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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.

O Wisdom’s energy!
Whirling, you encircle
and everything embrace
in the single way of life.
Three wings you have:
one soars above into the heights,
one from the earth exudes,
and all about now flies the third.
Praise be to you, 
as is your due, O Wisdom.

Texts and Translations
The body of the vision is translated by Mark Atherton, reproduced, abridged, from Hildegard of 
Bingen: Selected Writings (Penguin Classics); the introduction to the vision is translated by 
Nathaniel M. Campbell, and reproduced, abridged, from The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval 
Continuation Vol. 18 St Hildegard of Bingen The Book of Divine Works. All translations of 
Hildegard’s chant texts are by Nathaniel M. Campbell, and reproduced from 
www.hildegard-society.org

O virtus Sapientie – Antiphon for Divine Wisdom (R 466rb)

When I was sixty-five years old, I saw a 
vision of such mystery and power that I 
trembled through and through and then 
fell ill because of the weakness of my 
body. After seven years, I have finally 
brought this vision almost to completion 
by writing it down. 

And so, in the 1163d year of the Lord’s 
Incarnation, there happened a voice 
from heaven, saying to me:

“O poor little form, you are the daughter 
of very many labours, tempered by many 
grave infirmities of the body, yet also 
flooded by the depths of God’s 
mysteries. Commit to fixed writing of 
these things that you see with the inner 
eyes, and perceive with the inner ears of 
the soul to be useful for humankind, so 
that through them, humans might 
understand their Creator and not flee 
from worshipping Him with worthy 
honour.  Write them indeed not 
according to your own heart, but 
according to my testimony, I who am life 
without beginning and end.”

http://hlbrm.digitale-sammlungen.hebis.de/handschriften-hlbrm/content/pageview/450566


Therefore, I, a poor and feeble form worn down by many infirmities, have at last 
turned my trembling hands to writing.  As I have done this I have looked up to the 
true and living light to see what I ought to write. For everything I have written from 
the beginning of my visions, I saw with the inner eyes of my spirit and heard with 
the inner ears, and not in dreams or ecstasies.  With truth as my witness, I have not 
offered anything of human sentiment, but only what I perceived in the heavenly 
mysteries. 

And again, I heard a voice from heaven, teaching me thus.  And it said: “Write, 
therefore, according to me and in this way.”

Spiritus sanctus vivificans
vita movens omnia,
et radix est in omni creatura
ac omnia de inmunditia abluit,
tergens crimina ac ungit vulnera,
et sic est fulgens ac laudabilis vita,
suscitans et resuscitans
omnia.

The Holy Spirit: living and life-giving,
the life that’s all things moving,
the root in all created being:
of filth and muck it washes all things 
clean—out-scrubbing guilty staining, 
its balm our wounds constraining—
and so its life with praise is shining,
rousing and reviving all.

Spiritus sanctus vivificans - Psalm antiphon for the Holy Spirit (D 157r, R 466va) 

http://hlbrm.digitale-sammlungen.hebis.de/handschriften-hlbrm/content/pageview/450567


And I saw as amid the stars of the South in the mystery of God a beautiful and 
marvellous image of a human figure; her face was of such beauty and brightness 
that I could more easily have stared at the sun. On her head she had a broad band 
of gold. And in that golden band above her head there appeared a second face, like 
an old man whose chin and beard touched the top of the first head. Wings 
protruded from behind the neck of the figure on either side, and rising up clear of 
the golden band their tips met and joined overhead.  On the right, above the sweep 
of the wing, was an image of an eagle’s head, and I saw it had eyes of fire in which 
there appeared the brilliance of angels as in a mirror. On the left, above the sweep 
of the wing, was the image of a human face which shone like the brightness of the 
stars. These faces were turned towards the East.

