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This image is an illumination from a transcription of Hildegard’s Liber Divinorum Operum, one of her three
extant theological works. The page shown here is from a manuscript that dates from 1210 to 1230 (restored in
1936); it is the only surviving transcription that contains illuminations. Image 252 of The Book of Divine Works,
Library of Congress (https://wwwloc.gov/item/2021668244/), ms 1942, fol. 121v.
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A Conductor’s Guide to the
Music of Hildegard von Bingen
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ildegard von Bingen (1098-1179) is a behemoth figure in the his-

tory of medieval Germany for her roles as seer, scientist, religious

leader, writer, preacher, exorcist, playwright, naturalist, poet, and
composer. She is extraordinary for the spiritual guidance she was able to pro-
vide to powerful religious and political leaders, as well as for her prolific cre-
ative, scientific, musical, and theological output. Preparing and performing
Hildegard’s music provides an ensemble with the opportunity to sing substan-
tive, vocally demanding repertoire that has a unique texture and style and
belongs to a different tradition than much of the repertoire performed by
ensembles today. For the contemporary conductor, one of the primary chal-
lenges associated with this repertoire is deciding which notation and edition to
use. This article surveys the current types of notation and editions available for
the music of Hildegard von Bingen, describes the challenges and benefits asso-
ciated with each resource, and provides information on performance practice
with the aim of equipping ensemble leaders and singers with the tools to bring

this repertoire to life.
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A Conductor’s Guide to the Music of Hildegard von Bingen

Hildegard and Her Music

Hildegard was the youngest of ten children, and at
the age of eight she was promised as a tithe to God.
She was chosen to serve as companion to Jutta von
Sponheim (1092-1136), an ascetic woman who had
resolved to live as an anchoress at the monastery of
Disibodenberg. As anchoresses, the women vowed to
withdraw from society to devote their lives to religious
pursuits from within the confines of their affiliated
community. The women were enclosed at Disiboden-
berg on November 1, 1112, at which point Hildegard
was committed to a life of spiritual devotion.! After Jut-
ta died in 1136, Hildegard, then thirty-eight years old,
was unanimously elected to lead the growing commu-
nity of women.

Hildegard’s literary, artistic, and preaching work be-
gan once she was called to lead the nuns. During her
lifetime she was highly respected and influential as a
prolific writer and visionary. Remarkably, during a time
when it was illegal for women to sermonize publicly, she
led a series of preaching tours well into the final decade
of her life. Hildegard died on September 17, 1179, at
the age of eighty-two. After hundreds of years’ worth
of attempts, she was canonized on May 10, 2012, and
made Doctor of the Church on October 7, 2012, being
one of only four women to receive this distinction.

Hildegard’s extant musical output comprises seven-
ty-seven musical works (all but two with original po-
etry) and music for the spiritual drama Ordo Virtutum,
amounting to the largest collection attributed to any
single composer in the twelfth century.” Preparing and
performing Hildegard’s music is challenging yet deeply
rewarding. Monophonic plainchant is an exciting and
refreshing addition to a choral program in that it pro-
vides singers with the opportunity to perform music
that is a different texture and style than much of the
repertoire performed in high school, university, and
community settings.

Hildegard’s music is deeply expressive and thrilling
to sing as an ensemble, particularly in regard to modal-
ity, technically demanding monophonic singing, and a
vivid text/music connection. Contemporary musicians
do not often have the opportunity to perform modal
music, which has its own unique musical affects that
are visceral for a singer to experience, ranging from
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devastatingly sad, to profoundly mystical, to exhilarat-
ingly joyful. Unison singing is also important work for
an ensemble. As William Mahrt asserts in A Performer’s
Guide to Medieval Music, “in unison, the singers can per-
fect elements of tuning, timbre, diction, rhythm, and
expression in common.” In contrast to many chants in
the Gregorian repertory, Hildegard’s melodies exhibit
a wide vocal range, sometimes spanning up to two oc-
taves plus a fourth. The connection between text and
music i3 an important feature of Hildegard’s music.
The Symphonia songs comprise Hildegard’s own newly
composed religious poetry, with the exceptions of the
Kyrie and Alleluia. Hildegard’s music, images, and po-
etry are interconnected in a holistic representation of
the visions she experienced.! The act of singing was
central to the lives of the monks and nuns practicing
the Benedictine Rule, and Hildegard’s music and texts
were intended to be experienced by the singers with the
intention of elevating one’s own morality and experi-
encing the harmony of the universe.’

