Hildegard of Bingen at 900
The eye of a woman

To celebrate the anniversary of the influential composer
and mystic Hildegard of Bingen, JUNE BOYCE-TILLMAN
assesses her work from a sharply contemporary angle

From women’s eyes this doctrine I derive.

They sparkle still the right Promethean fire.
They are the beoks, the arts, the academes
That show, contain, and nourish, all the world.}

N THE LATE-20TH CENTURY, the music of

the 12th-century abbess Hildegard of Bingen

seems of significance for many types of peo-

ple. The substance of this article is that with-
in her, our age reclaims its lost feminine. This
is achieved partly through a rewurn to pre-
Enlightenment conceptual frameworks, and partly
because of Hildegard's own special position with-
in these. Although there are those, scholars
included, who would dispute the legitimacy of
applying a feminist approach to an age that knew
nothing of feminist theorists such as Carol
Gilligan, there are others who see considerable
parailels.?

This article is argued from an unashamedly
essentialist position, one based on the work of
the feminist psychologist Mary Field Belenky in
her book Women’s ways of knowing.3 Her project,
conducted in the 1970s, was based on a notion of
Carol Gilligan's* ‘that women have been missing
even as research subjects at the formative stages
of psychological theories’s One-hundred-and-
thirty-five women were interviewed, some from
formal academic settings and some from family
agencies, and the resulting daia analysed using
schemes from a similar project by William G. Per-
ry that involved mostly male students.s A number
of different stages in women’s ways of knowing
which have similarities with but also significant
differences from their male colleagues were iden-
tified. The stages were identified: silence, recei-
ved knowledge (listening to the voices of others),
subjective knowledge (the inner voice), subjec-
tive knowledge (the quest for self), procedural
knowledge (the voice of reason), procedural know-
ledge (separate and connected knowing) and
constructed knowledge {integrating the voices).
These were not related to musical knowing in the
book. In my own work, however, drawing on the
writings of feminist musicologists such as Diane
Peacock Jezic” and my own experience of women

undergraduates, [ have identified how these char-
acteristics might be related to music.8 In doing so,
I have employed to a considerable extent the
notions of connected knowing and constructed
knowiedge.

To summarise Belenky, connected knowers
believe that the most trustworthy knowledge
comes from personal experience rather than the
pronouncements of authorities. They develop
procedures for gaining access to other people’s
knowledge, at the heart of which is empathy,
favouring what Bruner called ‘narrative’ rather
than ‘paradigmatic’ thinking.? Other characteris-
tics shown by connected knowers are a desire to
converse using empathy, the use of story, a priz-
ing of mutuality and shared insight, a refusal to
judge, collaboration in groups of connected
knowers, and the use of personal knowledge as a
source of truth. In constructed knowledge, the
woman attempts to move outside the given
boundaries of the group in which she has been
tutored, [t is marked by an effort to reclaim the
self by integrating knowledge that she feels to be
personaily important with knowledge that she
has learnt from others. The position often
includes ‘passionate knowing: ‘the elaborated
form connected knowing takes after women learn
to use self as an instrument of understanding’.'0
Question-posing is central to this mode of
thought, and this is at the heart of its orientation
towards responsibility, which resolves conflicts
not by a logical hierarchy of abstract principles,
but in the context of each person’s perspective,
needs and goals." My argument is structured
around these principles, intertwined with ideas
from the feminist musicologists Susan McClaryt?
and Rose Rosengard Subotnik.3

HE first concept, that of interrelated-
ness, draws on strands found in Be-
lenky’s notion of connected knowing.
This may be perceived both in the inter-
nal relationships within Hildegards music and
the way in which music is perceived in relation to
individuals and society. The backdrop to this
notion for Hildegard was her fundamental view
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of the cosmos, which is most clearly reflected in
the paintings of her visions. In these, circular and
oval shapes are common, and circles of earth, fire
and water hold all together, with the winds blow-
ing in at four points. Music is seen as an essential
part of this unity. Inside the pieces, the texts of
her songs are characterised by the use of many
conjunctions, a character reflected in the free
flowing nature of many of the musical settings,

Sometimes attributed to lack of education,
these features may equally well be seen as reflect-
ing the free-flowing interconnectedness of her
thinking, which in turn reflects the pattern of the
universe. Indeed, for Hildegard, the notion of sin
was related to a break in this relationship. Music
has a crucial part to play in the restoration of
right relationship, and for this she gave each of
the psalm tones a theological significance.14

For Hildegard, the theory of music was inex.
tricably bound up with the cosmic order. The
American Hildegard scholar Pozzi Escot points
out that there are examples of mathematical pat-
terns in her work: but the origins of these are not
in the theories of the autonomous nature of musi-
cal structures as found in the theories of contern-
porary musicologists, but a reflection of some-
thing beyond the music - the order and pattern of
the universe which reflects that of the Divine.1s
Hildegard thus places herself among the non-
autonomous theoreticians of music.

