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shadows of night." And he blew out a loathsome fog which. 
covered all the earth like the blackest smoke, and from it I hea.l'd 
a great roaring that thundered forth. It roared, "No man wUj 
worship another God unless he sees and knows him. What is 
this, that man cherishes what he does not recognize?" In, that 
same cloud I saw different kinds of vices, each in its own image. 

6. Worldly Love and Celestial Love: Liber Vitae 
Meritorum. Vision I, Part 1 

The Words of Worldly Love: 
The first figure had the form of a man and the blackness of 

an Ethiopian. Standing naked, he wound his arms and legs 
around a .tree below the branches. From the tree all kinds of 
flowers were growing. With his hands he was gathering those 
flowers, and he said: 

"I possess all the kingdoms of the world with their flowers 
and ornaments. How should I wither when I have all the green­
ness? Why should I live in the condition of old age, since I am 
blossoming in youth? Why should I lea.d my beautiful eyes into 
blindness? Because if I did this I should be ashamed. As long as I 
am able to possess the beauty of this world, I will gladly hold on 
to it. I have no knowledge of any other life, although I hear all 
sorts of stories about it." 

When he had spoken, that tree I mentioned withered from 
the root, and sank into the darkness of which I spoke. And the 
figure died along with it. 

The Reply of Celestial Love: 
Then from that turbulent cloud of which I spoke I heard a 

voice replying to this figure: 
"You exist in great folly, because you want to lead a life in 

the cinders of ashes. You do not seek that life which will never 
wither in the beauty of youth, and which will never die in old 
age. Besides, .you lack all light and exist in a black fog. You are 
enveloped in human willfulness as if enwrapped with worms. 
You are also living as if for the single moment, and afterward 
you will wither like a worthless thing. You will fall into the lake 
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of perdition, and there you will be surrounded by all its embrac­
tflg arms, which you with your nature call flowers. 

"But I am .the column of celestial harmony, and I am 
attendant upon all the joys of life. I do not scorn life, but trample 
underfoot all harmful things, just as I despise you. I am indeed a 
inirror of all the virtues, in which all faithfulness may clearly 
contemplate itself. You, however, pursue a nocturnal course, and 
your hands will wreak death." 

7. The Celestial Joys of the Virgins: Liber Vitae 
Meritorum. Book VI, Part 6 

In that same brightness I looked, as if through a mirror, 
upon air having the purity upon purity of the most transparent 
water, and radiating from itself the splendor upon splendor of 
the sun. The air held a wind which contained all the green life­
force of the plants and flowers of paradise and earth, and which 
was full of all the scent of this greenness, just as summer has the 
sweetest scent of plants and flowers. 

In that air, which I regarded as if through a mirror, were 
those beings arrayed in the most gleaming robes, seemingly 
interwoven with gold; they had long sashes encrusted with the 
most precious stones, that hung from the breast to the foot. From 
them, moreover, breathed forth the intensest fragrance like that 
of spices. And they were girded round with belts ornamented 
with what seemed to be gold, gems, and pearls beyond human 
understanding. 

Encircling their heads they wore crowns of gold inter­
twined with roses and lilies and stems studded with the most 
precious stones. When the Lamb of God called to them, the 
sweetest breath of wind, coming from the mysteries of Divinity, 
touched those stems so that every kind of lyre song, and lyre and 
organ music, rang out from them, together with the voice of the 
Lamb. No one else sang except for those wearing the crowns. 
Indeed the others were listening to it and rejoicing in it, just as 
one rejoices in beholding the splendor of a sun not seen before. 
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And their slippers were s_o tran~~arent, so ~athed in light 
that they seemed to be shod Wlth a living fountain. Someti:rn · 
they stepped forth as if walking on wheels of gold, and thEm. ~s 
were carrying their lyres in their hands and playing the ly.rei 
Then they understood and knew and spoke a strange tongue that 
no one else knew or could speak. I was not able to see the rest of 
their ornaments, of which there were more. 