Three common notational possibilities exist for
Hildegard’s Symphonia: (1) the original twelfth-century
Rhineland neumes, (2) Solesmes-style square-notation
neumes, and (3) a modern transcription using some
form of noteheads on a five-line staff. Each notation-
al possibility involves positive elements as well as chal-
lenges. The manuscript sources have the benefit of
being closest to the original creation but require a spe-
cialist’s knowledge in reading the symbols. Standard-
ized square-notation neumes can contain a wealth of
performing practice information and may be more ac-
cessible to read than the manuscripts, but it may also be
uncomfortable for those who do not consistently spend
time in this notational world. Modern staff’ transcrip-
tions are appealing in the clarity of pitch content, yet
nuances of the neumes and the physical shape of the
phrases that are inherent in neumatic notation, partic-
ularly in the expressive shapes of ornamental and com-
pound neumes, can be lost in a modern transcription.
A richer understanding of each resource and elements
of performing practice of medieval plainchant may be
helpful in assisting the director in learning and teach-
ing this repertoire.
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Twelfth-Century Rhineland Neumes?®:
Dendermonde and Riesencodex

Hildegard’s Symphonia exists in two primary sourc-
es that include text and music known as the Dender-
monde and Riesencodex.” The Dendermonde Codex
was a gift to the monks of Villers from around 1175
and may have been copied under Hildegard’s super-
vision.? Riesencodex is a large volume of Hildegard’s
collected works, likely produced in the scriptorium of
the Rupertsberg cloister and presumably completed in
the decades following her death.’ Scholars have had ac-
cess to high-quality digital images of the manuscripts
since the 1990s.

The manuscripts are preserved in such excellent
condition that images of the original notation consti-
tute performable editions for those who read or are
willing to learn how to interpret the notation and the
text. Diastematic or “heightened” neumes (those writ-
ten on a staff) indicate intervallic precision on a four-
line staff that includes movable C-clef with a yellow
line to mark the C line and a red line to mark the F
line. An example of the clarity of image and notation
in Riesencodex is provided in Figure 1. The Latin text
often includes abbreviations and contractions that can
be a challenge to one unfamiliar with the paleography
of twelfth-century script.'”

Figure 1. Hodie (Nunc) Aperuit, 476ra from Riesencodex. In Dendermonde and other sources, the first word is Hodie. Here in
Riesencodex, the piece begins with the word Nunc. The text is below the staff and does not include hyphens between syllables of the
same word. Note C-lines indicated with a letter and yellow line, I'-lines with a red line, as well as the inclusion of a flat sign midway
in the second system and at the beginning and middle of the last system. The smaller red text is an abbreviation indicating this is an
antiphon to Mary. The text “-ribus” and rubric in the top right belong to the preceding piece.
Image used with permission, RheinMain University and State Library, ms. 2.
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Square Chant Notation:
Barth, Ritscher, and Schmidt-Go6rg’s Lieder