O gloriosissimi lux vivens angeli 
Votive antiphon for the Angels (D 159r, R 468rb-va, Scivias III.13.2a) 

O gloriosissimi lux vivens angeli,
qui infra divinitatem
divinos oculos
cum mistica obscuritate
omnis creature aspicitis
in ardentibus desideriis,
unde numquam
potestis saciari:

O quam gloriosa
gaudia illa vestra
habet forma,
que in vobis est
intacta ab omni pravo opere,
quod primum ortum est
in vestro socio,
perdito angelo,
qui volare voluit
supra intus latens
pinnaculum Dei,
unde ipse tortuosus
dimersus est in ruinam,
sed ipsius instrumenta casus
consiliando facture
digiti Dei instituit.

O living light, O angels glorious!
Below divinity,
upon the eyes divine you gaze
within the darkness mystical
of all creation—
in yearnings set alight
where you can ne’er
be quenched nor satiated:

How glorious too
are these, your joys
your form possesses—
that form that in your number
remains untouched by ev’ry wicked 
deed that first arose
in your companion,
that now lost angel
who wished to fly
above, within the hidden
pinnacle of God—
then twisted, tortured, he
was plunged into his ruin.
But yet, his fall’s devices
by cunning plot he laid against the 
craft of God’s creative finger.
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But from each of her shoulders, a wing extended down to the knee. And she wore a 
tunic like the glory of the sun and in her hands she carried a lamb like the bright light 
of the day. But beneath her feet she trampled a monster of dreadful appearance, black 
and venomous, and also a serpent, which had fixed its teeth into the right ear of the 
monster and wound the rest of its body across its own head, and had stretched its tail 
on the left side.

2. The figure spoke: I am the supreme fire and energy. I have kindled all the sparks of 
the living, and I have breathed out 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.

O coruscans lux 

O coruscans lux stellarum, 
O splendidissima specialis forma 
regalium nuptiarum,
O fulgens gemma, 
Tu es ornate in alta persona, 
Quae non habet maculatam rugam.
Tu es etiam socia Angelorum et civis 
sanctorum. Fuge, fuge speluncam 
antiqui perditoris, et veniens veni in 
palatium Regis.

O burning light of the stars,
O most splendid model of the regal nuptials,
O glowing jewel!
You are arrayed as a high-ranking woman 
with neither stain nor fault.
And you are the playmate of the angels,
a companion to the holy ones. 
Run, O run from the cave of 
the tempter of old.
Come, come to the palace of the King.

 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.

The Eternal Flame Falls by Mpmajewski is a small waterfall located in the Shale Creek Preserve, a section of Chestnut 
Ridge Park in Western New York. A small grotto at the waterfall's base emits natural gas, which can be lit to produce a 
small flame. This flame is visible nearly year round, although it can be extinguished and must occasionally be re-lit.



O nobilissima viriditas – Responsory for Virgins (D 165r-v, R 471rb-va, Scivias III.13.7b)

R. O nobilissima viriditas,
que radicas in sole
et que in candida
serenitate
luces in rota
quam nulla terrena excellentia
comprehendit:

V. Tu rubes ut aurora et ardes
ut solis flamma.

 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 energise the subsidiary winds to 
carry out their appropriate tasks.

R. O noblest green viridity,
you're rooted in the sun
and in the clear
bright calm
you shine within a wheel
no earthly excellence
can comprehend:

V. As morning’s dawn you blush,
as sunny flame you burn.

http://hlbrm.digitale-sammlungen.hebis.de/handschriften-hlbrm/content/zoom/450576
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Thus I am concealed in things as fiery energy. They are ablaze through me like the 
breath that ceased to see 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 
am also 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.

And I am life: not the life struck from stone, or blossoming from branches, or rooted in 
a man’s fertility, but life in its fullness, for all living things have their roots in me. 
Reason is the root, through which the resonant word flourishes.



O vos felices radices 

O vos felices radices cum quibus 
opus miraculorum per torrens iter 
perspicue umbre plantatum est, 
et o tu ruminans ignea vox, 
precurrebs limantem lapidem 
subvertentem abyssum:

Gaudete in illo quem non viderunt 
in terris multi qui ipsum ardenter 
vocaverunt.

Gaudete in capite vestro. 

O merry roots with whom the work of the 
miracles was planted by a journey rushing, 
tearing forth, a path of shade perlucid; 
and you, O voice of ruminating fire, 
forerunner of the whetstone, 
the Rock that overthrows the abyss:

Rejoice in him whom most on earth have 
never seen – yet ardently they’ve called on 
him.