For while they h~d li_ve~ in the world in their bodies, ti\ey 
had acknowiledged their faith m the Creator, and had perfoaned 
good works. They now, therefore, existed in this blessed tran. 
quillity of bright joy. And since,-~ the purity of th~ minds, they 
had eschewed the fleeting varuhes of fleshly dehghts and had 
ascended by the Law's commands into the love of the true 
burning sun above, they possessed the air having the puri~ 
upon puxity of the most limpid water, and the splendor upon 
splendor of the sun radiating forth. . . 

Because of their most sweet desires, which they had 
proven to God and mortals through the green life.force of their 
virginity, and the flower-bloom of their minds and bodies when 
they poured forth the good savor of many virtues-for they had 
been kindled with ardor by the Holy Spirit-they felt that breath 
which contained all the green life-force of the plants and flowers 
of paradise and earth, and which was full of the scent of all 
greenness, just as summer has the sweetest scent of plants and 
flowers. 

8. Preface on Precious Gems: Physica 

All stones contain fire and moisture. But the Devil abhors 
precious stones. He hates and despises them, because he remem­
bers that their beauty shone within him before he fell from the 
glory that God had given him, and also because precious stones 
are born of fire, and fire is where he receives his punishment. For 
he was defeated by God's will and plummeted into the fire. Just 
so, he was conquered by the fire of the Holy Spirit, when hu­
manity was snatched from his jaws by the Holy Spirit's first 
breath. 
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Precious stones and gems arise in the East and in those 
regions where the sun is especially hot. For the mountains that 
re in those zones contain a very high temperatwe like that of 

~ite because of the sun's heat. The rivers in those re~ons flow 
arid boil continuously because of the sun's exce~stve heat. 
,Qccasianally, a flood gushes forth fro~ those n~ers and, 
welling, flows upward toward those burning mountains. When 

:he same mountains, burning because of the sun's heat, are 
touched by those rivers, they hiss wherever the water touches 
fire or the rivers splash their foam, like a fiery iron or fiery stone 
when water is poured on it. In that place the foam sticks like a 
burdock. In three or four days it hardens into stone. 

But after the flood of these waters subsides so that the 
waters return again to their streambed, the foam which had 
clung in several places to the mountains becomes thoroughly 
dry, depending on the various hours of the day and the tem­
perature of those hours. And, depending on the temperature of 
those hours, they acquire their colors and their virtues. As they 
dry they harden into precious stones. Then from various places 
they loosen like fish scales and fall into the sand. 

When the flood of those running streams rises again, the 
rivers carry off many stones and conduct them to other coun­
tries, where they are found by men. The mountains I 
mentioned-on which gems of such quality and number are 
born in this manner-glitter like the light of day. 

So precious stones are engendered by fire and by water, 
and therefore they contain fire and moisture within themselves. 
They possess many virtues and great efficacy so that many 
benefits can be brought about by their means. These are good 
and worthy effects and useful to mankind-not effects of cor­
ruption, fornication, adultery, hatred, murder, and similar things 
that lead to sin and are inimical to man. For the nature of pre­
cious stones procures the worthy and the useful, and wards off 
the perverse and evil, just as virtues cast down vices and just as 
the vices cannot operate against the virtues. 

There are, however, other gems that are not born of those 
mountains or in the manner described. They arise from certain 
other, harmful things. From these, according to their natures, 
good or evil can be brought about with God's permission. For 
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God beautified the foremost angel as if with precious stones. lie 
Lucifer, seeing them glitter in the mirror of divinity, gainect 
knowledge from this. He recognized that God wished to creat 
many wonderful things. Then his spirit grew proud because th: 
beauty of the gems in him shone forth against God. He thought 
his power was equal to God's, even greater than God's. For that 
reason bis splendor was extinguished. 

But just as God saved Adam for a better destiny, so God 
did not abandon the beauty and virtue of those precious stones 
but desired them to remain on earth with honor and praise, and 
for medical use. 

