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Introduction 

In the fall of 2019, I had the opportunity to prepare and conduct the responsory O nobilissima 

viriditas by Hildegard von Bingen as part of the program for my first doctoral recital at the Jacobs School 

of Music in Bloomington, Indiana. I found a free score in modern notation online and began to learn the 

music. As I spent time with the piece, I had many questions about the performance of Hildegard’s music, 

particularly in regard to performance practice and how to interpret the notation. I consulted images of the 

manuscript online in the hope of finding answers and quickly found that a specialist’s knowledge was 

needed to interpret 12th-century Rhineland neumes. After further investigation, I found an edition in 

standardized square-notation neumes, but it was not a suitable alternative to hand an ensemble that was 

not fluent in reading chant notation and had limited rehearsal time. Even with the ensemble working from 

an edition that used contemporary clefs, a five-line staff, and pitches indicated by individual noteheads, 

there were musical elements that were left out of the modern edition. It became clear to me that the 

available scores for Hildegard’s music—in 12th-century Rhineland neumes, standardized chant notation, 

or modern clefs and noteheads—all present challenges for the performer. 

Apart from the issues the scores presented, we had to contend with the vocal challenges of the 

piece (range, phrasing, diction, rhythm, line), as well as the challenges the modern performer faces when 

studying medieval music: pronunciation, the role of rote learning and memorization, the type of notation 

the ensemble will work from, and what elements of performance practice might we consider. For the 

modern performer, the paradox of engaging with this repertoire lies in finding an edition that is reflective 

of the original notation and is also clear enough for the conductor and performers to have a successful 

and rewarding performance experience.  

The aim of this project is to provide a survey of the editions that are currently available for 

performing Hildegard’s music, and discuss the challenges associated with the manuscript sources and the 
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later editions which use square neumes and modern “dots and space” notation. I compare the various 

editions for three selections from Hildegard’s Symphonia and provide suggested editorial marks for each 

score. I will discuss considerations for the performance of medieval plainchant, which I will apply to 

three examples from the repertoire. Chapter 1 is a biographical summary of Hildegard’s life and works, 

followed by a description of her music and the challenges one faces as a modern performer. In Chapter 2 I 

survey the main sources and performing editions that are currently available for the Symphonia, including 

the manuscript sources, the 1969 Lieder transcribed into standardized chant notation by Pudentiana Barth, 

M. Immaculata Ritscher, and Joseph Schmidt-Görg,1 transcriptions in modern notation by Marianne 

Pfau,2 and a small collection of sequences and hymns from Symphonia by Christopher Page.3 Chapter 3 is 

a comparison of performing editions available for three musical selections from Hildegard’s Symphonia: 

O rubor sanguinis, O viridissima virga, and O nobilissima viriditas, with suggested editorial markings for 

each performing edition. In Chapter 4, I provide suggestions for the preparation and performance of this 

music. 

 
1 Hildegard, Pudentiana Barth, M. Immaculata Ritscher, and Joseph Schmidt-Görg. Lieder. (Salzburg: O. Müller, 
1969). This paper will refer to this source as “Lieder” or “Barth-Ritscher.” 

2 Hildegard, Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum, vol. I-VIII. ed. and trans. Marianne Richert Pfau. 
(Hildegard Publishing Company, 1998). 
 
3 Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, ed. Christopher Page (Lustleigh, Newton Abbot, Devon, England: Antico, 
1983). 
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Chapter 1 : THE LIFE AND WORKS OF HILDEGARD VON BINGEN 

Hildegard von Bingen (b. Bermersheim, 1098; d. Rupertsberg, September 17, 1179), is a 

behemoth figure in the history of medieval Germany for her roles as seer, scientist, religious leader, 

writer, preacher, exorcist, playwright, naturalist, poet, and composer. Biographical information on the 

composer derives from her Vita, her theological and visionary works, and her extensive preserved letters. 

She is extraordinary for the spiritual guidance she was able to provide to powerful religious and political 

leaders, despite being a cloistered nun, as well as for her prolific creative, scientific, musical, and 

theological output.  

Hildegard was the youngest of the ten children of Hildebert and Mechtild. Her father was likely a 

knight, and her parents were landholders, and as such were generally blessed with earthly goods and 

earthly concerns.1 As was not uncommon in medieval families of aristocratic heritage, their youngest 

child was offered to God as a tithe. Vita Sanctae Hildegardis, compiled by the monks Godefridus and 

Theodricus during and in the decade following the end of Hildegard’s life, provides Hildegard's accounts 

of the exceptional spiritual gifts she exhibited from an early age.2 In the Vita, Hildegard describes her 

earliest memory of what were to be spiritual visions that affected her throughout her life: “In the third 

year of my life, I saw such a great light that my soul trembled, but, because of my youth, I could not 

speak about it[.] Up to my fifteenth year, I saw many things and told about them in such a simple way that 

those that heard them wondered where they came from and from whom they came.”3 Hildegard notes that 

1 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, trans. Adelgundis Führkötter, James McGrath, Mary 
Palmquist, and John Stanley Kula (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1995), 35. The Vita Sanctæ Hildegardis 
appears in The Wiesbaden "Giant" Codex, Germany, Wiesbaden, Hochschul- und Landesbibliothek RheinMain: Hs. 
2. The Vita includes passages by the biographers and Hildegard, and served to document her life and the works she 
performed.

2 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, 35-36. 

3 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, 50-51. 
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based on the confused and possibly concerned reactions of those around her, she kept her visions to 

herself until she was older.  

At the age of 8, Hildegard was promised as a companion to Jutta von Sponheim (1092-1136), the 

“young and beautiful daughter” of Count Stephen of Sponheim, a Rhineland nobleman.4 Jutta had chosen 

to become an anchoress and was to take Hildegard and possibly one other woman as her companions. As 

an anchoress, a woman would make a vow to withdraw from society in order to devote their life to 

religious pursuits from within the confines of their affiliated community. Jutta and her attendants would 

first participate in a religious death ceremony, vowing to live in solitary confinement and be dead to the 

outside world. An anchoress was a prestigious addition to a religious community, attracting attention in 

the form of visitors and gifts, and drawing other women in to commit to a religious life. Despite 

Hildegard’s Vita and the discovery of a Vita Jutta documenting Jutta’s life, little information is provided 

in these texts regarding the conditions Jutta and Hildegard experienced, and to what degree they were 

enclosed. It is imaginable that their enclosure was a small space, attached to the church and community of 

Disibodenberg. It is likely they would have been able to write letters to people in the outside world, and 

accept visitors in some capacity.5 The women were enclosed at Disibodenberg on November 1, 1112, at 

which point Hildegard was committed to a life of spiritual devotion.6 Jutta, a highly spiritual woman who 

was known to inflict harsh religious discipline upon herself, was responsible for Hildegard’s education 

and study of scripture, and taught Hildegard to recite the psalter.7 After Jutta died in 1136, Hildegard, 

4 Sabina Flanagan, Hildegard of Bingen, 1098-1179: A Visionary Life (2nd ed. London: Routledge, 1998), 2. In a 
1999 article, Sabina Flanigan reexamines the date Hildegard may have been committed to Disibodenberg and 
speculates Hildegard may have been closer to 10 years of age in "Hildegard's Entry Into Religion 
Reconsidered," Mystics Quarterly 25, no. 3 (1999): 77-97, 
http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/20717367. 

5  Mary Wellesley, “The Life of the Anchoress,” British Library, Discovering Literature: Medieval, 13 March 2018, 
https://www.bl.uk/medieval-literature/articles/the-life-of-the-anchoress. 

6  Fiona Maddocks, Hildegard of Bingen: The Woman of Her Age (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 
22. Maddocks notes other sources indicate Hildegard taking the veil possibly earlier in 1106.

7 Flanagan, Hildegard of Bingen, 2. 
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then 38 years old, was unanimously elected to lead the growing community of women. Hildegard’s 

literary, artistic, and preaching work began once she was called to lead the nuns. 

Hildegard’s spiritual visions inspired much of her religious writings, and coincided with illness 

throughout her life. Her declaration at the beginning of Scivias, a collection of twenty-six visions, details 

the physical experience of receiving God’s words and clarifies that despite her humility, God has 

commanded her to write and tell of what she sees. In the vision, a voice commands her to write down 

God’s visions that are communicated to and through her.8 The chapter in her Vita devoted to this time 

period in her life is, “She became ill because she hesitated to write down what was revealed to her by the 

spirit, but she recovered when, at the insistence of the Abbot, she began to write.”9 Hildegard’s visions 

were often accompanied by debilitating illness, and would at times occur when she was faced with a great 

deal of stress or a difficult decision. She eventually confided the content of her visions to her life-long 

friend, secretary, and confidant, Volmar,10 and later disclosed her visions to Kuno, the Abbot of 

Disibodenberg. After questioning her about her visions, the abbot recommended that she continue to 

write. Kuno reported her writing to the archbishop Henry of Mainz, who was in the company of the Pope 

at the time at the synod of bishops taking place in the nearby city of Trier.11 The archbishop then shared 

Hildegard’s visions with Pope Eugenius III. After an investigation by a papal commission, the Pope sent 

his approval in a letter to Hildegard, which served to sanction her visions and give permission for her to 

8 Hildegard, Scivias, ed. Columba Hart and Jane Bishop (New York: Paulist Press, 1990), 59. “And behold! In my 
forty-third year of my earthly course, as I was gazing with great fear and trembling attention at a heavenly vision, I 
saw a great splendor in which resounded a voice from Heaven, saying to me, ‘O fragile human, ashes of ashes, and 
filth of filth! Say and write what you see and hear. But since you are timid in speaking, and simple in expounding, 
and untaught in writing, speak and write these things not by a human mouth, and not by the understanding of human 
invention, and not by the requirements of human composition, but as you see and hear them on high in the heavenly 
places in the wonders of God…’” 

9 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, 37.  