Square-notation neumes represent a compilation of
various medieval neumes standardized at the end of
the nineteenth century through the work of monks at
the Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes in France. In 1969,
two nuns from Eibingen Abbey in Riidesheim am Rhe-
in, Germany—=Sister Pudentiana Barth and Sister M.
Immaculata Ritscher—along with musicologist Dr. Jo-
seph Schmidt-Gorg transcribed Hildegard’s Symphonia
and her liturgical play, Ordo virtutum, into square nota-
tion. There is a beautiful 2012 publication by musicol-
ogist and Hildegard scholar Dr. Barbara Stihlmeyer
based on the 1969 Lieder edition, which is an excellent
resource for musicians (Figure 2)."" Stiihlmeyer’s Lie-
der 1s a logical, organized, economical, and accessible
printed work that would be a practical and highly rec-
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Figure 2. No. 16 Caritas Abundat,
from Stithlmeyer’s edition of Hildegard Lieder pp. 59-60.
Used with kind permission.
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ommended resource for those familiar with or interest-
ed in learning standard square notation.

In the Lieder editions,
preserved and clearly legible, the use of standard-

the neumatic notation is

ized neumes may be more easily decipherable than
the handwritten Rhineland neumes, and the pitch-
es are printed clearly on the staff. The archaic script
in the manuscript sources is replaced by traditional
Latin spelling in a simple font. The use of standard-
ized neumes maintains neume groupings, compound
neumes, and ornamental neumes. Movable C and F
clefs mark where the solfége syllables “doh” and “fah”
occur and are used to indicate the mode the piece is
in (based on final, range, and pitch organization) and
may be moved on the staff to avoid extensive ledger
lines. Other advantages to working with a Lieder edi-
tion includes the correction of suspected scribal errors
in the manuscript'? and the addition of breath marks,
suggested ficta, and custodes (a little note at the end of
a line indicating the next pitch) to aid the performer.
One challenge for non-German speakers is that the
commentary and translations in both Lieder editions
are in German. The most notable challenge in work-
ing with a Lieder edition is that it presumes an ability to
read square notation. While this may be a deterrent to
those who do not have training in this type of literacy,
chant notation can be extremely accessible to a musi-
cian literate in modern notation. The preface to the
Liber Usualis 1s still used in educational settings as a tool

to learn to read chant notation."®

Modernized Transcription

Free editions of selections from Symphonia are avail-
able online. The International Studies of Hildegard
von Bingen Website is a rich resource and, in addition
to a wealth of information about Hildegard’s works,
includes pitch content, recordings, translations, and
scholarly commentary on the poetry and music (for a
musical example, see Figure 3 on the next page).'* The
complete Symphonia transcribed in modern notation by
Dr. Marianne Richert Pfau is available through Hilde-
gard Publishing. This collection comprises eight vol-
umes and derivative octavos of selected sets and pieces.
Each volume includes a transcription guide with a ta-
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ble that provides the common name of the neume, the

symbol in twelfth-century Rhineland neume notation
on a four-line staff, and Pfau’s corresponding transcrip-
tion in modern notation on a five-line staff, as well as
an introduction with commentary on the context and
musical aspects of the individual pieces included in the
set. The manuscript folio numbers for the music and
the text are included within the collection below the
title of the piece. Hildegard scholar Dr. Honey Meconi
notes that Pfau’s collection, while wonderfully accessi-
ble to modern musicians, does contain errors and tran-
scribal inconsistencies."”

While a modern musician may feel more comfort-
able looking at familiar notation, modern transcrip-
tions still present challenges to the performer. Wheth-
er using a free version online or purchasing the small
volumes or individual octavos, the ensemble leader will
have to communicate information regarding ornamen-
tal neumes and their execution to the ensemble. For
this information, the ensemble leader may refer to the
manuscripts or Lieder to easily identify the ornamental
neumes. The front matter commentary prefacing the
first and second volumes of Pfau’s Symphonia collection
provide rationalization for the symbols used in tran-
scription and discuss the importance of the nuanced
musical information the original neumes can provide.