9. The Emerald: Physica 

The em~rald is formed in the morning of the day and in 
the sunrise, when the sun is powerfully situated in its sphere and 
about to set forth on its journey. Then the greenness of the earth 
and the grasses thrives with the greatest vigor. For the air is still 
cold and the sun is already warm. The plants suck the green life­
force as strongly as a lamb sucks its milk. The heat of the day is 
just beginning to be adequate for this-to cook and ripen the 
day's green life-force and nourish the plants so that they will be 
fertile and able to produce fruit. 

It is for this reason that the emerald is powerful against all 
human weaknesses and infirmities; because the sun engenders it 
and because all of its matter springs from the green life-force of 
the air. 

Therefore, whoever suffers a malady of the heart, the 
stomach, or the side, let that person carry an emerald so that the 
body's flesh may be warmed by it, and the sick one will be 
healed. But if diseases so overwhelm the patient that their 
tempest cannot be resisted, then let the patient place an emerald 
in the mouth so that it may be_ wetted by the saliva. Let the body 
frequently absorb the saliva, warmed by the stone, and then spit 
it out. The sudden attack of those diseases will then in all 
likelihood cease. 

If a person falls down, stricken by epilepsy, place an emer­
ald in the patient's mouth while he is still lying down, and 
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presently the spirit will revive. After the patient is raised up and 
the emerald is removed from the mouth, let the patient look 
attentively and say, "Just as the spirit of the Lord fills up the 
earthly sphere, so let his mercy fill the house of my body so that 
it rnay never again be shaken." Let the patient do this for nine 
consecutive days, in the morning, and the cure will follow. But 
the patient should always keep the same emerald and gaze at it 
daily in the morning, all the while saying these words. And the 
sick person will be made well. 

Anyone who suffers especially from headache should hold 
the emerald before the mouth and warm it with his breath, so 
that the breath moistens it. The sufferer should then rub the 
temples and forehead with the moisture. Let it be placed in the 
mouth and held there for a little while, and the patient will feel 
better. 

Whoever has much phlegm and saliva should heat up a 
good wine, and then place a linen cloth over a small vessel and 
the emerald upon the cloth. Pour the warm wine so that it flows 
through the cloth. This should be done again and again, as if one 
were preparing lye. Then consume at frequent intervals a mix­
ture of that wine with bean flour, and drink the same wine pre­
pared this way. It purges the brain so that the phlegm and saliva 
will be lessened. 

And if one is gnawed by worms, place a linen cloth on the 
sore, and on this the emerald, and tie another strip of cloth over 
it like a poultice. Do this so that the stone may thus grow warm. 
Keep it there for three days, and the worms will die. 

10. Lyrics: Symphonia Harmoniae 
Caelestium Revelationum 

0 tu, suavissima virga 

0 you, most delightful branch, 
putting forth leaves from the rod of Jesse, 
0 what a great splendor it is 
that Divinity gazed at a most beautiful girl 
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-just as the eagle fixes his eye on the sun-
when the heavenly Father strove toward 
the Virgin's brightness 
and he wanted his word to be made flesh in her. 

Now when the Virgin's mind was illuminated 
by God's mystical mystery, 
miraculously a bright flower sprang forth 
from thclt Virgin-
with the celestial! 

Glory to the Father and the Son 
and to the Holy Spirit, 
as it was in the beginning­
with the celestial! 

0 splendidissima gemma 

0 brightest jewel, 
and serene splendor of the sun, 
the fountain springing from the Father's heart 
has poured into you. 
His unique Word, 
by which he created the primal matter of the world 

-thrown into confusion by Eve-
the Father has forged this Word, as humanity, 
for you. 

Because of this, you are that lucent matter, through 
which that same Word 

breathed all the virtues-
just as it drew forth all creatures 
from primal matter. 
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Columba aspexit per cancellos 

The dove gazed through the latticed window screen: 
before her eyes, the balsam's fragrant moisture 
flowed from the luminous Maximinus. 