10 Volmar (d. 1173) was a monk at St. Disibod and acted as prior and father confessor to the nuns there. 

11 Barbara Newman, “‘Sibyl of the Rhine:’ Hildegard's Life and Times,ˮ in Voice of the Living Light, ed. Barbara 
Newman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 11.  
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share her writings publically.12 The church's recognition and acceptance of Hildegard's visions supported 

her claim that her message was God's message, and served to enhance her credibility and visibility as a 

seer.13 

Hildegard’s fame spread, and her religious community began to grow, primarily with women 

from noble families.14 When faced with the difficult decision to either stay at Disibodenberg or expand 

elsewhere as her group of female monastics grew larger, Hildegard grew ill. As in other times in her life 

when faced with stress or a difficult choice, Hildegard's illness was accompanied by a vision. In this 

instance her vision indicated that she and her nuns should move to their own community at the 

Rupertsberg about forty kilometers away from Disibodenberg. This decision met with resistance from the 

monks at Disibodenberg, who initially objected to their leaving. The monks were benefiting from the 

prestige of Hildegard’s spiritual gifts and the assets brought in by her nuns, and the men stood to lose a 

great deal with the departure of the women.15 Seeing the seriousness of Hildegard’s illness, the monks 

eventually released Hildegard and the nuns, after a settlement was negotiated between the two 

establishments. The women initially endured difficult circumstances at the Rupertsberg cloister, as the 

buildings were still under construction. As a result of the adversity and discomfort they faced, some of the 

women left. Despite some preliminary hardships, the convent at the Rupertsberg became a thriving 

establishment where Hildegard was able to pursue spiritual, medical, and artistic endeavors. The convent 

became so successful that, in 1165, she founded a second one across the river in Eibingen. Throughout the 

decades at the Rupertsberg, Hildegard was sought out by powerful individuals for her advice. 

12 Newman, “‘Sibyl of the Rhine:’ Hildegard's Life and Times,ˮ 11. 

13 Barbara Newman, “Hildegard of Bingen: Visions and Validation,ˮ Church History 54, no. 2 (1985): 164, 
doi:10.2307/3167233. 

14 Maddocks, Hildegard of Bingen, 74. The convent was at 18 nuns when Hildegard had the vision and made the 
decision to leave Disibodenberg. 

15 Barbara Newman, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia: A Critical Edition of the Symphonia Armonie Celestium 
Revelationum [Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Revelations], ed. Barbara Newman, 2nd ed. (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1998), 5. 
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Extraordinarily, in her time at the Rupertsberg, Hildegard embarked on four extensive preaching tours 

throughout Germany lasting well into her seventies.16  

She was highly influential during her life, as evidenced in her extensively preserved 

correspondence and her Vita. Hildegard’s letters provide insight into her thoughts and values. One of her 

letters in particular gives the reader an understanding of the relevance of music in Hildegard’s life and 

worship. In 1178/79, Hildegard and her nuns buried a man who had been excommunicated, but apparently 

had received absolution prior to his death. The clergy of Mainz, to whom Hildegard and her nuns were 

accountable, said that the man had been excommunicated and therefore his body was to be disinterred and 

buried in unholy ground. Hildegard was steadfast in her conviction that the man in question had received 

absolution and that her actions were right, so she and her nuns masked the man’s grave and Hildegard 

sought rectification while they endured the restrictions of their punishment. As punishment, the nuns were 

supposed to cease all musical activity, which included the ringing of the church bells and celebrating 

public Mass. Even during their private worship they were required to recite the parts of the liturgy without 

the music that normally would have been sung. In her letter responding to the interdict, she fiercely 

chastised those who meant to impose it, and described the centrality of singing and music in worship: 

The body is the vestment of the spirit, which has a living voice, and so it is proper for the 
body, in harmony with the soul, to use its voice to sing praises to God[.] And because 
sometimes a person sighs and groans at the sound of singing, remembering, as it were, the 
nature of celestial harmony, the prophet, aware that the soul is symphonic and thoughtfully 
reflecting on the profound nature of the spirit, urges us in the psalm to confess to the Lord 
with the harp and to sing a psalm to Him with the ten-stringed psaltery.17  

16 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, 82. Specific locations mentioned include Cologne, 
Trier, Metz, Würzburg, Bamberg, Disibodenberg, Siegburg, Rothenkirchen, Kitzinger, Krauftal, Hört, Höningen, 
Werden, Andernach, Marienberg, Klause, and Winkel. 

17 Hildegard, The Letters of Hildegard of Bingen, trans. Joseph L Baird and Radd K Ehrman (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), vol. I, Letter 23, 79. 
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In this letter, she goes on to suggest that the unjust punishment is the work of the devil, and she closes the 

letter by analogizing God’s vengeance to a “female warrior battling against injustice.”18 Six months 

before her death, the interdict was lifted.  

Hildegard died on September 17, 1179, at the age of 82. In her Vita, the monks describe her death 

in spiritually charged language, stating that she died at twilight on a Sunday, with two rainbows over her 

chamber, with a bright light and a red cross surrounded by circles of colors reflected in the sky.19 

During Hildegard’s life she had put great energy into writing practical, spiritual, and creative 

works. Hildegard was a prolific writer and visionary, and wrote texts that vividly described her visions 

and theological philosophies. Extant spiritual written works by Hildegard include Scivias (1141-1151), 

Liber divinorum operum (1163-1173), and Liber vitae meritorum (1158-1163).20 Her first religious work, 

Scivias, translated as “Know the ways of the Lord,” includes twenty-six visions that reflect an apocalyptic 

theological view.21 There are also a number of minor religious writings to her credit that document lives 

of two local saints and responses to theological inquiries, including Vita sancti Disibodi, Vita sancti 

Ruperti, Solutiones triginta octo quaestionum, Explanatio symboli sancti Athanasii, Explanatio regulae 

sancti Benedicti. Hildegard’s medical texts and books provide descriptions, causes, and cures for human 

ailments and illnesses, document animal and plant species and earth elements, and describe how they 

might be used in the healing arts. Her medical text, Causae et curae, lists symptoms and ailments people 

may experience along with remedies. Physica classifies different elements of nature and how they may be 

18 Hildegard, Letters, vol. I, Letter 23, 79.

 19 Godefridus and Theodricus, The Life of the Holy Hildegard, 100.

20 Bruce Hozeski, “Preface: Hildegard of Bingen’s Wealth of Scholarship,” in Hildegard, Hildegard von 
Bingen’s Mystical Visions: Translated from Hildegard’s Scivias, trans. Bruce Hozeski (Santa Fe: Bear & 
Company, 1995), xxvi. 

21 Barbara Newman, “Hildegard’s Life and Times,” in Voice of the Living Light, ed. Barbara Newman 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998), 20-21. See also Constant Mews, “Religious 
Thinker,” in Voice of the Living Light, ed. Barbara Newman (Berkeley and Los Angeles : University of 
California Press, 1998), 67.
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used for medicinal purposes. A holistic artist as well as a spiritual and medical writer, Hildegard designed 

and oversaw the creation of images that illustrated her religious visions. Her creative pursuits also include 

the composition of a dramatic spiritual play with music as well as sacred musical songs based on her own 

religious poetry.   

Hildegard’s musical production is collected in a work referred to as Symphonia armonie 

celestium revelationum (Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Revelations). Two manuscripts of the 

Symphonia survive that comprise seventy-seven different monophonic pieces. An older codex held at 

Dendermonde22 is incomplete and includes fifty-seven pieces, and Riesencodex23 (Giant Codex) is a 

larger collection of Hildegard’s works, and includes seventy-five pieces and the dramatic allegorical play 

with music, Ordo virtutum. The Dendermonde Codex includes Liber vitae meritorum, a text by 

Hildegard's friend and colleague Elisabeth von Schönau, and a dialogue between a priest and the devil, 

while Riesencodex contains Hildegard's visionary trilogy, as well as her complete musical works, a 

collection of her letters, some sermons, and her Vita. Riesencodex was likely compiled as a large 

collection of Hildegard’s work to promote her supporters’ claims for her sainthood around 1200.24 

Hildegard’s Music 

Hildegard’s extant musical output comprises seventy-seven musical works: forty-three antiphons; 

eighteen responsories; fourteen longer forms, such as sequences, hymns, and one uncategorized song; a 

Kyrie; and an Alleluia, as well as the music for the religious dramatic work, Ordo virtutum.25 This 

22 Belgium, Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms.9. 

23 Also known as The Wiesbaden "Giant" Codex. Germany, Wiesbaden, Hochschul- und Landesbibliothek 
RheinMain: Hs. 2 

24 While there were numerous attempts throughout the centuries to achieve Hildegard’s canonization, it was not until 
May 10, 2012, that Hildegard received a papal declamation of sanctity. Six months later, she was declared “Doctor 
of the Church.” George Ferzoco, “The Canonization and Doctorization of Hildegard of Bingen,” in A Companion to 
Hildegard of Bingen, ed. Beverly Mayne Kienzle, Debra L. Stoudt, and George Ferzoco (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
ProQuest Ebook Central, 2014), 305. 