ONTEMPORARY feminist theorists

locate themselves similarly. 1t is no acci-

dent that Rose Rosengard Subotnik

draws on the work of the ‘psychological’
theorist Leonard Meyer, stressing the relationship
of music to human processes. She writes-

! would argue that the best writing about music,
in the last century and in this one, moved away
from technicat descriptions and analyses towards
images and analogies and ideas. But until
recently, even the most figurative of those writings
worked on the basis that they were ‘about music,’
A course on European music eriticism since 1800
must certainly consider decades of debates over
whether or not music is awonomous... . To my
mind there can be little doubt that the disappear-
ance of ‘music itself” as a conceptual paradigm
grew out of a massive process of Western self-crit-
icism... . More recent critical movemerits such as
the Frankfizrt School, poststructuralism, and fem-
inism have offered musicologists a way to recon-
figure ‘reason’ so that their field could no longer
Justify rejecting as “irrational viewpoinis, inter-
esis, and traditions that differed from the acade-
mic norm. Many who have been excluded from
musicology on this basis hag strong ties 1o nonau-
tonomous conceptions of music 1o

This relates well to the problems that con-
nected knowers experienced in the survey of
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Mary Field Belenky. Rose Rosengard Suboun;;
continues, addressing the effect of such theoris
ing on ways of listening:

Only some music strives for autonomy. All music
has sound and a style. Only some people listen
Structurally.  Everyore has cultural and emo-
tional responses to music. These characteristics
and responses are not uniform or immutable bu:
as diverse, unstable, and open-ended as the mul-
titude of contexts in which music defines itself.17

This attitude to listening also acknowledges the
importance of contextualisation, which is part of
Belenky's connected knowing.18 There is a strong
tradition of women’s songs associated with activ-
ities suck as spinning, weaving and rocking the
baby to sleep. These sangs are customised and
reworked every time for a particular circum-
stance. As we listen to Hildegard today, it is
impossible for us to ascribe 1o her music the
meanings that would have been ascribed to it in
the convent. Shifts of context mean shifts of
i‘neaning. For Hildegard the liturgical context
would have been inseparable from the music’s
meaning. Her compositions arose directly from
the thythm of the monastic community, using
forms used in the regular worship which charac-
terised it: responsories, antiphons, sequences and
hymns, 1 Contemporary culture is filled with the
essentially decontextualised phenomena of the
CD and the concert, and it is difficuls to enter
again the liturgical context of Hildegard, except
perhaps for those stili engaged in the regular pro-
vision of music for worship.

Closely allied with the notion of contextuali-
sation is that of ephemerality. For many women
working, for example, as schoolteachers or
church musicians, pieces are produced for partic-
ular occasions and then not preserved. The
notion of producing material appropriate only for
a particular purpose is analogous to the amount
of women's art to be found in children’s clothes
and quilts for beds and not on the walls of art gal-
leries. Women's artwork is often both useful and
beautiful and, as such, it wears out. The collec-
tion of songs entitled Symphonia armonie
celestium revelationum was almost certainly not
written down by Hildegard. It is possible that
towards the end of her life an unknown patron
paid the considerable sum necessary to employ
the services of a musical scribe. Some material
may have been lost, as were later women’s songs
like those of the beguine Mechtild of Hackeborn,
the so-called Flemish nightingale. The character
of the pieces suggests they were created for par-
ticular festivals with no grand scheme in mind,
following the themes that Hildegard loved and
considered under-represented in terms of the
music of the Church. The addition of the psalm
tones in the margins of one of the manuscripts



P .. ..

implies that some of the songs may have had an
independent life before being linked (somewhat
uneasily) with the psalm tones. It is likely that
the Symphonia was an ordering by Hildegard (in
the case of the Dendermonde manuscript) of
diverse material created in different occasions. It
is possible that the music drama Ordo virtutum
may have been written for the dedication of the
Rupertsberg. The score is, therefore, in a different
relationship to its sound from that of later peri-
ods. Rose Rosengard Subotnik develeps this fur-
ther:

If the Western: dialectic of structure and medium
is still with us, should we not be trying in the
classroom 1o develop intellectually rigorous
ways of analysing sound and siyle as well as
structure? Is it not possible that encouraging less
dependence on the score as we listen, and of per-
ceiving what the score suggests, might help us to
develop new and richer ways of speaking about
music? And might not such an expanded lan-
guage enhance even our concepticn of how
structure operates, and what it signifies, in
music?