Rejoice in him, your captain!

So I am the helper, for all living things burn through me; and I am steady life in 
eternity, without beginning or end, the same life which is God in motion and 
activity; and yet this one life has three powers: eternity is the Father, the word the 
Son, and the breath connecting the two the Holy Spirit, and similarly God 
signified the same in human beings in whom there is body, soul and rationality.

Laus Trinitati – Votive antiphon for the Trinity (D 157r) 
 

Laus Trinitati, 
que sonus et vita
ac creatrix omnium in vita ipsorum est,
et que laus angelice turbe
et mirus splendor archanorum,
que hominibus ignota sunt, est,
et que in omnibus vita est.

Praise to the Trinity—
the sound and life and creativity of 
all within their life,
the praise of the angelic host
and wondrous, 
brilliant splendor hid,
unknown to human minds, it is,
and life within all things.



The fact that I ‘blaze above the beauty of the fields’ means this: the earth is the 
matter from which God makes man and woman, the fact that ‘I shine in the waters’ 
signifies the soul, for – just as water flows through all the earth – the soul 
permeates all of the body. ‘I burn in sun and moon’; this refers to rationality, and 
the ‘stars’ are the innumerable words of rationality. ‘And I awaken all to life with 
every wind of the air, as with invisible life that sustains everything.’  This signifies 
that whatever grows and matures is animated and preserved through air and wind, 
and it deviates in no way from the power within.

Aer enim volat – Antiphon at Lauds (likely for Psalm 148) for St Ursula and 
Companions (D168r, R472ra)

Aer enim volat
et cum omnibus creaturis
official sua exercet,
et firmamentum eum 
sustinet ac
aer in viribus istius
pascitur.

For the air is fleet
To function with
All creatures,
While the firmament
Sustains it,
The air fed by its
Energy.

3. And again I heard a voice from heaven, which spoke to me:

God, who created all, made humanity in his own image and likeness, and in them he 
marked out both the higher and lower creatures.  He had such love for humanity that 
he destined them to take the place from which the falling angel had been ejected, and 
he ordained them for the glory and honour which the angel in his bliss had lost. This is 
shown by the vision you see. For when you see ‘as amid the airs of the South in the 
mystery of God a beautiful and marvellous image of a human figure’, this signifies the 
Love of the heavenly Father in the strength of his unceasing divinity, beautiful in its 
selectivity, and marvellous in its gifts of mysteries, appearing in the human figure 
because, when the son of God assumed human flesh, he redeemed lost humanity 
through the service of Love. This is why the face was ‘of such beauty and brightness’ 
that you ‘could more easily have stared at the sun’, because the abundance of Love 
emanates in such brightness of gifts that it far surpasses all exercise of human 
understanding – so far, in fact, that no person can grasp such abundance with their 
senses. This signifies symbolically that things may be perceived through faith that 
cannot be seen visibly with the eyes. 

Karitas habundat – [Caritas abundat] (Psalm antiphon for the Holy Spirit (D 157r, 
R466v) 

Karitas habundat in omnia,
de imis excellentissima
super sidera
atque amantissima in omnia,
quia summo regi osculum 
pacis dedit.

Love abounds in all,
from the depths exalted and excelling
over every star,
and most beloved of all,
for to the highest King the kiss of peace 
she gave.
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4. ‘On her head the human figure had a broad band of gold’, because only universal 
faith, diffused round the whole ambit of the earth and originating in the bright 
splendour of the first dawn, can encompass it in all devotion the great abundance of 
true Love, namely that God in the humanity of his son redeemed human beings and 
confirmed them with the downpouring of the Holy Spirit, so that one God is 
acknowledged in the Trinity who without temporal beginning before eternity was God 
in the Godhead. 

O ignis Spiritus paracliti - Sequence for the Holy Spirit (D 158, R 473r)

1a. O ignis Spiritus paracliti,
vita vite omnis creature,
sanctus es vivificando formas.

lb. Sanctus es ungendo periculose
fractos, sanctus es tergendo fetida 
vulnera.