25 Flanagan, Hildegard of Bingen, 75-76. 
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amounts to the largest collection that has been attributed to any single composer in the 12th century.26 The 

religious songs in Symphonia served specific liturgical functions and were written for particular dates or 

occasions.27 Hildegard and her nuns followed the Rule of Saint Benedict, and would have sung frequently 

during the prescribed singing of the eight Hours of the Office throughout the day. Antiphons are short 

chants on prose text generally sung before and after a psalm, providing commentary and context. A 

responsory usually follows a reading during the Office, and is sung with a soloist in alternation with the 

choir (or two soloists or choirs). Responsories may be longer and more ornate than antiphons, particularly 

during a soloist’s verses. In the manuscripts some of her longer-form pieces are labeled as sequences, 

which are pieces sung after the Alleluia and before the reading of the Gospel. The genre has its origins in 

troped text added to a long melisma on the final syllable of “alleluia.” By the 11th century sequences 

exhibited a poetic structure of rhymed couplets. Hildegard’s sequences are characteristically syllabic (as 

opposed to melismatic), but do not exhibit a formalized rhyme scheme. The medieval hymn was a text-

driven, strophic-form song of praise sung during the Office. Like her sequences, Hildegard’s hymns are 

generally some of her longer works, and are predominantly syllabic, but not necessarily strophic.  

Despite Hildegard’s claims in her writing that she was unlearned or uneducated in music, she 

likely had some musical training during her time with Jutta, and as a nun she was completely immersed in 

the liturgy and chant repertory.28 Hildegard’s music shares some formal characteristics with 12th-century 

26 Margot Fassler, “Composer and Dramatist: ‘Melodious Singing and the Freshness of Remorse,” in Voice of the 
Living Light, ed. Barbara Newman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 150.

27  Marianne Pfau, “Hildegard Von Bingen’s Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum: An Analysis of Musical
Process, Modality, and Text-Music Relations” (PhD diss. State University of New York at Stony Brook, 1990), 19. 

28 Pfau, “Hildegard Von Bingen’s Symphonia,” 7. This Latin-texted passage is cited as occurring in Peter Dronke,
Women Writers of the Middle Ages: A Critical Study of Texts From Perpetua (203) to Marguerite Porete (1310) 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 232. 
 Hildegard describes herself as indocta; and while she did not have a formal education as a male cathedral student 
would have experienced, she had access to a library and did receive practical education during her time with Jutta. 
Her claim of being “uneducated” also reinforced the idea that all of her visions and works were divine, rather than 
scholastic. Hildegard’s Vita indicates that she was trained in the psalter and in the improvisation of a melody. See 
Newman, “‘Sibyl of the Rhine:’ Hildegard's Life and Times,” in Voice of the Living Light, 6-7; and Catherine 
Jeffreys, “Melodia et rhetorica: the devotional song repertory of Hildegard of Bingen” (PhD diss. University of 
Melbourne, 2000), 255. 
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plainchant, including the use of modality, monophonic texture, and the use of the music within a specific 

liturgical context. In contrast to many chants in the Gregorian repertory, Hildegard’s melodies exhibit a 

wide vocal range, sometimes spanning up to two octaves plus a fourth. Other characteristics of 

Hildegard’s music include leaps of fourths and fifths, sometimes in succession, and the “hierarchical use 

of primary tones,” where the first and fifth scale degrees of the mode are often used at the beginnings and 

ends of phrases, and as structural pillars in the melodic line.29 

 These musical characteristics associated with Hildegard’s music, while extraordinary in 

comparison to the Gregorian repertory, show similarities to other repertoire found in South-West 

Germany in the 12th century.30 One example is demonstrated in Catherine Jeffrey’s comparison of the 

monophonic songs included in an early 12th-century theological treatise for nuns, Speculum virginum, 

and the chants in Hildegard’s Symphonia.31 Jennifer Bain’s article “Hildegard, Hermannus, and Late 

Chant Style” presents another example of Hildegard’s music aligning with a historical and geographical 

framework.32 Bain cites musical examples from the treatise Musica by the Benedictine monk Hermannus 

Contractus (1013-1054), as well as other 11th- and 12th-century anonymous examples, to demonstrate the 

similarities within the repertoire occurring around the same time and area as Hildegard's. During the 11th 

century, melodies, particularly responsories, but also antiphons, became more ornate and melismatic.33 

While there is no evidence to suggest Hildegard was acquainted with Hermannus’s treatise, Hildegard 

29 Jennifer Bain, “Hildegard, Hermannus, and Late Chant Style,” Journal of Music Theory 52, no. 1 (2008): 123–
149, http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/40607031. 

30 Tova Leigh-Choate, William T. Flynn, and Margot E. Fassler, “Hearing the Heavenly Symphony: An Overview 
of Hildegard’s Musical Oeuvre With Case Studies,” in A Companion to Hildegard of Bingen, ed. Beverly Mayne 
Kienzle, Debra L. Stoudt, and George Ferzoco (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central), 168-169. 

31 Catherine Mary Jeffreys, “Melodia et rhetorica: the devotional song repertory of Hildegard of Bingen” (PhD diss. 
of Melbourne, 2000), 227-256. 

32 Bain, “Hildegard, Hermannus, and the Late Chant Style.” 

33 Fassler, “Composer and Dramatist,” 151-153. 
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was certainly exposed to the same sound-world during her life as a nun that influenced her own musical 

writing. 

The connection between text and music is 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. It is important for the modern musician to understand that Hildegard’s music, images, 

and poetry are interconnected in a holistic representation of the visions Hildegard experienced.34 There 

are some elements of text painting found throughout Hildegard’s music, for example a twisting line on the 

word “serpentis” (serpent), or a long melisma on the word “numquam” (never) in the antiphon O rubor 

sanguinis; however, an analysis of musical-pictorial representations is not the sole way to interpret text-

music connections in medieval music.35 Mode, melodic cells within the mode, and registration were all 

tools that could be used to reinforce the syntax of the poetry. The music is an embodiment of both the 

sense and structure of the text.36  

The act of singing was central to the lives of the monks and nuns practicing the Benedictine Rule. 

Hildegard’s music and texts were intended to be experienced by the singers. For Hildegard, singing was 

part of a larger spiritual connection with the universe, whose “harmoniousness is revealed to the human 

being through song.”37 Singing throughout the day during the Office hours or Mass was not simply a 

heightened way to interpret and communicate the liturgy; singing was a process one could engage in to 

elevate one’s own morality and experience the harmony of the universe.38 

34 Marianne Pfau, “Music and Text in Hildegard’s Antiphons,” in Hildegard, Symphonia: A Critical Edition of the 
Symphonia Armonie Celestium Revelationum [Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Revelations], ed. and trans. 
Barbara Newman (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 75.  

35   Ritva Jonsson and Leo Treitler, “Medieval Music and Language: A Reconsideration of the Relationship,” in 
Music and Language (New York: Broude, 1983): 2. 

36

37

   Jonsson and Treitler, “Medieval Music and Language,” 18 and 21.   

  Pfau,“Hildegard von Bingen's Symphonia,” 35. 

38 Pfau,“Hildegard von Bingen's Symphonia,” 38-41. Pfau references philosophical theories on music by 
Cassiodorus and St. Augustine.  
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Challenges  

For a modern musician, one of the primary logistical challenges in singing Hildegard’s music is 

deciding which notation to read from. It is fortunate that in addition to being able to access the original 

notation through online sources, several scholars have produced editions of Hildegard’s music. Three 

common notational possibilities exist for Hildegard’s Symphonia: the original 12th-century Rhineland 

neumes, Solesmes-style square-notation neumes, or a transcription using some form of noteheads on a 

five-line staff. Any of these forms could present challenges for the modern musician approaching this 

music. The sources that use medieval neumatic notation require a specialist’s knowledge in reading the 

symbols, which often represent groups of notes. Square-notation neumes can also be intimidating or 

uncomfortable for those who do not consistently spend time in this notational world. Modern “dots and 

spaceˮ transcriptions sometimes indicate the neume groupings through slurs, but often do not reflect the 

different shapes of the neumes, which sometimes contain graphic features that signify subtle rhythmic 

nuances or a special performing element. The manuscripts may contain scribal errors, and any later 

edition may also exhibit errors or inconsistencies on the part of the transcriber when determining how to 

interpret the original neumes. Even if the original neumes are clearly legible and no questions arise 

regarding what the symbols are, it takes time to become literate in this specific type of notation. It may 

not be within the goals of the ensemble for the musicians to become fluent in these very specific symbols 

that are unique to their time period and geographical location. While specialist ensembles do exist, it is 

common practice for most academic, extra-curricular, community, or church ensembles to perform a large 

variety of music from different time periods. Western classical musicians are often exposed to Solesmes-

style chant notation at some point in their training, and are likely to acquire the skills to be able to read 

this notation to a degree; however, outside of possibly church musicians, most standard scholastic and 

community ensembles do not generally have consistent contact with neumes. A transcription of 

Hildegard’s music in modern notation uses pitches that are immediately and easily readable to musicians 

literate in Western classical notation, and may be the most practical and efficient notation for many 
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groups to work from. Even the modern notation can be problematic, however, in that a specialist’s 

knowledge of the performing practice of medieval chant must be acquired in order to make musical sense 

of the transcription. Nuances of the neumes and the physical shape of the phrases that are inherent in 

neumatic notation, particularly in the expressive shapes and ornamental and compound neumes in the 

manuscript sources, are essentially lost in modern transcription.  