Performance

There is frustratingly little primary source materi-
al available on the performance of medieval music in

comparison to the treatises, testimonies, and artifacts
available from other time periods. Scholars and per-
formers can often only make informed guesses based
on the limited information available about what the
musical traditions occurring in a given geographical
location were during a particular time throughout the
roughly one thousand years that define what we de-
scribe as the medieval musical era. While many con-
crete answers are simply unavailable for vocal music of
the Middle Ages, the following sections present some
considerations for performance regarding medieval
theory, rhythm, and ornamental neumes.

Medieval Theory for Performers

Medieval plainchant is based on a system of modal-
ity, which is defined by the final (generally the first or
last note and resting tone in the piece) of a melody, the
range of the music, and the patterns of tones and semi-
tones within the collection. Medieval theoretical trea-
tises classify modes by the name of the ordinal Greek
number and are referred to as protus (D), deuterus (E),
tritus (F) and tetrardus (G), sometimes without the clari-
fication of authentic (generally final to final) or plagal
(generally a fourth below to a fifth above the final), as
we classify Renaissance music.'® Modal identification
not only signified to the performer the classification of
final and range, but also melodic formulae that recur in
pieces that share the same mode.'” The extensive range
involved in much of Hildegard’s music and the use of
finals other than D, E, F, and G (namely, a and c) can
obfuscate modal classification within the system.
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Figure 3. Hildegard of Bingen, Hodie aperuit, Antiphon, D. 154 v, R 467ra
from the International Society of Hildegard von Bingen Studies.
Transcription by Beverly R. Lomer
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One of the challenges encountered in Hildegard’s
music as well as with other plainchant throughout the
medieval era involves the use of either the pitch B* or
B’ when it is not clearly notated in a source.'® There
are some discrepancies between Dendermonde and
Riesencodex where a flat sign 1s included in one manu-
script and not with the corresponding pitch in the other
source. The decision to include the B’ where it is not
notated but may possibly be included in practice can
be based on the mode of the piece, comparison with
other sources, and if a following B in question might be
part of the same word, phrase, or musical gesture. If a
flat sign occurs near a B, it may be applied at least to
the closest B after it, and likely to any other B occurring
on the same word, possibly the same stave, or within
a similar melodic gesture.'"” The Lieder and Pfau edi-
tions include suggested ficta (an un-notated pitch that is
not included in the manuscript but possibly included in
performance based on the mode) above the staff.

Rhythm

The study of rhythm in plainchant presents complex
issues for the performer. There is no medieval treatise
that explicitly describes a discernible rhythmic system
that would correspond with the clear system that defines
pitch in treatises pertaining to chant notation.”” There
are generally two schools of thought in regard to inter-
pretations of rhythm in the notation of chant, with a
variety of gradations represented in derivative theories.?!
One philosophical school of plainchant rhythm is the
“Equalist” style, also called the Solesmes style, which
generally involves every pitch receiving a pulse. The
second school of rhythmic theory, often referred to as
“Mensurists,” encompasses a spectrum of theories that
map various mensural or fixed time values onto the neu-
matic notation.”? Within the wide range of theories, there
is some practical information that may be considered in
application to Hildegard’s music.

Eugene Cardine, a Irench plainchant scholar and
one of the most important figures in the study of the
Gregorian chant tradition, suggests approaching plain-
chant with a nuanced rhythmic interpretation based on
text stress, with the first note of a neume group receiv-
ing stress in melismatic passages.”> While Hildegard’s
plainchant is not a part of the Gregorian chant rep-
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ertory, it is part of the same tradition of musical char-
acteristics and notational practices. Willi Apel, author
of the monumental text Gregorian Chant, recommends
the performer consider deriving musical rhythm based
on textual accent and a stress on the first note of each
neume group, with subtle variations in speed based on
the number of pitches in a neume grouping.** Apel ex-
plicitly states that he would not advocate for a strictly
equalist performance of chant, which could sound un-
natural, mechanical, and counterintuitive to the text.”

