, from earliest childhood, that she saw light no one else could see. She was a Benedictine abbess who composed music of such haunting beauty that it is still performed in concert halls today, nearly nine centuries after her death. She was a physician, a natural philosopher, a preacher who travelled the Rhine Valley delivering sermons to large congregations of clergy and laypeople at a time when women were barred from the pulpit. She corresponded with Bernard of Clairvaux, Frederick Barbarossa, Pope Eugenius III, and Eleanor of Aquitaine. She founded not one but two monasteries. She wrote theology, cosmology, medicine, natural history, and poetry. She invented an alphabet. She was consulted on matters of empire and matters of the soul, and she had opinions on both that she was not remotely reluctant to share.

She was also a woman of the twelfth century, shaped by its assumptions about gender, authority, and the divine, and I have tried throughout to hold that tension honestly. Her modesty, her repeated insistence that she was only an instrument, a feather on the breath of God, was not false but it was also not the whole story. The woman who wrote to popes in the tone of someone delivering a verdict rather than seeking an audience was not a passive vessel for divine transmission. She was a strategist, a politician, a builder of institutions and reputations, including her own. Both things were true. Both things are worth understanding.

The Middle Ages are not, for most people, an instinctively vivid period. The names are unfamiliar, the institutional landscape is strange, the theology can seem distant to modern ears. I have tried, throughout this book, to make the world Hildegard moved through as real and immediate as I can, because it was real and immediate to the people who lived in it. They loved and feared and competed and conspired and prayed with the same intensity that humans always have. The century she inhabited, the twelfth, was one of the most intellectually turbulent in European history: a world cracking open with new ideas, new institutions, new conflicts between spiritual and temporal power. Hildegard was not a footnote to that world. She was one of its defining voices.

A note on sources: the primary texts are Hildegard’s own, above all the Scivias, the Liber Vitae Meritorum, and the Liber Divinorum Operum, her great theological trilogy, alongside the Physica and Causae et Curae for her natural philosophy, the Symphonia for her music, and the vast correspondence preserved in various manuscript traditions. The Vita Hildegardis, the life written by the monks Gottfried of Disibodenberg and Theodoric of Echternach shortly after her death, is an indispensable witness, though one that must be read with the awareness that hagiography has its own agendas. Modern scholarship on Hildegard is now substantial, and I am deeply indebted to the work of Barbara Newman, Sabina Flanagan, Constant Mews, Anne King-Lenzmeier, and many others whose meticulous research has made this book possible. Any errors are, needless to say, entirely my own.
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The Feather and the Fire

On a September morning in 1098, in the valley of the Nahe river in the German Rhineland, a woman named Mechthild gave birth to her tenth child. The child was a girl. They named her Hildegard.

We do not know exactly what the household looked like, what the weather was doing, what Mechthild said when they placed the infant in her arms. We know that Hildegard’s father was a man named Hildebert, a minor noble in the service of a local lord, a man of enough standing to maintain a family of ten children in reasonable comfort but not enough to leave much of a trace in the historical record beyond the daughter who would make his name immortal. We know that Hildegard was the tenth and last child, and that in the traditions of the time, the tenth child of a family was sometimes considered a kind of tithe, a gift offered back to God, destined for religious life. Whether this was the reasoning in Hildebert’s house we cannot say with certainty. What we know is that when Hildegard was around eight years old, she was placed in the care of a woman named Jutta of Sponheim, an anchoress attached to the Benedictine monastery of Disibodenberg, and that from that point forward the church and its rhythms would be the whole world she inhabited.

It was also around this time, possibly earlier, that she began to see things.

Not in the way that word implies to a modern ear, not hallucinations, not the fragmentary fever-visions of illness, though illness was a companion Hildegard would know intimately for the whole of her life. What she described, when she finally described it decades later at the age of forty-two, was something more like a second sky laid over the visible one: a living radiance, a luminous field she called the umbra viventis lucis, the reflection of the living light, which she perceived more or less continuously, as a kind of permanent additional dimension of reality. Within that field, at certain moments, came visions: architectures of meaning, figures and symbols and voices, vast in their implications, that she understood to be communications from God himself.

She told no one for most of her life. She confided only in Jutta, and later in a young monk named Volmar who became her secretary, her collaborator, and arguably her most important ally. For thirty years or more she sat with this cargo of visions, carrying them in private, neither wholly suppressing them nor finding a way to release them into the world. She was a woman in a society where women did not speak with spiritual authority. The risk was obvious and she knew it perfectly well.

What changed in 1141 was, by her own account, God losing patience.

She described it in the preface to the Scivias, the first of her great visionary books, with a directness that still lands like a stone dropped into still water. A blazing light of tremendous brightness, she wrote, poured through her entire brain. It set her whole heart and breast aflame, not burning but warming, as sunlight warms a place it touches. And a voice spoke, and the voice told her to say and write what she saw and heard. She tried to resist. The voice was insistent. She became ill, was prostrated, and understood the illness as a consequence of her refusal. Then she obeyed.

What followed, over the next fifty years, was one of the most remarkable intellectual and spiritual careers in the history of medieval Europe, and arguably in the history of women’s intellectual life anywhere. She completed the Scivias over the course of ten years, with Volmar checking her Latin and her young protégée Richardis von Stade acting as scribe. She sent excerpts to Bernard of Clairvaux, who declared them authentic. Pope Eugenius III read them aloud to the assembled fathers of the Synod of Trier in 1147 or 1148 and gave them his formal approval. Hildegard was, at a stroke, the only woman in the medieval Latin West whose theological writings had received explicit papal endorsement. She was also, by that point, fifty years old, had never left the enclosure of Disibodenberg, and was only just beginning.

She went on to write two more visionary works of comparable scope and ambition. She wrote a comprehensive guide to natural medicine and the properties of plants, animals, and minerals. She composed the Ordo Virtutum, a sung morality play, the earliest surviving example of the form, in which she wrote both words and music. She created the Symphonia, a collection of seventy-seven liturgical songs of extraordinary melodic originality. She left the monastery of Disibodenberg, against fierce resistance from its abbot, and founded her own community on the Rupertsberg hill above Bingen, and then a second house across the Rhine at Eibingen. She undertook preaching tours along the Rhine Valley and into Bavaria, addressing clergy and laypeople with a directness that scandalized some and electrified others. She wrote to Bernard of Clairvaux urging him to account for himself. She wrote to Frederick Barbarossa warning him that God’s patience with his conduct was not inexhaustible. She wrote to Pope Anastasius IV calling his leadership of the church a scandal.

She died in 1179 at the age of eighty-one, having outlived most of her enemies and some of her friends, having built more and written more and said more than almost any figure of her century, male or female.

In 2012, her cult was extended to the universal Church, confirming her sainthood for the wider Catholic world. That same year, she was declared a Doctor of the Church, one of only four women ever to receive that designation. The recognition, one suspects, would not have surprised her. She had spent a lifetime dealing with institutions that moved slowly and men who thought even more slowly, and she had learned to work around both.

This is her story. It begins, as so many extraordinary stories do, in a very small room.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Life, stzons, and
Enduring Power of






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