While reading the 12th-century Rhineland neumes may be challenging, accessing the original 

sources is not. Modern musicians studying Hildegard’s music are very fortunate to be able to view high-

quality images of the manuscripts. Digital facsimile reproductions are available for these sources and may 

also be viewed online.39 The two 12th-century sources for Hildegard’s Symphonia are the Dendermonde 

Codex (hereafter Dendermonde) and the Riesencodex, sometimes also known as Wiesencodex or "Giant" 

Codex. These manuscripts are beautifully preserved and the pages with musical notation generally do not 

exhibit any external signs of damage that would make the ink illegible or difficult to read. The musical 

notation in both codices is represented by diastematic neumes (indicating relative pitch) on a four-line 

staff, using movable C clefs with a yellow line indicating C and a red line indicating F, with the text laid 

underneath the staff. The layout of the two manuscript sources differs in that the larger Riesencodex has 

two columns per page, while Dendermonde has one column per page. Through the online resources, it is 

possible to zoom in and examine the document closely. Further discussion of the manuscripts and the 

other editions available for Hildegard’s Symphonia is provided in Chapter 2.  

 Despite the excellent condition of the manuscripts, reading from one of these beautifully 

preserved sources can be a challenge to a non-specialist. The medieval Latin script, with archaic lettering, 

can be difficult to read, and the text contains paleographic idiosyncrasies that may be unfamiliar to a 

modern reader, although used commonly throughout the medieval period. Examples from the Symphonia 

 
39  Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9, accessed 1 Dec. 2020.   
http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581; 
The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex, accessed 1 Dec. 2020,   
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-
giant-codex 

http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
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manuscripts include the contractions qod for the word “quod” (and), p  for “per” (by), đm for “Deum” 

(God), xpe for “Christe” (Christ), or supnū for “supernum” (above), to name just a few. The text is also 

sometimes split syllabically, with no hyphens between syllables as is customary in modern scores. The 

neumes can at times be difficult to decipher precisely, and there can be variant interpretations as to the 

specific pitches that the neumes imply. The flexa, for example, is a two-note neume that only differs 

slightly from a pes flexus, a three-note neume. They are almost identical, but differentiated by a slight 

uplift in the tail of the pes flexus (see Figure 1).  

 

                                               flexa                  pes flexus 

      

Figure 1, flexa and pes flexus in Symphonia 

 

Apart from the superficial challenges these older sources present to a non-specialist, neumes can 

seem like a foreign language in our highly literate contemporary musical culture. Even if one is trained to 

read neumes, there remain questions of performance practice. Rhythmic nuance and the specific 

execution of particular neumes (ornamental neumes, for example), are still subject to highly educated 

guesswork by those within the specialist community. Neumes vary by time period and geographic 

location, and were initially used as a memory aid to music that was already memorized, or as a vehicle for 

the transmission of a standardized repertoire during the Carolingian period and afterwards. 12th-century 

Rhineland neumes are not unlike other neumes used in central Germany in the 12th century, but 

Hildegard's music also includes idiosyncratic neumes, such as the elaborate compound flexus 

respinus/pressus/subbipunctis and flexus respina/pressus liquescens, that can be challenging to decipher.40 

 
40 For specific information about these nuemes and how they can be read and interpreted, see Chapter 2 and Figure 
4.  
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As the pieces in Hildegard’s Symphonia are based on newly composed text and music, discrepancies are 

not traceable to older chants that derived from an oral tradition. 

Transcriptions of Hildegard’s music into square notation involves square neume shapes that were 

in use by the beginning of the 13th century and standardized by the monks of Solesmes in the Liber 

Usualis in the 19th century. This system of notation utilizes a four-line staff and moveable C-clef. The 

main source for Hildegard’s music transcribed by Pudentiana Barth, M. Immaculata Ritscher, and Joseph 

Schmidt-Görg into standardized neumes is the 1969 publication entitled Lieder. This collection contains 

all of Hildegard’s seventy-seven liturgical songs as well as the liturgical drama Ordo virtutum. The 

benefit of reading square notation is that the notes and texts are clearly printed, the neumes maintain 

uniformity and their original groupings, and the musician is able to see which specific neumes, including 

ornamental neumes, are being used. For Western classical musicians who have not had training in 

reading chant, the musician must determine the clef and execute the specific neumes, and make the 

adjustment to the four-line staff, as well as engage with the musical challenges mentioned above that one 

may encounter when singing from neumatic notation. 

Transcriptions of Hildegard’s music into modern “dots and space” notation also exist. These 

provide the modern musician with the clefs, staff, and noteheads that are familiar to musicians who are 

literate in Western classical musical notation. The challenge with modern transcriptions is that the 

notation no longer indicates the specific neumes. Neumes can have significance beyond their melodic 

manifestation, and can signify ornamentation, disbursement of weight or possibly even rhythmic value, 

and stress significance.41 “Dots and space” notation provides the musician with the melodic content, and 

possibly the neume groupings through the use of slurs. One of the most challenging aspects of this 

notation is that it invites the modern musician to perform every note with equal weight and durational 

value. Paradoxically, however, the absence of stems was supposed to warn the performer that this was not 

modern notation. 

41 I discuss the performance of neumes later in Chapter 4. 
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The process of reconstructing medieval songs will inherently be speculative and experimental to 

some degree, and will require imagination on the part of the performer. One need only listen to the 

recordings of Hildegard’s Symphonia by the ensemble Sequentia to hear the potential for using the 

manuscripts as a notational guide to create a vibrant interpretation of Hildegard’s music that is informed 

by the nuances in the neumes.42 While some derivative “dots and space” publications exist, the main 

sources for Hildegard’s music available in 5-line staff, transposed G-clef, and modern noteheads include 

selections by Christopher Page,43 a complete collection by Marianne Pfau,44 and a comparative edition of 

the two manuscript sources edited by Vincent Corrigan.45 

In addition to the challenge of determining what type of notation to read from, the conductor and 

performers must also contend with other challenges inherent in performing early music: text, 

pronunciation, translation, rhythm, speed, expression, dynamics, tuning and temperament, aesthetic 

values, and coordination. Hildegard’s texts include evocative and unusual language and extended 

metaphors. Word order in medieval liturgical Latin was not as important as in Classical or Vulgar Latin 

and can present challenges in translation and interpretation.46 Fortunately, Barabara Newman’s critical 

edition of Symphonia provides both a line-by-line translation and a poetic interpretation of the text in 

42 Sequentia, dir. Thornton, Symphoniae: Geistliche Gesäng, Deutsche Harmonia Mundi 77020-2-RG, 1985. 
Rebecca Bain, who worked with the ensemble Sequentia under the direction of Barbara Thornton, relayed in a 
private conversation with this author that the ensemble would work from editions that used the original notation. 
After extensive and immersive study, Thornton had developed an understanding of the weight, word stress, and 
rhythm that the neumes conveyed. Rebecca Bain, Zoom interview with author, 13 Oct. 2021.  
43 Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns ed. Christopher Page (Lustleigh, Newton Abbot, Devon, England: Antico, 
1983).
44 Hildegard, Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum, vol. I-VIII. ed. and trans. Marianne Richert Pfau 
(Hildegard Publishing Company, 1998). 

45 Hildegard, Hildegard of Bingen, Symphonia: A Comparative Edition, ed. Vincent Corrigan (Lions Bay, B.C.: 
Institute of Mediaeval Music, 2016).
46 A. G. Rigg, “Introduction: Latin” in Singing Early Music: The Pronunciation of European Languages In the 

Late Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Timothy McGee (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 6. 
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English.47 A musician performing this music is faced with the question of which dialect of Latin 

pronunciation to use, since Latin pronunciation was not codified to reflect an Italianate pronunciation 

until the 1896 edition of the Liber Usualis.48 Medieval Latin pronunciation developed with the speaker's 

or singer's native language.49 If attempting an informed historical performance, the ensemble may wish to 

pursue a Medieval Germanic Latin pronunciation that may be similar to what Hildegard’s singers used. 

While the reconstruction of the pronunciation of ancient languages is an extremely abstract and 

challenging field of study, there is scholarship that exists that may aid the conductor in their pursuit to 

bring Hildegard’s sound world to life.50 Rhythmic value and proportional time distribution in chant is also 

a complex and contentious issue that the performer of this music must contend with and at the very least 

be cognizant of when singing this repertoire. The performer of medieval music must always confront 

questions of tempo, dynamic, and tuning and temperament that are not indicated through symbolic 

representation included in the notation.  

This style of complex monophonic singing presents musical challenges for the performer. Singing 

within a modal system may be a new experience for the contemporary singer. Extensive range and often 

highly ornate melismata found in much of Hildegard’s music are vocally demanding and technically 

challenging. In singing this music, the ensemble must also develop a group interpretation of rhythm, text 

presentation, and rhetorical execution of music in a notational system that does not clearly discern 

rhythmic value. One of the greatest challenges for a highly literate and potentially notation-bound 

47 Hildegard, Hildegard. Symphonia: A Critical Edition of the Symphonia Armonie Celestium Revelationum 
[Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Revelations], ed. and trans. Barbara Newman (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1988). 
48 A. G. Rigg, introduction to Singing Early Music, 7. 