If one begins by interpreting each individual pitch
as generally representing an eighth-note, as suggested
in the Liber Usualis, the performer can then lengthen
or shorten notes or syllables based on either the agogic
accent or the neumatic symbol.*® Cardine, Apel, and
their fellow chant scholars David Hiley and Georges
Houdard all indicate rhythmic differentiation between
individual neumes and neumes that are grouped to-
gether. ¥ Neume groupings that are distinct from the
individual virga and puncta (discussed in the next sec-
tion) may be performed with slightly faster motion
through the grouping. Two-note constructions could
also imply a strong-weak execution.”

It may be practical to pursue a musical rendering
of Hildegard’s chants through subtle rhythmic inflec-
tion derived from the text and neumes. Inflection and
nuance may also be performed by variations in weight
through dynamic gradations, tone color, or durational
value given to a particular vowel, consonant, or sylla-
ble in order to follow the accent and rhythm naturally
inherent in the words. The performer may additionally
wish to add emphasis to the first note of each neume
grouping, particularly in melismatic passages.”’ These
subtle variations in rhythm and stress can facilitate a
dynamic and interesting performance and are gener-
ally natural and intuitive nuances that derive from an
exploration of the connection between the text, the
musical line, and the notation.

Basic and Ornamental Neumes®®

Basic neume shapes that appear in the Symphonia are
listed in the bulleted list on the next page. Iigure 4 shows
examples of these neumes in the Riesencodex.
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* Virga and puncta, each representing a single pitch
* Pes, which indicates a pitch followed by a note above

¢ Clivis or flexa, which represents a pitch followed by a
lower pitch

* Climacus, a series of descending pitches
* Scandicus, a series of ascending pitches

e Torculus or pes flexus, a series of three pitches that
ascend and then descend

* Porrectus or flexa resupina, a three-note neume com-
plex that descends and then ascends

Ornamental neumes usually involve some type of
graphic signifier indicating the incorporation of a spe-
cial or ornamented type of performing execution and
generally fall into the categories of either liquescent or
repercussive.”’ Liquescent neumes involve the modifi-
cation of a pitch to reflect the sound of a word by indi-
cating when to sing through a voiced consonant or give
emphasis to a vowel. The repercussive neumes include
the apostropha, bistropha, and tristropha, and indicate
a pulse or rearticulation of the pitch with a descending
and decaying slide.”® There are additionally specific
neumes that have their own independent ornamental
significance, including the quilisma, oriscus, and pres-
sus. There is conjecture as to how the specific orna-
mental neumes are supposed to be performed, and an
exact interpretation of these neumes is unknown.

Liquescence P A

Liquescent neumes involve an ornamental neume

that has implications as to how the word should sound.
The performance of this neume generally involves a
consonant or vowel receiving rhythmic duration. As
the name of the neume implies, the syllable should
become “liquid” and flow seamlessly from one pitch
to the next.”® This type of neume, characterized by a
rounded off, lighter stroke, often occurs on a voiced
consonant, such as in the letters m, n, or /. Liquescence
1s not limited to voiced consonants and may also ap-
pear on diphthong syllables, double consonants, or
consonants that may be reflective of the pronunciation
of the time.** In regard to diphthongs or liquescence
occurring on a vowel, the execution of the word might
involve a darkening of the vowel, a sliding transition
between pitches, or a sliding transition and rearticula-
tion of the next pitch.*> On syllables that might appear
ambiguous as to how to perform the liquescence, the
symbol might imply the insertion of a shadow vowel.*®
Oriscus and Pressus L