Designed to protect music as a preserve of
individual integrity within society, and thereby
ultimately to contribute to the betterment of the
individuals position within society, this concept
[of structural listening! in Schoenbergs and
Adorno’s version begs off its social responsibili-
ties no less than the stylish snobbishness of
Stravinskys formalism does... .20

Some may have probiems with the application
to pre-Enlightenment music of principles of
deconstruction proposed by post-Enlightenment
theorists. And yet there is something to be said
here about Hildegard and individualism. There is
ne doubt that whatever she touched she made
her own, whether in the use of exuberant leaps
and modal changes in her music, the colours of
her paintings, or the huge feminine figures of her
visions. Yet her underlying metivation [or this is
profoundly different. She stresses always her
belonging to a Divine tradition; her striving is for
authenticity within a tradition not for innovation
moving away [rom the preceding generation. Her
fundamental desire is not the individualism of
modernism but to belong. :

Many European myths, including the Odyssey
and the Aeneid, illustrate the importance of
women’s reles in the preservation of traditions.
The women were left at home while the men
embarked on their heroic quest; their role was the
maintenance of a culture. Hildegard was steeped
in the tradition of the Bible and Benedictine spir-
ituality. Therein lay her strength and her weak-
ness. How could she express her own unique
spirituality and music, which she believed came
directly from God in the context of the
Christianity in which lay her roots? She delved
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"I have raised up Inunanity to the high calling of creativity: o
I have calied them 1o be fike me*.
{Hildegard of Bingen)
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Further details from Dr June Boyce-Tillman,
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deeply into the Old Testament, drawing on the
Wisdom writings wherein the figure of Wisdom
is traditionally feminine. Her rediscovery of the
feminine aspects of the Divine was crucial to her
search for an authentic voice. The symbolic fig-
ures of her visions are not women in name alone,
but are explicitly female, endowed with breasts
and wombs, performing particularly female func-
tions such as cradling offspring or giving birth.»
For some theorists?? the loss of the feminine
dimension of the Divine can be seen as important
in the loss of an authentic female musical voice,

Hildegard also draws on the surrounding
nature traditions of her times, for example, in the
faces of the green person that can be seen on the
pillars of the monastery of Disibodenberg where
she spent much of her youth. This is very clear in
O viridissima virga, in which she likens the Virgin
Mary to a greening branch in which the birds
build their nests. She tried to contain these ideas
within orthedox theelogy. She was a traditional-
ist, but one who looked for an authentic female
voice not outside it but within it. Some of her
writing recalls that of Luther some centuries
later; but never is there a hint of separation from
the dominant tradition. In this context, the
obscurity of some of her writing may be due not
so much 0 an inadequate grasp of Latin as to a
desire to belong. [n common with many
oppressed individuals and groups existing within
an established order, she invented a system of
‘double speak’ that could be interpreted a variety
of ways, 2
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Her sense of the mystical is related to the qual-
ity of empathy, central 1o Belenky’s mode of con-
nected knowing.2 This receptivity goes beyond
the reading of purcly verbal cues. It inciudes a
valuing of the non-verbal. Allied with Belenky’
notion of passionate knowing, it leads to a-desire
to use a variety of media to express feelings and
ideas. There were few art forms that Hildegard
did not explore. Her nuns wore crowns and beau-
tiful robes, which she considered justified
because of their high calling as the brides of
Christ.s She brings all the arts together in her
music drama Ordo virtutum. In this, the Virtues or
Powers, who are all female, attempt to guide the
Soul on a heavenly path and steer her away from
the charms of the Devil. He is the only man with
a significant part in the piece. (A chorus of
Patriarchs and Prophets sings an opening chorus,
but do not appear again.} He does not sing, a
symbolic representation of his tack of connection
to the Divine. The alliance of the women with
notions of the highest good in a large-scaie music
drama turns on its head later operatic traditions.