2a. O spiraculum sanctitatis, o ignis 
caritatis, o dulcis gustus in pectoribus et 
infusio cordium in bono odore virtutum.

2b. O fons purissime, in quo consideratur
quod Deus alienos colligit et perditos 
requirit.

3a. O lorica vite et spes compaginis
membrorum omnium et o cingulum 
honestatis: salva beatos.

3b. Custodi eos qui carcerati sunt ab 
inimico, et solve ligatos
quos divina vis salvare vult.

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 volat,
lapides humorem habent,
aque rivulos educunt,
et terra viriditatem sudat.

5a. Tu etiam semper educis doctos
per inspirationem Sapientie 
letificatos.

5b. Unde laus tibi sit, qui es sonus laudis
et gaudium vite, spes et honor fortissimus,
dans premia lucis.

1a. O fire of the Spirit and Defender,
the life of every life created:
Holy are you—giving life to every form.

1b. Holy are you—anointing the critically 
broken. Holy are you—cleansing
the festering wounds.

2a. O breath of holiness, O fire of love,
O taste so sweet within the breast, that floods 
the heart with virtues’ fragrant good.

2b. O clearest fountain, in which is seen the 
mirrored work of God: to gather the estranged 
and seek again the lost.

3a. O living armour, hope that binds the 
every limb, O belt of honor: 
save the blessed.

3b. Guard those enchained in evil’s prison,
and loose the bonds of those whose saving 
freedom is the forceful will of God.

4a. O mighty course that runs within and 
through the all—up in the heights, upon the 
earth, and in the every depth—
you bind and gather all together.

4b. From you the clouds flow forth, the wind 
takes flight, the stones their moisture hold,
the waters rivers spring,
and earth viridity exudes.

5a. You are the teacher of the truly learned, 
whose joy you grant through Wisdom’s 
inspiration.

5b. And so may you be praised, who are the 
sound of praise, the joy of life, the hope and 
potent honor, and the giver of the gifts of 
light.
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‘And in that golden band above her head there appeared a second face, like an old 
man’; this signifies the all-surpassing goodness of the deity, without being beginning 
or end, who suckers the faithful because his ‘chin and beard touched the top of the 
first head’, and so by his disposition and protection of all, God touches the height of 
utmost Charity, in which the sun through his humanity leads lost men and women 
back to the heavens.

5. ‘Wings protruded from behind the neck of the figure on either side, and rising up 
clear of the Golden band their tips met and joined overhead.’  This means that the love 
of God cannot be separated from the love of neighbour since they proceed from the 
virtue of Charity in the unity of faith, and through great longing they encompass that 
faith. And the holy Godhead covers the immeasurable splendour of his glory from 
human beings for as long as they remain in the shadow of death, deprived of the 
heavenly tunic which they lost with Adam.

6. ‘On the right, above the sweep of the wing was an image of an eagle's head’, and you 
saw it had ‘eyes of fire in which there appeared the brilliance of angels as in a mirror’. 
At the heights of triumphant subjection, then, when a person submits to God and 
conquers the devil, she is carried aloft in the joy of divine protection. And, fired by the 
Holy Spirit, when she raises up her mind and fixes her gaze upon God, then the blessed 
spirits appear in her in plain sight and offer to God the devotion of her heart. The 
eagle thus symbolises the spiritual men and women who in full devotion of mind and 
in contemplation frequently gaze upon God like the angels. Therefore the blessed 
spirits, who ceaselessly contemplate God, rejoice in the good works of just people, and 
they show these works to God with their own natures, and so they continue their 
praise of God and never come to an end, for they will never exhaust his fullness. Could 
anyone ever count all the innumerable wonders which God brings about through his 
power and might? Indeed for the Angels there is a brightness as of many mirrors, and 
through this brightness they see, but no one is as active or as powerful as God, since 
no one is like him, and he is not subject to time.