The oriscus is a small note, similar to a punctum or
apostropha, that has a wavy component. The oriscus
usually does not stand alone but is part of a compound
neume construction. The information surrounding this
neume, its significance, and style of performance, is
generally conjecture based on the shape of the neume.
This neume could imply a “tension” toward the next
note that could be executed through a microtonal in-
flection of the voice.”” There may be melodic implica-
tions involving alternation between the note and a note
less than a half-step above, similar to a mordent™—it
may demonstrate rhythmic significance or could possi-

bly imply liquescence at the unison.
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Figure 4. Images of basic neumes
from Riesencodex, f. 470"
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The oriscus is a component of a pressus construc-
tion, which appears in the notation of Hildegard’s
manuscripts in the form of a vertical line attached to
a short undulating line. The Liber Usualis suggests that
the pressus be performed as an intensification, requir-
ing a strengthening of sound.* Intensification could be
achieved with vibrato, pitch fluctuation, acceleration,
dynamics, or a combination of these musical devices.
If the construction includes non-ligated (unattached)
notes, it is likely this neume might also have articulative
significance involving the repercussion of a note.*!

Quilisma -‘J

The quilisma is a symbol frequently found in Hilde-
gard’s Symphonia and is often an important musical feature
in Hildegard’s expansive melodies. This neume has a
distinctive shape that looks like two small jagged-looking
waves with a gracefully curved line ascending the dis-
tance of a second, third, or fourth. The jagged part of
the neume is the quilisma, which can appear as part of
compound neume constructions and is often preceded
by a punctum. In the manuscript sources, the symbol
has a distinctive quality in that the quilisma itself usu-
ally occurs on a line or in a space and is connected to
a smooth upward ascending stroke. In contemporary
transcriptions of Hildegard’s music, some editors repre-
sent the quilisma with a symbol that looks like a mordent
sign (jagged dark line) turned diagonally to show the
ascending gesture, although some modern transcriptions
do not use a corresponding symbol.*?

There are several different theories that are applied
to the performance of this neume, and among them
there seems to be agreement in that it involves some
sort of trembling or trill and an ascending rise. The
Liber Usualis describes the quilisma as a “tremolo” note
that appears like a “melodic blossom” that involves a
trill and an ascending line.* The note preceding the
quilisma is likely to be lengthened, with the quilisma
performed as a light, quicker note, possibly like a trillo
or gruppetto.**

Depending upon the tempo and character of the se-
lection, one option for performance would be to length-
en the first note, as if it were a dotted rhythm, and then
move quickly through the quilisma in a light ascending
gesture up to the third or fourth as indicated by the no-
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tation, either in the style of a light portamento, or gen-
tly articulating the diatonic pitches to fill in the interval.
Another option is to lengthen the first note, perform a
quick, light mordent (alternation between two adjacent
pitches, which could involve a microtonal pitch), and
either sing a light portamento or ascend by filling in
the interval with the intervening diatonic pitches. The
three primary components to the ornament involve the
lengthening of the first note, something special that
likely has some musical aspect related to the jagged,
wavy shape of the neume, followed by a light ascent.

Vocal Technique

There are some concepts we may consider that can
facilitate a healthful, beautiful vocal production that
will serve this repertoire. The monophonic songs in
Symphonia require the ability to sing legato phrases that
are often very long, as well as the ability to sing a melis-
ma (sustaining a vowel through multiple notes). The
potential for a spectrum of vocal colors in this music
can be exceptionally beautiful and demanding, with
high and low sounds on vowels that range from dark to
bright at both ends of a singer’s range. The text, and
the ability to communicate the expression and affect
inherent in the poetry, is of fundamental importance to
singing this repertoire.

There is some information in medieval musical trea-
tises that might inspire the singer’s imagination toward
a healthy, expressive, organic vocal production. One
comment in Instituta Patrum de modo psallendi (ca. 1200),
an anonymous treatise associated with the abbey of St.
Gall on the singing of psalms and chants, indicates that
flexibility and the ability to perform the nuances of the
neumes were lauded as valuable skills.* A twelfth-cen-
tury comment from Bernard of Clairvaux indicates the
voice should be “sweet, but not light.”*® Another trea-
tise that is often referenced in conjunction with singing
medieval music is the phrase from the seventh-century
scholar and clergyman Isidore of Seville, who used the
words “loud, sweet, and clear” to describe the “perfect”
voice. "’

Hildegard’s spiritual writings indicate that she valued
a voice that had a “sweet, clear, and ringing tone.”* In
addition to agility, expression, and subtlety; clarity of
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pitch, accuracy, and a refined vocal quality seemed to

all be priorities of medieval vocal production.” For the
modern ensemble director, prioritizing text expression,
vocal flexibility, clear and focused pitches, a spectrum of
vowel colors, and a full sound riding on breath would
serve both the singers and the music.