Her use of music as part of healing rituals
shows clearly how she favoured the expressive
elements of music. This was a clear feature both
of Belenky's connected and constructed knowing.
There is a subtle expressive interrelationship
between text and music in all of Hildegards
songs. In her antiphon O virtus sapientiae {ex.1)
the melody rises upwards in one of her charac-
teristic ecstatic openings at the announcement of
the power of Wisdom. In line 2, with its concern
with circling, it spirals around B. As she sings of
embracing the earth in a way that brings life into
being, the line sweeps down form the top E to
root the life into the earth. As the first of the three
wings reaches highest heaven, the line sweeps up
to its highest note, while for the wing sweating in
earth it goes down nearly to its lowest note. The
third, flying everywhere, uses the whole octave.
The doxology leans downwards in a gesture of
reverence.? In this welding of text to tune, and in
creating both simultaneously, she is in the tradi-
tion of the woman singer and song-writer that
includes 20th-century figures such as Joan Baez
and Joni Mitchell, for whom the song represents
an intensification of their own feelings and
beliefs.

HE song-texts glitter with vivid images.
Her work, compared with that of her
male contemporaries, has often been
viewed as lacking craftsmanship. But
the dazzling accretion of images that charac-
terises her writing resuits in cavalcade of excite-
nient that Jung (had he known it) would have
found a rich source for women’s use of symbol.
Contemporaty performances of her work some-
times do not reflect such expressive writing in the
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chosen singing style, although recordings such as
those of Vox Animae are remarkabic for their dra-
matic quality® Barbara Newman states that
‘Given her visionary conception of the music it is
hard to believe the rhapsodic quality of her lyries
did not call forth a similarly rapt urinhibited per-
formance style. She praises the sweet clear, ring-
ing tone (dulcissima, clara, sonans).?* This
vibrant vocal style is allied to her concept of
‘viriditas'. Although this is usually translated as
greening power, it includes the vibrancy and
energy of all creation.

Belenky stresses the importance of process to
women, claiming that as long as teaching con-
centrates on the presentation of ‘polished prod-
ucts’, women will be disempowered.? Hildegard’s
music is in itsell a revelation of her process
because she received it as part of the visionary
experience, which started in her [ourth year.
Having received her visions directly from God in
this way, she resisted revising them. As a result,
the music is improvisatory in character.?' Her
pieces elaborate a number of very smali motils,
which give coherence to her work. In this
respect, Hildegard might be compared with later
women composers, Clara Schumann for example,
whose use of form has been seen to contrast with
that of her husband. Hildegards music unfolds
rhapsodically in a way that blurs the outlines of
its formal structures. This is not the practice of
her male contemporaries. It may well be the
choice of women, however, and not simply the
result of a tack of musical education, as some
writers suggest, Susan McClary writes: T believe
it may be possible to demonstrate that various
women composers in history (Hildegard von
Bingen, Barbara Strozzi, Clara Schumann, Fanny
Mendelssohn) likewise wrote in ways that made a
difference within the music itself.s

In this improvisatory style Hildegard intro-
duces changes of mode ~ out of keeping with the
usage of her day. She also exploits the forbidden
augmented fourth in portraying the cosmic cata-
clysm of O cruor sanguinis. She also ends O ignis
Spiritus in a different mode from the one in which
she began. McClary writes:

Closure is a far more absolute condition in clas-
sical music than in most other arts ... in most
tonal music of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries nothing less will suffice for the pur-
pose of concluding pieces than complete resolu-
tion on the triad. Equivocal endings are few and
far between. Yet the [act that most listeners do
not know how to account for this overwhelming
push for closure they experience in this music
means that it often seems like a force of nature
rather than a human ideclogical construct.3 '

McClary is writing of post-Enlightenment tra-
ditions, but the notion of closure was even more
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Ex.1: Hildegard of Bingen: O virtus sapientiae. The w sign indicates the presence of a guilisma.

true of the church modal traditicns, which never
left their chosen mode. Hildegard, in introducing
a change of mede art the end of O ignis Spiritus,

relaticnship of music to healing. In founding the
Hildegard Newwork, bringing together people
interested in exploring the links between spiritu-

40. Bowie & Davies:
op. cit., pp.33-36.

41, Newman (1988}:

challenges this notion. She is thus setting up a ality, the arts and healing, 1 wanted 1o explore  op. cit,, p.25.
different model more akin to the helix (a femi- such notions. For Hildegard wrote freely of many 12, sybetnik:
nine symbol), where the same point is never aspects of life. She saw laughing, crying, singing  op. cit., p.210.

returned to exactly. It is a model { have followed
in my own pieces.’