49 A. G. Rigg, introduction to Singing Early Music, 7. 

50 Harold Copeman and Vera U. G. Scherr, “German Latin,” in Singing Early Music: The Pronunciation of 
European Languages In the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Timothy McGee (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1996), 258-270.  
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contemporary musician inherent in this music is to use the notation as a point of departure in creating a 

dynamic, comprehensive interpretation.
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Chapter 2 : SCORES 

 

 In order to learn and prepare the music from Hildegard’s Symphonia, an ensemble leader needs to 

make a decision regarding what type of score to hand their ensemble. The culture of some ensembles and 

the performing tradition of some musics are highly conducive to rote learning. This process, which 

predominantly involves a leader singing a phrase and the ensemble echoing the phrase back, while time 

consuming, can be an enriching experience. This type of learning is prevalent in ensembles where musical 

literacy is either being developed or is outside of the musical traditions of the ensemble. If the use of 

notation is in line with the goals and culture of the ensemble, then the ensemble leader will have to 

determine what type of notational vehicle serves the needs of their ensemble. Selections from Hildegard’s 

Symphonia are available in the form of 12th-century neumes or modern transcriptions of the music in 

either square-note chant notation or “dots and space” notation familiar to musicians trained in the Western 

classical tradition. In this chapter, I discuss the three main types of notation that are currently available for 

the pieces in Symphonia, the primary scores for each type of notation, and how they might be utilized in 

rehearsal and performance.  

While learning and transmitting chant by rote would have been the most common option for a 

medieval musician, rote learning may not be conducive to contemporary circumstances. The medieval 

scholar relied heavily upon memorization. It is likely that singers, particularly monks and nuns who were 

responsible for learning vast quantities of music for the Offices, sang from memory. Even after the 

invention of diastematic neumes that indicate intervallic precision between notes, notation was generally a 

tool to support the singing of chants that were likely already memorized.1 It is notable that the medieval 

musician, as well as the modern musician, would have to contend with learning Hildegard's newly 

 
1Anna Maria Busse Berger, Medieval Music and the Art of Memory (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2005), 45.  
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composed poetry and melodies. The modern ensemble leader may wish to reconstruct the oral 

transmission of chant through rote teaching; however, they still likely have to engage with notation in 

order to learn a new chant or remind themself of a previously learned chant. Teaching chant by rote could 

be advantageous in that the ensemble is able to absorb musical elements that may not be present in the 

notation, or would require verbal and/or written indications for the ensemble to interpret. Through rote 

learning, the ensemble leader can efficiently communicate phrasing, dynamics, pronunciation, text stress, 

and tempo through their presentation of a line. Rote learning, while potentially advantageous, is a time-

consuming process, and depending upon the goals and structure of the ensemble, teaching a selection 

from Symphonia entirely through rote learning and memorization may not be a realistic, efficient, or 

effective pedagogical process. 

For contemporary musicians, there is a high priority placed on musical literacy. The conditions in 

which we are engaging with Hildegard’s music today are inherently different from the original 

circumstances. The medieval monastic musician would have been immersed in chant repertoire and 

would have completely internalized the patterns, syntax, and theory of this music that they sang for hours 

every day. For contemporary musicians performing chant in any context, whether as professionals, church 

musicians, or as members of scholastic or community ensembles, the singers will have different varieties 

of experience singing monophonic medieval music, sometimes none at all. The amount of time the 

ensemble meets to rehearse and the time they are able to devote to a specific piece may not allow for the 

vast amount of rehearsal time it would take to develop and memorize a piece by rote. In order to perform 

a piece from Symphonia, the ensemble leader will likely wish to have notation for themself, and some 

physical score to hand to their ensemble.  

The three types of notation available for the Symphonia include the original 12th-century 

Rhineland notation, standardized neumes (known as square-note notation), and modern notation 

represented by stemless noteheads on a five-line staff. The sources selected in this document that 

represent each type of notation comprise complete collections of Hildegard’s Symphonia with the 
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inclusion of critical commentary. The resources I examine in this chapter include the two 12th-century 

sources of Hildegard’s music, Dendermonde and Riesencodex; a collection in standardized neumes 

created by two Eibingen nuns and a musicologist; and transcriptions in modern notation in a comparative 

edition of Dendermonde and Riesencodex by Vincent Corrigan and an eight-volume performing edition 

with critical commentary by Marianne Pfau. While various individual publications and small collections 

of pieces from Symphonia have been published, I have not included these for commentary because they 

present the same advantages and challenges as their more comprehensive counterparts, and in general 

include less critical commentary or information and suggestions to aid the performer. As an exception, 

Christopher Page’s 1983 published collection of hymns and sequences from Symphonia has been included 

below in the discussion of the use of modern notation.2 Page’s edition was created in conjunction with his 

recording with the ensemble Gothic Voices, and the introduction to the edition provides insight into their 

performance of this music.3  

12th-century Rhineland Neumes:4 Dendermonde and Riesencodex 

Hildegard’s Symphonia exists in two primary sources that include text and music known as the 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex, as well as other sources that contain some texts alone or musical 

fragments.5 The Dendermonde Codex was a gift to the monks of Villers from around 1175, and may have 

2 Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, ed. Christopher Page (Lustleigh, Newton Abbot, Devon, England: Antico, 
1983). 
3 Gothic Voices, dir. Christopher Page, A Feather On the Breath of God: Sequences and Hymns, recorded 14 Sept. 
1981, Hyperion CDA66039, 1986, compact disc. 

4 David Hiley, Western Plainchant: A Handbook (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 345-346. 
 In medieval treatises, the term “neume” referred to the melody, not the written notation; however, as Hiley notes: 
“The term neume, meaning a notational sign, has become so embedded in the musical literature that it would be 
pointless to try to restrict its meaning to the other medieval sense of the word.” (346). In Western Plainchant, Hiley 
avoids using the term neume when referring to notation. This paper will use the term neume as it is used in 
contemporary literature; in other words, in reference to the notational signs and symbols that represent the melody. 
5   Hildegard, Symphonia: A Critical Edition, ed. and trans. Newman, “List of Manuscripts,” 64: 
Dendermonde, Belgium, St.-Pieters&-Paulusabdij Cod. 9 (Rupertsberg, c. 1175); 
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been copied under Hildegard’s supervision.6 Dendermonde is currently held at the Abbey of Saint Peter 

and Saint Paul in Dendermonde, Belgium. Hildegard had a continued correspondence with the monks of 

Villers. They famously sent her a number of theological inquiries to which Hildegard eventually 

responded.7 In one of the letters, the monk Guibert of Gembloux thanks her for the book she sent, 

referencing the Dendermonde Codex.8 In addition to fifty-seven of the Symphonia songs, Dendermonde 

also includes Hildegard’s Liber vitae meritorium and the Liber viarum Dei by one of Hildegard’s 

colleagues and fellow seer, Elisabeth of Schönau. The collection ends with a dialogue between a priest 

and the devil. The Symphonia portion of the Dendermonde is preserved today in an incomplete form, with 

pages having fallen out or having been removed at some point in its history.  

The second of the two major manuscript sources, the Riesencodex, is a more comprehensive 

representation of Hildegard’s output, containing her religious trilogy (Scivias, Liber vitae meritorum, and 

Liber divinorum operum), the Symphonia, Hildegard’s religious play with music Ordo virtutum, a 

collection of Hildegard’s correspondence, documentation of the lingua ignota developed by Hildegard, 

selected sermons written by Hildegard, and Hildegard’s Vita by the monks Godefridus and Theoderic.9 It 

Wiesbaden, Landesbibliothek Hs. 2, “Reisencodex” (Rupertsberg, 1180-1190); 
Stuttgart, Landesbibliothek Cod. Theol. Phil. 253 (Rupertsberg, St. Disibod and Zwiefalten, Ms. S, 1154-1170); 
Vienna, Nationalbibliothek Cod. 881 (Rupertsberg, 1164-1170), V1; 
Vienna, Nationalbibliothek Cod. 963 (St. Maria in Rommersdorf, 13th century), V2; 
Vienna, Nationalbibliothek Cod. 1016 (13th century), V3. 

6  Peter van Poucke, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia Harmoniae Caelestium Revelationum: Dendermonde, St.-Pieters & 
Paulusabdij, Ms. Cod. 9, ed. Peter van Poucke (Peer, Belgium: Alamire, 1991), 6. Van Poucke notes that it is unlikely that the 
manuscript was copied by Hildegard herself, but it was likely copied “under her supervision.” 

7 Hildegard, The Letters of Hildegard of Bingen, trans. Joseph L. Baird and Radd K. 
Ehrman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), vol. II, Letter 107, 34-49. 

8 Albert Derolez, “The Manuscript Transmission of Hildegard of Bingen’s Writings: The State of the Problem,” in 
Hildegard of Bingen: The Context of Her Thought and Art. London, ed. Charles Burnett and Peter Dronke (Warburg 
Institute, School of Advanced Study, University of London, 1998) 21. See also 21n13; and Hildegard, The Letters of 
Hildegard of Bingen, trans. Joseph L. Baird, and Radd K. Ehrman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), vol. 
II, Letter 107, 43.  

9 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex, accessed 20 Oct. 2020, https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-
landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex. 

https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
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is widely accepted that Hildegard had knowledge of the production of the Riesencodex.10 The manuscript 

was most likely produced in the scriptorium of the Rupertsberg cloister, and presumably completed in the 

decades following Hildegard’s death.11 The Riesencodex is housed at the Wiesbaden State Library in 

Wiesbaden, Germany.  