The sun's heat flamed forth 
and glittered among the shadows; 
from them arose the jewel 
of which the purest temple was built 
in the virtuous heart. 

He stands, a lofty tower made of 
the tree of Lebanon, of cypress, 
and ornamented with carnelian and jacinth; 
he is a city surpassing the arts of all artificers. 

He runs, the swift stag, to the fountain 
of purest water, flowing 
from the most potent stone, 
which has refreshed with sweet perfumes. 

0 makers of unguents and colors, who dwell 
in the sweetest greenness 
of the gardens of the king, 
you rise up to perfect the holy sacrifice 
among the rams. 

Among you shines this artificer, 
this rampart of the temple, 
he who desired the wings of an eagle 
so that he might kiss Wisdom, his nurse, 
in the glorious fecundity of Ecclesia. 

0 Maximinus, you are the mountain and the valley: 
In both you appear, a high edifice, 
where the homed goat sprang forth 
with the elephant, 
and Wisdom dwelled in delight. 

339 
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You are strong and sweet in sacred ceremonies: 
in radiance you ascend the altars 
as a smoke of spices 
to the pillar's summit of praise. 

There you intercede for the people, 
who reach to the mirror of light­
to whom there is praise on high. 

Antiphon: 0 rubor sanguinis 

0 crimson blush of blood, 
you who have streamed from that eminence 
bordering on divinity, 
you are a flower 
which the wintry serpent's blast 
has never withered. 

Responsory: Favus distillans 

A trickling honeycomb 
was the virgin Ursula; 
she yearned to clasp the Lamb of God. 
Honey and milk are beneath her tongue-­
for she gathered to herself 
a garden yielding fruit, and the flower of flowers 
in a throng of virgins. 

And so, in the most noble morning light, 
be glad, Daughter Zion, 
that she gathered to herself 
a garden yielding fruit, and the flower of flowers 
in a throng of virgins. 

Glory be to the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit, 
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for she gathered to herself 
a garden yielding fruit, and the flower of flowers 
in a throng of virgins. 

O dulcissime amator 

0 sweetest lover, 
O sweetest embracing love, 
help us to guard our virginity. 

We have been born out of the dust, ah! ah! 
and in the sin of Adam: 
most harsh is it to deny 
one's longing for a taste of the apple. 
Raise us up, Savior Christ. 

Ardently we desire to follow you. 
O how difficult it is for us, miserable as we are, 
to imitate you, spotless and innocent 
king of angels! 

Yet we trust you, 
for you desire to recover a jewel 
from what is rotten. 

Now we call on you, our husband and comforter, 
who redeemed us on the cross. 
We are bound to you through your blood 
as the pledge of betrothal. 
We have renounced earthly men 
and chosen you, the Son of God. 

0 most beautiful form, 
O sweetest fragrance of desirable delights, 
we sigh for you always in our sorrowful 

banishment! 
When may we see you and remain with you? 

341 
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But we dwell in the world, 
and you dwell in our mind; 
we embrace you in our heart 
as if we had you here with us. 
You, bravest lion, have burst through the heavens 
and are descending to the house of the virgins. 
You have destroyed death, and are building life 
in the golden city. 

Grant us society in that city, 
and let us dwell in you, 
0 sweetest husband, 
who has rescued us from the jaws of the Devil, 
seducer of our first mother! 

0 viriditas digiti Dei 

0 green life-force of the finger of God, 
through which God sets his planting, 
you gleam with sublime radiance 
like an upright column. 
You are full of glory 
in the completion of God's work. 

0 mountain's height, 
you will never be overthrown 
because of God's indifference. 

Solitary you stand 
from ancient times as our defense. 
Yet there is no armed might 
that can drag you down. 
You are full of glory. 

Glory be to the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit. 
You are full of glory! 
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g nobilissima viriditas 

0 noblest green life-force, 
you are rooted in the sun 
and in pure white serenity. 
You illuminate in a wheel 
what no excellence on earth can encompass. 
You are encircled in the embrace 
of the divine retinue. 