In Belenkys study, women constructivists did
not wish to create compartments but sought to
develop all aspects of ife simultaneously out of
an adherence to a beliel chat they are all interre-
tated.>» This means that they will take a more
holistic approach to lile. one that stresses the

and dancing as being linked with the healih of
the body, particularly in relation o the immune
system, which she saw as central to health. As
such she sounds almost contemporary. tt is the
integrative aspect ol Hildegard’'s music that
explains its popularity in modern society?
Teday's healers are using her music to eflect the
order in these elements that Hildegard desired.
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This is the concept of the theoretical or cognitive
reason. as analysed most cogently by Immanue]
Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason. Kants
achievement was to demonstrate that a condition
of abstract universal validity can be established
reliably through intersubjective structures of
cognitive reason. In this way he protected a reli-
able epistemological basis {or resolving scientilic
and logical problems.

Bui many human acts .., [all into a domain
that is clearly moral rather than cognitive in
character. Determining ‘rightness” of these
actions requires more than the cognitive
processes of scientific and even logical verifica-
tion; it requires moral judgement. Can the wo
be joined? However justified we may be in
demanding that all notions of reason be moral,
and that all notions of morality be reasonable, it
is far from sell-evident that the archetype of the-
oretical reason on which we come 10 rely in
modern Western thought has any bearing on
moral questions. ¥
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Belenky identifies the desire of connected and
constructivist knowers for collzaborative ways of
working and a sense of community.3® Central to
the Benedictine Rule by which Hildegard would
have lived was the notion of communality. In her
creative wark, she laboured in collaboration with
both Richardis of Stade and Volmar. This is
shown clearly in an illumination in the Lucca
manuscript where they stand on either side of
her. Her drawing of herself as a visionary is also
contained within a monastical building showing
how she saw belonging to such a community as
an important part of her experience.#

Musically Hildegard favoured inclusivity, a
non-judgmental notion the Belenky sees as part
of connected knowing. Barbara Newman writes:
‘Fhus music for Hildegard was not the province
of a gifted elite but a thing quintessentially
human; mankind was never meant to live with-
out it.1 Rose Rosengard Subotnik alsc attacks
elitism: ‘Any principle, even the principle of rea-
son, when honoured so rigidly as to exclude all
others, sooner or later becomes the basis of a
rationality that can be used to justify immorality
in the real world.#2 Such writing reflects
Belenky's idea of passionate and committed
knowing, which she iilustrates from Michae!
Polanyi: ‘Personal knowledge ... is the passicnate
participation of the knower in the act of know-
ing.'*» Rosengard Subotnik launches a strong
attack on the supremacy given to reason since the
Enlightenment:
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Such writing has clear echoes of Hildegard, who
writes in The book of divine works of human rea-
son and the interrelated powers of ‘expiratio, sci-
eniia et sensus’ — spirit, knowledge and feeling +
In her committed knowing, Hildegard learnt to
speak with authority based on the vision of the
blinding light which, when it struck her at the age
of 43, pave her the sense that the authority she
desired had been given to herst Other creative
women have similarly found strength in mid-life;
Virginia Wooll is but one example. Tt is the redis-
covery of the power of the older woman who is
marginalised and ridiculed by our society ~ the
redeeming of the crone. ¥ However, her image of
herself as a feather on the breath of God reflects
Belenky’s notion of constructivist knowers having
a sense of humility about their knowledge

EN Hildegard was 80, her pow-
erful voice was silenced for eight
months for failing to obey the
bishop’s instructions and for pur-

suing her own view of God’s justice. It is a fine
metaphor for what patriarchal cultures have
attempted to do to women throughout history:
‘the active silencing of history, the regulation, the
circumscription, the prohibition of women’s
musical practices’.®® But thanks to a letter warn-
ing the Bishop that those who silence the music
of God on earth will have no part in the songs of
the angels in Heaven, Hildegard did sing again for
eight months before she died — the connected,
related, contextual, communal, visionary, collab-
orative, improvisatory, integrative, comnitted,
authoritative song of the mature woman. Her
song represents a value system that the dominant
culture is ignoring. To hear it would help men as
well as women. Yet it is a song that our age still
has problems hearing.