O vos angeli – Responsory for the Angels (D 159r-v, R 468v, Scivias III.13.2b)

R. O vos angeli
qui custoditis populos,
quorum forma fulget
in facie vestra,
et o vos archangeli
qui suscipitis
animas iustorum,
et vos virtutes,
potestates,
principatus,
dominationes et troni,
qui estis computati
in quintum secretum numerum,
et o vos
cherubin
et seraphin,
sigillum secretorum Dei:

R. Sit laus vobis,
qui loculum antiqui cordis
in fonte asspicitis.

R. O angels, you
who guard the peoples in your care
whose form reflects in flash
upon your face;
O archangels, you
who lend your aid
to righteous souls;
O virtues,
powers,
princedoms,
dominations, thrones—
you’re reckoned
in the mystic fifth;
and O you
cherubim
and seraphim,
the seal upon God’s mysteries:

R. Praise be to you,
who glimpse the chamber of the 
ancient heart within the fount, the 
source.
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V. Videtis enim
interiorem
vim Patris,
que de corde illius
spirat quasi facies.

R. Sit laus vobis,
qui loculum antiqui cordis
in fonte asspicitis.

V. For you look into
the Father’s
inner strength—
the breathing of his heart
as of his face.

R. Praise be to you,
who glimpse the chamber of the 
ancient heart
within the fount, the source.

7. Before the beginning of time, God held in his foreknowledge everything that he has 
since made. Outside of any moment or passing of time before eternity, all things 
visible and invisible appeared in the pure and sacred Godhead, as trees and other 
created things when close to water are reflected in it; and though they are not 
actually in the water physically, nevertheless an accurate shape appears there.  
When God said, ‘Fiat, let there be…’, at once all those things that did not have bodies 
assumed a physical shape – all those things which he had seen in his foreknowledge 
before the beginning of time. Just as in a mirror all things are reflected that stand 
before it, so all his created works appeared in holy divinity outside the passage of 
time. 

O quam mirabilis est – Antiphon for the Creator (R 466rb-va) 

O quam mirabilis est
prescientia divini pectoris
que prescivit omnem creaturam.
Nam cum Deus inspexit faciem hominis
quem formavit,
omnia opera sua in eadem forma
hominis integra aspexit.
O quam mirabilis est inspiratio
que hominem sic suscitavit.

How wonderful it is,
that the foreknowing heart divine
has first known everything created!
For when God looked upon the human 
face that he had formed,
he gazed upon his ev’ry work,
reflected whole within that human form.
How wondrous is that breath
that roused humanity to life!

A beam of light reveals the form of a created thing through its shadow, and likewise 
God’s pure foreknowledge perceives the form of every creature before it is embodied. 
Each thing that God intended to create in his foreknowledge, before it was bodied 
forth shone out according to his likeness; and in the same way a man or woman will 
catch sight of the sun’s splendour before they actually see its substance. And just as 
the splendour of the sun indicates the sun itself, so also the praise of the angels 
reveals God, for it cannot ever be that the sun is without its light and in the same 
way neither can the deity be without the praise of the angels. So the foreknowledge 
of God came first, and his work of creation followed; and if his foreknowledge had 
not preceded, then his work would not have appeared, for you can tell nothing by 
looking at a person’s body until you see their face: and when you see the person’s 
face, then you can praise their body. In this way the human being contains within 
him or her both the foreknowledge of God and the activity of God.
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O vis aeternitatis – Responsory for the Creator and Redeemer (R 466ra) 

R. O vis eternitatis
que omnia ordinasti in corde tuo,
per Verbum tuum omnia creata sunt
sicut voluisti,
et ipsum Verbum tuum
induit carnem
in formatione illa
que educta est de Adam.

R. O power within Eternity:
All things you held in order in your heart,
and through your Word were all created
according to your will.
And then your very Word
was clothed within
that form of flesh
from Adam born.
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Programme Notes by Christine Buras

A prolific polymath, who excelled as a writer, orator, scientist, and artist, Hildegard’s most lasting and 
widely-appreciated work is undoubtedly her musical contributions. She wrote the text and music for 77 
surviving individual pieces of liturgical chant, as well as a musical morality play, Ordo Virtutum. She claims 
to be entirely self-taught, not only in music, but in all of her subjects, and insists that her music was simply a 
physical sign of the real presence of God in the world. It is true that she wouldn’t have been allowed to study 
at university, as this was prohibited to women then. However, as a nun she would have had more access to 
formal education than most women of her time, though the academic work of nuns would not likely have 
been shared widely outside of the monastic community. Hildegard considered music to be inherently 
sacred, “almost to the level of a sacrament,” as Beverly Lomer writes, “channeling the perfection of divine 
grace from the heavenly choirs down to us, where we reflect the symphony in the blessed joy of song.” She 
composed chant to serve specific purposes in the liturgical observations of her convent, in the form of 
antiphons, hymns, responsories, and sequences.