You redden like the morning 
and bum like the flame of the sun. 

NOTES 
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1. Richard Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls: Fourteenth-Century Saints 
and Tlreir Religious Milieu (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1984), p. 57, remarks 
on the mystic's "heaven-sent affliction" of illness and its role in achiev­
ing ecstasy. 

2. See Marie-Helil!ne Moya, "Le Symbolisme sacre des couleurs 
chez deux mystiques medievales: Hildegarde de Bingen; Julienne de 
Norwich," Les Co11leurs au Mayen Age, Senefiance No. 24 (Aix-en­
Provence: Universite de Provence, 1988): 255-272; Peter Dronke, 
"Tradition and Innovation in Medieval Western Colour-Imagery," 
Eranos Jahrbuch, 1972. 

3. Oliver Sacks, Migraine: Understanding a Common Disorder, 
(Berkeley, 1985); John F. Benton, "Consciousness of Self and Perceptions 
of Individuality," in Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century, ed. 
Robert L. Benton and Giles Constable (Cambridge: Mass., Harvard UP, 
1982), pp. 267- 268. Sabina Flanagan discusses Hildegard's migraines in 
her chapter "Potent Infirmities," in Hildegard of Bingen: A Visionary Life 
(London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 200-206. 

4. The monk Volmar of Disibodenberg, Hildegard's secretary. 

5. This was Richardis von Stade, toward whom Hildegard felt 
deep affection. 
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6. Heinrich I of Wartburg, archbishop between 1142 and 1153. 

7. Conrad ill (1138--1152), who died on crusade in the Holy Land. 

8. ft was Kuno (fl. c. 1136-1155) who had attempted to b 
Hildegard's move to Rupertsberg. ar 

9. Eugenius Ill (1145- 1153). After examining Hildegard, Eugeni 
gave her permission and encouragement to continue writing her boo: 
This authorization proved a stroke of inspiration or good fortune durin · 
a time when it was possible for popes and councils to condemn an~ 
bum such books. 

10. Notes O through 16 represent in abbreviated form the expla­
nations Hildegard .receives from the One sitting on the mountain. The 
iron-colored mountain signifies the strength and immutability of God's 
eternal realm. The One who has stunned Hildegard's vision is the same 
One who, reigning over all the spheres of earth and heavenly divinity in 
unwavering brightness, is incomprehensible to the human mind. 

11. The shadow is the sweet, gentle protection of the blessed 
Defense. It both admonishes and chastfaes, justly and affectionately, 
showing the way to righteousness with true equity. 

12. This figure is Fear of the Lord (Timor Domini). Armored by the 
keen sight of good and just intentions, he inspires in human beings his 
own 2eaJ and steadfastness. His acute vigilance drives away that forget­
fulness of God's justice that often affikts mortals. 

13. The boylike figure in white shoes is the poor in spirit. ln pale 
submission to God, it puts on a white tunic and faithfully follows the 
gleaming white footsteps of the Son of God. 

14. The radiance descending from the One on the mountain is the 
shining visitation from that One who governs all creatures, pouring 
down the power and strength of his blessedness. 

15. The living sparks cascading down from the One on the moun­
tain are the many potent virtues that emanate from him. These virtues 
ardently embrace and soothe those who truly fear God and love poverty 
of spirit, enfolding them with their aid and protection. 

16. The men's heads, some pale and some white, appearing in the 
little windows, show that human actions cannot be hidden. the pale, 
dull-colored ones indicate those who are lukewarm and sluggish in 
their deeds, and therefore dishonorable. The white and shining ones are 
those who are vigilant. 

17. Notes 17 through 34 represent in abbreviated form Hildegard's 
allegorizations of what she sees. The firmament is Almighty God, in-
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rehensible in his majesty and unfathomable in his mysteries, the 
G(.)JJ\P 
t,.ope of all the faithful. 