Performing Hildegard

While the manuscript and Lieder editions can be ex-
cellent performing or reference resources, for many en-
sembles, a modern transcription will likely be the most
practical means of sharing the musical material with
the singers. The ensemble director can cross-reference
a modern transcription against a manuscript source or
Lieder and write some of the neume information into the
score. See Figure 5 on the next page for an example.
The liturgical function (antiphon) and the correspond-
ing folios in the manuscripts (R = Riesencodex) are next
to the title in Figure 5. Stemmed notes represent virga;
unstemmed, puncta; small notes represent liquesence.
Slur groupings (representing compound neume con-
structions) and beamed notes (representing cascading
puncta) are considered a single rhythmic gesture and
are grouped together for clarity and do not imply a pro-
portional relationship to another note value. The mor-
dent symbol represents quilismata, and the trill symbol,
pressis.”’ In the medieval era, there was no standardized
pitch as we know it today, and it is completely reason-
able, and sometimes necessary, to transpose the piece to
suit your ensemble. To develop phrase shape and pacing,
it is helpful to intone the chant by singing the text on
one pitch. Teaching by rote or leading from within the
ensemble without the assistance of a piano doubling the
vocal line will facilitate musicality and expressivity and
develop in singers an awareness of unified sound and
tuning.

Experimenting with drones and organum can be a
valuable exercise for the ensemble to experience singing
within a mode. One effective technique is to have one
section of the ensemble maintain the resting tone (or
added octaves/fifths) on a hum or a vowel while the rest
of the ensemble sings the chant. In extant letters, Hilde-
gard references the practice of organum (not in connec-
tion to the music she and her nuns were making, howev-
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er), which involves an added voice to the plainchant that
sings the text parallel to the original voice by remaining
on the final or singing at a parallel fourth, fifth, or octave,
with both voices moving at the same speed.’! Instruments
can also be used to provide a foundation and variety.
There are some general references to instruments and
harmonic simultaneities recorded in Hildegard’s extant
letters and treatises.”> Medieval instruments that existed
during Hildegard’s life include the vielle, harp, portative
organ, drums, wind instruments, and drone instruments
such as the symphonia or bagpipes. Hildegard’s own
words are tantalizing in their reference to instruments:

And so the holy prophets, inspired by the spir-
its which they had received were called for this
purpose: not only to compose songs and canti-
cles (by which the hearts of the listeners would
be inflamed) but also to construct various kinds
of musical instruments to enhance these songs
of praise with melodic strains. Thereby, both
through the form and quality of the instru-
ments, as well as through the meaning of the
words which accompany them, those who hear
might be taught, as we said above, about inward
things, since they have been admonished and
aroused by outward things[.] They accompa-
nied their singing with instruments played with
the flexing of the fingers, recalling in this way
Adam, who was formed by God’s finger, which
is the holy spirit.”?

This passage is part of an elaborate metaphor about the
importance of music in the lives of Hildegard and her
nuns. In her spiritual text Scivias, Hildegard describes
another vision involving female figures, one outfitted as
a warrior, with people playing instruments all around
them.”* In an image from Liber Divinorum Operum (see the
opening page of this article, page 18) depicting the “City
of God in Salvation History,” various instruments can
be seen in the heavenly cloud, as well as the trumpet rep-
resenting the prophets sharing the word of God with the
city. The allusion to instruments in her writing does not
imply the explicit use of instruments in practice; it does,
however, indicate that Hildegard had an understanding
of musical instruments that went beyond biblical schol-
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arship, and that she envisioned them as part of the di- be a useful pedagogical tool as well as a rewarding mu-
vine music of the universe as she experienced in her  sical experience to incorporate instruments or multiple
vivid visions. In bringing this music to life today, it can vocal parts into performance.
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you quicken the world in your clasp.