Perhaps the most extraordinary facet of Hildegard’s musical compositions is the marriage of her own poetry 
with highly original musical settings, enhanced by the use of rhetorical devices promoted by St. Augustine 
for use in Christian preaching and teaching. Augustine suggested that the aim of the ars praedicandi, or art 
of preaching, was to persuade listeners. They were not, however, persuaded by the intricacy or brilliance of 
the preacher’s argument, but instead were prompted to reflect on and become more aware of the truth of 
the message, which they already knew on a basic level as believers. Highly stimulating, evocative imagery 
would therefore be more effective in persuading listeners than intricately crafted logical arguments. Such 
rhetorical language tended to be episodic and rhapsodic, rather than strictly narrative. In Hildegard’s chant, 
vivid imagery, richly colourful language, and mellifluous run-on sentences abound, absolutely in keeping 
with this rhetorical method of drawing the listener in. As she wrote in her Scivias, “human intellect has great 
power to resound in living voices, and arouse sluggish souls to vigilance by the song.”

While Hildegard’s music suggests she was very familiar with contemporary styles of chant, she goes above 
and beyond many other 12th century composers by using the music to amplify and expound on the 
meaning of her own poetry. Many of the rhetorical principles she applied in her composition are ones we 
take for granted today, which may cause us to overlook their originality in her time. For example, she often 
begins a chant low in the vocal register as she introduces the topics covered in the text; but, as the words 
become more important, the tessitura of the vocal line rises. For example, in the responsory “O vos angeli,” 
the singer begins at the extreme low end of a female vocal range for the words “O vos” (“O you”):



Hildegard also used long melismas, such as the one on “suscipitis,” or, earlier in this same piece, a 
particularly long melisma on the first statement of the word “angeli” (“angels”) to emphasise a certain word. 
In this particular work, the entire text is set in an elaborate, melismatic style. However, she often mixed this 
embellished style with a simpler, syllabic text-setting, which even more clearly marks out certain words that 
she finds particularly important. For example, in the antiphon Laus Trinitati, the majority of the short text is 
set in a restrained, syllabic style, until we reach the final line, “et que in omnibus vita est” (“and life in all 
things”), when the crucial word, “vita” is extended in a strikingly long melisma:

Within one single chant, Hildegard sometimes uses the same distinctive musical gesture to draw 
connections between different elements of her text. These melodic shapes lend a musical cohesiveness to 
her compositions that almost seems to foreshadow 18th and 19th century concepts of musical subject or 
theme.

Beverly Lomer sums up Hildegard’s inventive merging of poetry and music succinctly: 

“In the still primarily oral culture of the twelfth century, the subtleties of using music as an adjunct 
to words would not have been lost on the audience. Rather, as listening, singing and even composing 
from memory would have been the norm over reading and writing, the facets of Hildegard’s songs 
that might not be readily perceived by the modern listener would have been implicitly understood by 
contemporary auditors and performers.”

In our performance today, we strive to sing and listen with a more 12th-century approach: meditating on 
the genius and beauty of Hildegard’s poetry and music, and allowing certain words and musical gestures 
which stand out to speak to us more directly, and to guide our experience of her astounding vision of 
human spirituality.



Programme Notes by Jess Dandy

This week's Start the Week with The Hampstead Collective is a Sacred Meditation, following the 
Benedictine Threefold Progression of Reading, Music as Meditation, and Prayer. It was the polymath, 
Hildegard of Bingen’s Feast Day on 17th September, and we wanted to mark that in some way, so, 
complemented by her own resplendent chant, we’ve taken as our touchstone ‘a vision of such mystery and 
power that I trembled through and through’ from the end of her life, from her final offering, arguably the 
apotheosis of her spiritual experience, ‘The Book of Divine Works’. 
 