18. In this fiery circumference, God consumes those who ar~ ~ut­
'd the true faith with the fire of his ven. geance, but tho. se remammg 

st e fi f h' I t' .within the Catholic faith he purifies with the re o 1s co~so a 10n. 
19. The sun, explained allegorically as the solar Chnst, or the Sun 

of Justice, whose fiery love illumines all things. 
20. Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn represent the Trinity, their descend­

ing order showing the earthward descent of Christ. 
21. The Sun's lengthened rays signify the fecundating power of the 

Father, at the time of Christ's incarnation, by which the heavenly mys­
tery was effected in the Virgin Mary. 

22. This sinking indicates Christ's descent to earth to put on 
wretched human form and physical suffering, after which he ascended 
again to the Father, as the Scriptures record. 

23. Each of the four speaking winds carries a specific report. The 
frst wind coming from the South and located in the fiery circumfer­
:nce, is G~d's word. God the Father reveals his power through the just 
words of his truth. 

24. The North wind, boiling up from the dark region of fire, is the 
Devil's insane and futile speech. 

25. Cosmic storms are provoked by the sin of murder, which 
brings on heavenly retribution. These storms pelt creation with thunder, 
lightning, and hail. 

26. Divine majesty foresees the crime of murder and punishes it. 

27. The Moon, to be understood also as the unconquered Church. 

28. Venus and Mercury, to be understood also as the Old and New 
Testaments guarding the Church. 

29. The stars in the ether signify the many splendid works of piety 
appearing everywhere in the purity of the faith. 

30. The West wind, emanating from the purest ether, spreads the 
strong and glorious teachings of the faith. 

31. The East wind, blowing from the humid, airy region, brings 
salvation through true speech and sermons, with the inundation of 
baptism. 

32. The globe is earth, surrounded by the elements in commotion. 
Human beings on earth, though connected to the elements, are meant to 
rule over them. 
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33. These are divine miracles that shake the bodies and minds 
0 mortals. f 

34. The mountain is the great fall of man. It stands between di•ab 
ical wickedness and divin: goodness, b~tween the De~il's decei~ 
which leads to~ard ~a:mnation-and t~e light 0£ red~ptton. The P,eal( 
of the mountain pomts downward mto the earths green-growl 
particles, or grains; its base is rooted in the white membrane of air. ng 
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CHAPTER 15 

Bandmaid of God 

Elisabeth of Schonau (1128/9-1164/5) 

Hildegard of Bingen received at least one visit and three letters 
from her younger contemporary, Elisabeth of Schonau, a gifted 
and tormented Benedictine mystic who also lived in the 
Rhineland. Both women were visionaries who had been ordered 
to spread the word about their divine revelations. Their names 
were linked in their lifetimes as two women whom God had en­
dowed with the spirit of prophecy. But Elisabeth had suffered 
mockery, and she defends herself to Hildegard against those 
who expressed doubt about her extraordinary and debilitating 
visions. She also explains her method of keeping a little book at 
her bedside in which to record them. 

As a young girl of twelve Elisabeth had entered the 
Benedictine double monastery of Schonau in the diocese of Trier, 
not far from Cologne and the Rhine. The monastery was a recent 
foundation (in 1114) of the count of Laurenberg, with whose 
house Elisabeth's family had some connections. No medieval vita 
was written about her, it appears, though inferences can be made 
about Elisabeth's noble background and kinfolk in the church. 
One great-uncle was the Bishop of Munster, and she had rela­
tives among the nuns of the Augustinian monastery of St. 
Andemach. What we know of her is assembled from the autobi­
ographical portions of her visions and her letters, and from her 
brother Ekbert's testimony, both in his introduction to her works 
and his letter about her death (de Obitu) to their cousins. 

Six years after her parents dedicated her to the monastery 
of Schonau, Elisabeth took the veil. Given to acute depressions 
and nervous crises, even a wish for death, Elisabeth spoke of her 
mind being clouded with shadows, sadness, and depression. She 
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