One wing soars in heaven
one wing sweeps the earth
Small note = liquescence and the third flies all around us.

W = quilisma Praise to Sophia!
v = pressus Let all the earth praise her!

*D, C 1n Riesenkodex, possible scribal error, corrected in Stithlmeyer

— Poetic translation
by Barbara Newman

Figure 5. Hildegard of Bingen, O virtus Sapientie, Antiphon, R 466rb,
Translation from Hildegard of Bingen Symphonia:
A Critical Edition of the Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum,
with introduction, translations, and commentary by Barbara Newman, translator and editor.

Transcription by Katie Gardiner, with reference to Barbara Stiihlmeyer Lieder

Copyright © 1998, 1998 by Comell Univeristy.
Used by permission of the publisher, Cornell University Press.
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The connection between text and melody is vital to

Hildegard’s music. To express the complex and sensu-
ous poetry, it might be helpful to think of one’s own
language and consider what about it we find beautiful,
persuasive, sensual, agitated, heartbreaking. Details of
language that convey emotions or tone and feeling can
be communicated through syllabic duration and stress,
the length or shortness of articulation, pitch inflection,
dynamic level, vocal rhythm, and vocal quality.” Char-
acter of expression is imparted through the degree of
harshness or gentleness in the vocal quality; the degree
to which our sounds are intimate or exclamatory; how
words or syllables are clipped and distinct or run to-
gether smoothly; the high and low inflection that can
impart the function of a phrase. If the singer under-
stands the text they are trying to communicate, they
can imagine the details of the language that might help
them convey the meaning.

Conclusion

Even with the best transcriptions, engaging with this
notation through the mediator of the modern editor
can feel as if we are experiencing the music “through
a glass, darkly.”®® There is information in the neumes
that can aid the singer in developing an interpretation
that simply does not translate in any modern transcrip-
tion. The twelfth-century neumes are not a primitive
precursor to our contemporary notation; rather, they
are a system designed to provide the singer with the
information they needed to remember—a word which,
to the medieval musician, involved “imaginative re-
construction.”’ The neumes are the singer’s closest
connection to the sound world of Hildegard and her
nuns, and are the gateway into a living creative musical
process.

While it may at first seem daunting to approach this
repertoire, time spent with this music will reap great
rewards. Foremost, these chants constitute high-quality,
substantive literature. This music is of great emotion-
al, spiritual, and intellectual depth. There is a viscer-
al joy in singing soaring consecutive leaps and endless
melismas, and profound returns for those who spend
time interpreting the layers of connection between the
deeply expressive texts and architected melodies. It 1is
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rewarding for any singer to have an opportunity to ex-
plore range, vowel color, legato singing, technical chal-
lenges involving leaps and melismata, special ornamen-
tal techniques, and to experience the innate expressivity
of singing modal music.

As with much early music, there are elements of per-
formance practice that are integral to the musical execu-
tion that may be new to those who do not specialize in
medieval music. Even for specialists in repertoire from
the medieval era, the process of inspiring this music still
involves a degree of creative and informed guesswork.
To follow Hildegard’s own words and example, “Do not,
in your weariness, keep silent, but let your voice ring
forth like a trumpet...””® Go forth with this repertoire
as Hildegard lived her life: humbly, boldly, and eternally
seeking illumination.

Author’s Note: This article was derived from the au-
thor’s dissertation, “A Conductor’s Guide to the Music
of Hildegard von Bingen” (Indiana University Jacobs
School of Music, 2021).
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