Scholars have had access to high-quality digital images of the manuscripts since the 1990s. The 

facsimile of the music portion of Dendermonde Ms. Cod. 9 was photographed in 1991, while the music 

portion of the Riesencodex was completed in 1998, the 900th anniversary year of Hildegard’s birth. In 

addition to these online facsimiles, there are also printed facsimiles available. The Dendermonde was 

published in 1991 by the Alamire foundation.12 Alamire includes an introduction by musicologist Peter 

van Poucke that provides biographical information about Hildegard, a comprehensive list of her works, a 

description of Hildegard’s extant musical manuscripts, analysis of the structure of the Symphonia, an 

analytical overview of the text and music, a history and description of the Dendermonde manuscript, a 

description of the notation used in the manuscript, a list of concordance in all existing manuscripts and 

fragments, extensive footnotes, and a selected bibliography.13  

Scholars initially gained access to photographs of Riesencodex “only with great difficulty.”14 

Joseph Gmelch published thirty-two black-and-white photographic plates of selections from the 

manuscript in his book Kompositionen der heil. Hildegard.15 A large (49 cm long) facsimile of the 

10 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. 
11 Hildegard, Lorenz Welker, and Michael Klaper, Lieder: Faksimile Riesencodex (hs. 2) Der Hessischen 
Landesbibliothek Wiesbaden, ff. 466-481v (Wiesbaden: L. Reichert Verlag, 1998), 23. 

12 Alamire Foundation, University of Leuven and Musica, accessed 20 Oct. 2020, https://alamirefoundation.org/en/.

13 Peter van Poucke, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 5-15.  

14 Hildegard, Welker, and Klaper, Lieder: Faksimile Riesencodex, 22. 

15 Joseph Gmelch (ed.) Die Kompositionen der heil. Hildegard-Nach dem grossen Hildegard Kodex in Wiesbaden 
phototypisch veröffentlicht (Düsseldorf n.d., 1913), cited in Honey Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard: Editing, 
Performance, and Reception (An Ordo Virtutum in Five Acts)” in Music in Print and Beyond: Hildegard Von 
Bingen to The Beatles, ed. Craig A. Monson and Roberta M. Montemorra, 258-306 (Rochester, NY; Woodbridge, 
Suffolk: Boydell & Brewer, 2013), 294n2.  

https://alamirefoundation.org/en/
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musical portion of the Riesencodex (ff. 466-481v) was printed in 1998.16 The volume comprises extensive 

notes and information on the manuscript and music in both German and English, as well as beautiful high 

resolution photographs of the manuscript. The contents include an introduction, information about the 

manuscript and its chronology and genesis, discussion of the music and its liturgical function, 

transcription examples, a brief glossary, extensive footnotes, and a selected bibliography.  

The notation in Hildegard’s manuscripts is “early German, in notational chronology between 

Sankt Gallen neumes and the so-called gothic neumes (Hufnagelschrift).”17 In Pfau’s 1997 transcription, 

she indicates the use of “German Hufnagel Notation.”18 The Hufnagelschrift, or Gothic script, is a type of 

notation used by scribes in Germany in the late Middle Ages. This notation is characterized by the use of 

a horseshoe-nail shaped symbol for the virga, a notehead with a stem representing a single pitch.19   

The manuscripts are preserved in such an excellent condition that images of the original notation 

constitute performable editions for those who read or are willing to learn how to interpret the notation and 

the text. Diastematic neumes 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 Dendermonde is provided in Example 1 below. The Latin text, in “Caroline 

minuscule script,” often includes abbreviations and contractions, and can be a challenge to decipher for an 

untrained eye unfamiliar with the paleography of 12th-century script.20 In reading the text, one can usually 

identify paleographic abbreviations, suspensions, and contractions by scribal markings, or superscript 

16 Hildegard, Welker, and Klaper, Lieder: Faksimile Riesencodex. 
17 Peter van Poucke, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 11.  
18 Hildegard, Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum, vol. I-VIII, ed. and trans. Marianne Richert Pfau 
(Hildegard Publishing Company, 1998).  

19 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Hufnagel,” by David Hiley, accessed 20 Jan. 2001, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-
com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-
e-0000013500. 

20 Peter van Poucke, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 11. 

https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000013500
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000013500
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000013500
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marks or letters.21 Even if one is unfamiliar with how to read the text, the script is beautiful to see, 

especially in the high-quality digital images that are now available online. The Caroline minuscule script 

was valued as an orthographic development for uniformity, elegance, and distinct letter forms, notable for 

their “roundness and equality of size.”22  

Even if a modern reader is unaccustomed to reading this ornate script, the manuscript sources 

may still be accessible as performing scores. In order to utilize the manuscript sources, the ensemble 

leader may, with permission and minimal editing for clarity, create performable copies of the copyrighted 

digital images, or may choose to complete their own digital or hand-written transcription using the 

appropriate neumes. Luca Ricossa, Professor of Gregorian Chant and Solfege at the Haute école de 

musique Genève, demonstrates the possibilities for diplomatic digital versions of Hildegard’s music in his 

beautiful 2013 edition of Ordo Virtutum.23 As part of an unpublished project, Ricossa also transcribed a 

number of Symphonia selections using the digital software Pagestream, presenting transcriptions of the 

neumes in Dendermonde and Riesencodex side by side (Example 2). The benefits of pursuing a 

diplomatic edition include the ability to create neumes that are consistent and unified, to clarify text script 

and syllabic underlay, to add components that can assist the performer, such as custodes and breath 

marks, and enhance legibility of the neumes on the page. Such an undertaking can be time-consuming, 

and requires some knowledge of software programming. Ricossa's edition also allows for a side-by-side 

comparison of the manuscripts. 

 
21 The National Archives, “Latin Paleography: Abbreviations,” accessed 1 Feb. 2021, nationalarchives.gov.uk., 
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/latinpalaeography/abbreviations.htm. 
 
22 Susan Rankin, “On the Treatment of Pitch in Early Music Writing,” Early Music History 30 (2011): 168, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41330516. 
 
23 Hildegard and Luca Ricossa, Ordo Virtutum (Geneva: Lulu, 2013).  

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/latinpalaeography/abbreviations.htm
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41330516
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Example 1, Hildegard O splendidissima gemma, Dendermonde f. 154r 
Copyright Sint-Pieters- en Paulusabdij (Dendermonde) / Alamire Digital Lab (Leuven). 

Reproduced with permission. 

Example 1 is a segment of a photograph of the first folio of the antiphon O splendidissima gemma 

from the Dendermonde codex. The red F and yellow C lines are clearly visible as part of the distinct four-

line staff, and include a script C to indicate the C-clef at the start of each system. The first and third 

systems also include a tiny script F at the beginning of the system to further distinguish the F line. The 

Carolingian minuscule script is particularly legible in this example, where the letters look distinct from 

each other and have adequate spacing. The third line of text (about three quarters of the way across) 

provides an example of some of the short-hand abbreviations used by scribes, including the letter p with a 

crosshatch through the descending line for the word “per,” followed by an abbreviation of the word 

“quod,” which involves a superscript o and the exclusion of the letter u. The third and fourth systems 

present examples of some of the legibility challenges. In the last system, above the syllable “ver-” of 

“verbum,” 24 ledger lines are inserted to accommodate the extended range within limited space.  

24 Note that in the Carolingian miniscule there is no difference between the letter shapes for u and v. Thus, the text 
appears to read ‘uerbum’ on the last stave of this example. 
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Example 2 Hildegard and Luca Ricossa, O rubor sanguinis25 

In Example 2, the advantages of modern spelling and script and the inclusion of hyphens to 

extend a syllable are notable in comparison to the manuscript. The neumes are standardized, eliminating 

any question as to what particular symbol is to be performed, which requires a degree of interpretation on 

behalf of the transcriber. The flat signs are easier to identify than in the manuscript, where they can at 

times look similar to the neumes around them. Ricossa’s edition also has the advantage of added breath 

marks and custodes not included in the manuscript. At the same time, Ricossa has left a number of 

elements intact from the source, allowing the performer to clearly see the melodic shape of Hildegard’s 

ornate neumes. 

25 Hildegard, O rubor sanguinis, ed. Luca Ricossa, (unpublished manuscript). Reproduced with permission. 
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Square Chant Notation: Barth, Ritscher, and Schmidt-Görg’s Lieder 

 In 1969, two nuns from Eibingen Abbey in Rüdesheim am Rhein, Germany, Sister Pudentiana 

Barth and Sister M. Immaculata Ritscher, along with musicologist Joseph Schmidt-Görg transcribed 

Hildegard’s Symphonia and her liturgical play Ordo virtutum into square notation. The Lieder edition was 

the first complete collection of Hildegard’s music.26 There is a foreword by Barth and Ritscher, as well as 

an introduction by Schmidt-Görg, all in German. This publication also includes a companion volume of 

critical commentary in German. The Lieder edition could be used for performing purposes, as it is a book 

of just over three hundred pages, similar to the size of a standard hymnal.27 A later reprint from 2012 is 

bound in soft-cover, and includes the German translations of the text alongside the notation, with 

introductory material by Barbara Stühlmeyer.28 The square-notation neumes appear on a four-line staff 

using movable C-clef. The neumes represent a standardized version of various medieval neumes that 

looked similar or likely indicated similar sounds.  