Hildegard sees the image of a human figure – a woman, her regard direct and unapologetic, pulsating with 
a life force all vermilion and gold, her face, she says, ‘of such beauty and brightness that I could more easily 
have stared at the sun’. At once the incarnation of divine power, wisdom, and love, this woman is a living 
cosmology, the ‘supreme fire and energy’, which enlivens us all as creatures of God’s creation, and ‘mirrors 
of His divinity’. Against a contemporary asceticism, Hildegard’s cosmology was shocking in its literal 
embodiment of a living, visceral, impassioned existence. It is not, she argues, through deprivation or 
self-denial, but through a full-hearted, and full-throated engagement with all parts of our experience – 
intellectual, emotional, and cosmic, that we are to honour the Creator, and truly realise His intentions for 
us, which, she claims, He ‘foreordained…before the beginning of the world’. 
 
Hildegard’s visions sear themselves onto our consciousness, and call us to ‘inscend’, to feel into the true 
materiality of our existence – mountain, ocean, flora, fauna, to ‘flood’ ourselves with ‘the depths of God’s 
mysteries’.  They are bold, elaborate, ‘dripping’, or even ‘sweating’ – as she often writes – with sapphire and 
gold.  She is at pains to point out however that she is the mere vessel for such messages. She refers to herself 
as a ‘feeble form’ – and we do know that she suffered from a variety of health problems throughout her life, 
beginning in childhood; the neurologist Oliver Sacks has even gone so far as to claim that her visions may 
even have been the direct result of what we now recognise as severe migraines. Some might claim this line 
of argument was a tactical necessity of her sex, and it is true that it was very dangerous for medieval women 
to write, or display agency of any kind, as evidenced by the fate of Marguerite Porete a century later for 
example, but in some ways, the notion of Hildegard as a vessel accords with her own cosmology, and does 
not actually diminish her power.  Human beings in Hildegard’s universe are mirrors of divinity, 
comprising the Trinity – ‘the sound and life and creativity of all within their life’.  God the Father is the 
intellect, his ‘greatest gift’ to us, God the Son is the ‘heart’, the love that ‘abounds in all things’, and God 
the Holy Spirit, is the ‘mighty course’ of wisdom which interweaves, binds together heart and mind, and is 
the ‘divine substance’ of the cosmos. It behoves us, and is already within us, therefore, as mirrors of 
divinity, to be as living examples of the Trinity.  Furthermore, if God is the creator, and we are in His 
image, we too are creators.  Hildegard exemplifies this:  she cannot hold within her ‘inner eye’ the weight of 
the depth of her own heart and mind.  She brings forth ‘Wisdom’s inspiration’ through music, poetry, and 
visual art – using symbolism, allegory, and metaphor to weave her sapiential ‘tunic’, to hold what she is, 
and what we are, as members of God’s creation.  



NEXT WEEK

12th October 7-8pm, Live from Hampstead Parish Church, London 

Sacred Meditation: 'Canticum Canticorum – a meditation on the Song of Songs'

Music from G. P. da Palestrina's collection of 1584

Readings from Meditations on the Song of Songs by Teresa of Ávila of 1567

BECOME A FRIEND OF THE COLLECTIVE
We're a friendly bunch, and we'd love you to share in our Collective 

endeavours. For just £50, you can gain access to exclusive digital content, as 
well as our profound Collective gratitude! 

https://www.thehampsteadcollective.com/become-a-friend-of -the-collective

hampsteadcollective@gmail.com

If  you develop any symptoms of  Coronavirus within 14 days of  attending Hampstead Parish 
Church, you should refer to www.nhs.uk or call 111 for advice on getting tested. In the event 
of  testing positive, you must inform the NHS Test and Trace service of  your attendance at 
Hampstead Parish Church.

https://www.thehampsteadcollective.com/become-a-friend-of-the-collective
http://www.nhs.uk/