Square chant notation became standardized at the end of the 19th century through the work of 

monks at the Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes in France, solicited and then approved by the Pope. The 

product of their work was the Liber Usualis, a compendium of texts and chants appropriate for services of 

the Roman Catholic Church. The Liber Usualis has been published in various editions since its first 

publication in 1896, and subsequent editions appear in a number of languages including Latin, French, 

and English. The monks of Solesmes are the first scholars who made a concentrated effort to decipher 

chant according to the notation found in the manuscripts.29 The preface to the Liber Usualis is an 

especially useful tool for ecclesiastical settings and schools where chant is taught. The preface provides 

 
26  Jennifer Bain, Hildegard of Bingen and Musical Reception: The Modern Revival of a Medieval Composer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 199.  
 
27 Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard,” 281. 
 
28 Bain, Hildegard of Bingen and Musical Reception, 199.  
 
29 Abbaye Saint-Pierre Solesmes, “Gregorian Chant: History,” accessed 8 July 2021, 
https://www.solesmes.com/history. 

https://www.solesmes.com/history
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the Latin names and symbols of various neumes in square notation on a four-line staff and the 

interpretation of the neume on a five-line staff using round noteheads. In the Lieder edition, the editors 

transcribed Hildegard’s neumes into the standardized square-note neumes that are described in the Liber 

Usualis.  

The use of this edition for performance presents advantages as well as potential challenges. The 

neumatic notation is beautifully preserved and clearly legible, the use of standardized neumes may be 

more easily decipherable, and the pitches are printed clearly on the staff. The original archaic Latin of the 

texts and the Carolingian script in the manuscript sources is replaced by traditional Latin spelling and a 

simple, readable font. The use of standardized neumes allows for neume groupings and compound 

neumes to be maintained, and ornamental neumes are clearly represented. Movable C and F clefs mark 

where the solfege 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 leger lines (as 

seen in see Figure 2).   

 

 

Figure 2, Clefs used in standardized chant notation.30 

 

 
30 The Liber Usualis: With Introduction and Rubrics In English (Tournai, Belgium: Desclée, 1961), xvij. 
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Peter van Poucke’s transcription table from the introduction to the 1991 Dendermonde facsimile 

provides the 12th-century Rhineland symbols and their standardized neume counterparts (Figure 3). As 

one can see in the side-by-side comparison, the pitches of the square-notation neumes are more clearly 

discernible than the hand-written neumes. The square noteheads provide a distinct point in space that 

distinguishes the pitch with clearer precision than a curved line. The flexa and the torculus in particular, 

which can look very similar as hand-written neumes, appear distinctly as separate two- and three-note 

neumes in the square-notation transcription. 

 

 

 
   

Figure 3, Transcription table of basic hand-written neumes that appear in 
Hildegard’s Symphonia and their square-note counterparts. 31 

 
31 Hildegard, Symphonia Harmoniae Caelestium Revelationum: Dendermonde, St.-Pieters & Paulusabdij, Ms. Cod. 
9, ed. Peter van Poucke (Peer, Belgium: Alamire, 1991) 11-12. Reproduced with permission. 
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 There are a number of advantages to working with the edition by Barth, Ritscher, and Schmidt-

Görg (referred to in this document as Barth-Ritscher or Lieder). One is that in at least one example in 

Lieder the editors corrected scribal errors in the manuscript.32 In addition, breath marks, suggested ficta, 

and custodes at the end of staves have been added to aid the performer. The use of standardized neumes 

allows for an easy comparison between the manuscript sources and the transcriptions. The song texts and 

their German translations are provided in the back of the edition. 

One particular challenge for non-German speakers working with Lieder is that the critical 

commentary is in a separate volume and in German. No English translation of the critical report exists at 

this time. The pieces are not identified by the first line of text, as is contemporary scholarly editorial 

practice, but rather by their subject matter. This can be confusing in that a number of different pieces may 

fall into the same subject category, and therefore display the same title in the collection.33 The most 

notable challenge that this volume presents is that it presumes an ability to read chant 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 musician literate in modern notation, or one fluent in solfeggio. Example 3 

includes the first page of the responsory O nobilissima viriditas from the Lieder edition. The pitches 

indicated by the square noteheads are clearly discernible, particularly notable in comparison to the 

manuscript neumes, where pitch is frequently indicated with a curved line. In the fourth system, above the 

word “et,” there is an example of a custos included where the C-clef moves. Another feature of this 

edition involves the asterisk printed at the beginning of the word “nobilissima,” indicating a probable 

place for the choir to enter if the soloist sings the first word, “O.” An example of ledger lines, which are 

more uniform in presentation here than in the manuscript, occurs at the beginning of the penultimate 

system. Examples of various pauses and breath-mark suggestions occur in the first and third systems. 

 
32 Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard,” 281. See in particular her case study of O virga ac diadema, 264-289.  
 
33 Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard,” 281-282. 
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Making the transition to reading square notation is far less intimidating than it may first appear. 

The preface to the Liber Usualis is still used in educational settings as a tool to learn to read chant 

notation.34 Select pages from the preface to the 1961 Liber Usualis edition in English that describe how to 

read standardized chant notation to perform the neumes used in Lieder is provided as Appendix A of this 

document.  

 
 

Example 3, O nobilissima viriditas from Lieder35 
 

 

 

 

 
34 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Liber usualis,” accessed 20 Jan. 2001, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-
com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-
0000016573. 
 
35 Hildegard, Lieder, ed. Pudentiana Barth, M. Immaculata Ritscher, and Joseph Schmidt-Görg (Salzburg: O. 
Müller, 1969), 99. Used with permission. 

https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016573
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016573
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016573
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Modernized Transcription:  

Pfau Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum 

 The most recent transcriptions of Hildegard’s music are currently available in two complete 

collections, as well as smaller collections and octavo publications. The complete Symphonia is published 

in the form of a comparative edition of the Dendermonde and Riesencodex by Vincent Corrigan36 and an 

eight-volume performing collection by Marianne Richert Pfau.37 Corrigan’s 2016 publication, Hildegard 

of Bingen, Symphonia: A Comparative Edition, presents a side-by-side comparison of the pieces in 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex, as well as transcriptions of the pieces that appear in only one of the 

manuscripts. The volume includes an introduction with notes on the manuscript sources, a description of 

the structure of the pieces in Dendermonde and Riesencodex and some commentary on the sets and how 

the music functions liturgically. A description of the numbering of the pieces in other sources is also 

included. Corrigan’s edition follows the order in Riesencodex. This source is intended as a comparative 

edition between the two manuscript sources, and does not appear to be intended for use as a performing 

edition. The volume is a 273-page hardcover-bound edition that would not be practical for use by 

members of an ensemble, with the book retailing between $140 and $230 in the United States.38  

In Corrigan’s edition, pitches are presented as unstemmed noteheads, with neume groupings 

maintained under slurs, and some ornamental neumes indicated with smaller noteheads.39 In this 

comparative edition, Corrigan has transcribed the neumes using stemless noteheads on a five-line staff 

 
36 Hildegard, Hildegard of Bingen, Symphonia: A Comparative Edition, ed. Vincent Corrigan (Lions Bay, B.C.: 
Institute of Mediaeval Music, 2016). 
 
37 Hildegard, Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum, ed. and trans. Marianne Richert Pfau, vol. I-VIII 
(Hildegard Publishing Company, 1998). 
 
38 “Corrigan Symphonia Comparative Edition,” google.com, accessed 25 March 2021, 
https://www.tfront.com/p-397622-symphonia-a-comparative-edition-edited-by-vincent-corrigan.aspx 
https://www.amazon.com/SYMPHONIA-COMPARATIVE-CORRIGAN-Hardcover-
HILDEGARD/dp/1926664388. 
 
39 This is my own deduction through a comparison with the manuscript, and it is standard practice in chant. 
Information regarding the author’s method of transcription and rationale for small notes is not included in the 
commentary, nor is any further description of performing practice.   

https://www.tfront.com/p-397622-symphonia-a-comparative-edition-edited-by-vincent-corrigan.aspx
https://www.amazon.com/SYMPHONIA-COMPARATIVE-CORRIGAN-Hardcover-HILDEGARD/dp/1926664388
https://www.amazon.com/SYMPHONIA-COMPARATIVE-CORRIGAN-Hardcover-HILDEGARD/dp/1926664388
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using a modern vocal tenor clef. An inventory of the pieces is listed as an appendix with a chart that 

provides information on the liturgical function, occasion, mode final, and folio numbers in the two 

manuscript sources and any additional fragments. While this edition was not intended to be used as a 

performing edition, this resource may be useful to the ensemble leader in that it is transcribed using 

modern clefs and noteheads, and discrepancies between the two manuscripts are presented in proximity. 

In addition to the musical notation, this source provides the Latin texts and Barbara Newman’s 

translations, as well as notes on the sources for each piece. Corrigan also includes a bibliography. 

The complete Symphonia transcribed in modern notation by Marianne Richert Pfau is available 

through Hildegard Publishing. This collection comprises eight volumes, as well as derivative octavos of 

selected sets and pieces. The volumes follow Newman’s ordering in her critical edition of the text and 

translation of Symphonia, with each volume representing one section of the cycle, and sections being 

grouped by content and liturgical function.40 Pfau’s volumes and derivative publications may be used as 

performing editions. Both the octavo and the larger collections are lightweight and manageable for a 

singer to easily hold with other music, and may be purchased at a standard cost for large and small 

octavo. Each volume includes an introduction by Pfau that discusses content and interpretation of the 

set, and provides commentary on the context or musical aspects of the individual pieces. Notes on the 

transcription are included, with remarks on how phrasing and flats were determined by the editor. Each 

volume includes a transcription guide to what Pfau identifies as the “German Hufnagel Notation in the 

Hildegard Manuscripts,” with tables that provide the common name of the neume, the symbol in 

Hufnagel notation on a four-line staff, and Pfau’s corresponding transcription in modern notation on a 

five-line staff, although the transcription guide does not provide an exhaustive list of the neumes used in 

Hildegard’s music. A more comprehensive transcription guide with 12th-century Rhineland neumes and 

40 Newman uses Dendermonde as her model, since it was the source that is more directly linked to Hildegard, being 
compiled in her lifetime. In order to add the additional pieces in Riesencodex, Newman states, “...I have inserted the 
additional material from R where it fits naturally into the D arrangement, rather than following the pattern of 
duplication created by the R redactor. Within subsections I have followed the order of songs in D, filling the gaps 
with material from R which we can reasonably suppose was contained on the missing leaves.” Newman in 
introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 57.  
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corresponding notes in modern notation is provided on the International Society of Hildegard von Bingen 

Studies website (see Figure 4).41 In the book chapter entitled “The Unknown Hildegard: Editing, 

Performance, and Reception (An Ordo Virtutum in Five Acts),” Honey Meconi notes that Pfau’s 

collection contains errors and transcribal inconsistencies.42 The manuscript folio numbers for the music 

and the text, if it appears in a manuscript source without notation, are included within the collection 

below the title of the piece. 

 While a modern musician may feel more comfortable looking at familiar notation, Pfau’s 

transcriptions still present challenges to the performer. Each of the eight volumes include front matter that 

provides information and instruction specific to the collection, yet only the first volume includes Pfau’s 

rationale for the transcription of specific neumes in a particular way, with a brief commentary on how the 

ornamental neumes might theoretically have been performed. It is here in the introduction to the first 

volume that we find Pfau’s rationalization for transcribing puncta as smaller notes. Pfau indicates that 

liquescent neumes, an ornamental neume involving the pronunciation of a word, “occur on certain 

diphthongs, [or consonant combinations], e.g., ‘ng,’ in a word, or on double consonants.”43 Liquescent 

neumes are also used in conjunction with additional graphemes in chant. David Hiley notes that 

liquescent neumes may additionally occur on one consonant, the syllable “et,” or in places where there is 

no diphthong, liquid consonant (m or n, for example), or double consonant. 

 
41 Nathaniel Campbell, Beverly Lomer, and Xenia Sandstrom-McGuire, “Music: The Symphonia and Ordo 
Virtutum of Hildegard von Bingen,” International Society of Hildegard von Bingen Studies (1983, 2008, 2014), 
http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html.  
 
42 Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard,” 286-287. Meconi specifically cites errors in Pfau’s edition of O Virga ac 
Diadema, but also notes that any of Pfau’s editions contain a similar number of errors. 
 
43 Pfau, front matter to Hildegard, Symphonia, vol. I [5]. 

http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html
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Figure 4, Hildegard of Bingen Symphonia neume transcription chart.44 

 

In the introduction to the second volume, Pfau indicates that in her transcription she uses “slurs for 

compound neumes, small note heads for the puncta, and slashed eighth notes for liquescent neumes.”45 

 Corrigan’s edition provides a useful critical comparison of the Symphonia portions of 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex, while Pfau’s editions of Symphonia represent the most comprehensive 

 
44 Beverly Lomer, “International Society of Hildegard von Bingen Studies.” Reproduced with permission. 
 
45 Pfau, front matter to Hildegard, Symphonia, vol. II [2]. 
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collection of practical performing editions in modern notation. Apart from these collections, smaller 

collections and individual pieces from Symphonia are also available to performers. A notable performing 

edition comprising a subset of pieces in the Symphonia is Christopher Page’s Sequences and Hymns, 

made in connection to the recording Feather on the Breath of God with his ensemble Gothic Voices.46 

Page’s edition includes nine pieces from the Symphonia collection: Columba aspexit; Ave generosa; O 

ignis spiritus; O Ierusalem, aurea civitas; O Euchari; O viridissima virga; O presul vere civitas; O 

Ecclesia; and O virga ac diadema. The collection includes an extensive introduction with a brief 

biography of Hildegard, commentary on the music and text in the edition, notes on performance practice, 

and commentary on the manuscript sources and editorial choices. The Riesencodex folios he references 

differ slightly from the standard numbering in use today. Page provides performing suggestions for the 

ornamental neumes, which are each denoted in the transcription by special signs that are reflective of the 

vocal sounds involved in the execution of these neumes. Meconi notes that Page makes some “unusual” 

choices in his transcription of ornamental neumes, with some inconsistency in his transcription.47 In the 

introduction to the edition, Page acknowledges that Hildegard’s music may have been performed in 

“some ‘rhythmic’ manner,” but he suggests performing in the Solesmes rhythmic style of chant, with each 

note generally receiving a pulse, and liberties taken at cadences.48 Page’s edition is unique in that it 

includes some commentary regarding the performance of rhythm in chant and the execution of 

ornamental neumes.  

 
46 Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, ed. Christopher Page;  
Gothic Voices, dir. Christopher Page, A Feather On the Breath of God: Sequences and Hymns, recorded 14 Sept. 
1981, Hyperion CDA66039, 1986, compact disc. 
 
47 Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard,” 284. Meconi is referring specifically to Page's representation of pressus 
liquescence and the “incomplete pressus,ˮ two types of ornamental neumes. Meconi uses the example of the same 
neume occurring on “-stiˮ of “germinastiˮ being transcribed differently on the syllable “-treˮ of “ventre.ˮ For 
comparison, see Rc f. 474r and Hildegard Sequences and Hymns ed. Page, 17. For further description of pressus and 
liquesence, see “Ornamental Neumesˮ in Chapter 4 of this document. 
 
48 Page, introduction to Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, ii. 
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The primary benefit of modern transcription for contemporary musicians who are not fluent in 

chant notation is pitch discernment. There are visual cues in the score that have significance to a 

contemporary musician that must be contextualized in the performance of medieval monophonic 

repertoire. The concept of standardized pitch simply did not exist in medieval music. The use of a five-

line staff and modern transposed G-clef signals specific pitch information to the musician. It is not a 

problem for treble singers to transpose up the octave or simply pretend the 8-octava bassa indication 

under the G-clef does not exist. The idea of looking at a note on the staff and having a very clear idea of 

the pitch it represents in the modern system of fixed pitch and equal-tempered tuning, and being asked to 

disregard that knowledge, can create an uncomfortable experience for some singers. Since many of 

Hildegard’s pieces utilize extensive ranges, the use of ledger lines or the high or low ambitus for a single 

piece may appear more daunting on the page then it would in an edition using transposable C clefs. While 

the pitches are easily decipherable, the concept of movable pitch can be discordant with modern 

preconceptions of what is familiar about this notation and the absolute pitches it represents. Another 

challenge with the presentation of this notation is the relative rhythmic speed at which the singer is 

inclined to perform stemless noteheads. A string of stemless noteheads may be interpreted by the 

performer as being slow and involving completely equal execution of rhythm. Seeing an exact pitch on 

the staff with a notehead not unlike a modern quarter note has a very specific sound representation to a 

performer today and can present visual cues to the singer that are challenging to ignore.  

Preparing An Edition For Use By An Ensemble 

A cursory look at the first two lines of the responsory Vos flores rosarum as it appears in the 

various available sources and editions presented above can provide some insight into the challenges of 

engaging with the available scores. Vos flores rosarum exists in both Dendermonde and Riesencodex; 

however, there are a number of note discrepancies between the two manuscript sources. In Lieder, the 

piece can be found in the collection under its categorical title, Number 32 “De Martyribus.” This edition 



40 

is based on the Riesencodex version. While Lieder is generally an excellent resource to read from, in this 

example there is a discrepancy between it and the other editions. In this version, the pitches corresponding 

to the text “qui in effusione” are transposed down a fifth through the use of the Fah clef. In both 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex, the F and C lines are clearly indicated through the use of a C-clef and the 

red ink denoting the F line. At precisely the spot where the Barth-Ritscher indicates the Fah clef, in both 

manuscript sources the C-clef is moved from the top line to the second top-most line, with the red F line, 

marked with a small script F, also moved correspondingly, clearly signifying notes a 5th above where the 

Barth-Ritscher indicates. The critical report, which is in German and shorthand abbreviations, indicates 

that the line is a fifth higher in the manuscripts, which results in an unusually high ambitus, and the 

editors chose to transpose this section down to correspond with analogous places in Hildegard's music.49 

Pfau indicates in her modern transcription in a footnote that “previous editions transpose this line down a 

fifth,” however there is no information included regarding to what previous sources are being referred, or 

why a transcriber may have made this editorial decision.50 Pfau’s edition, also based on the Riesencodex, 

fails to account for the majority of the differences between the two manuscripts. This is puzzling. She 

notes the differences between Dendermonde and Riesencodex throughout her editions of the Symphonia 

collection on separate staves or by footnotes. Differences between sources could be discovered or 

confirmed by looking at the two manuscript sources, or by referencing Corrigan’s comparative edition.51  

As a first step in the process of preparing and performing a selection from Hildegard’s 

Symphonia, the ensemble leader or performer may wish to consult more than one source for the specific 

piece they would like to perform. Information regarding where to find specific pieces in the manuscript 

collections is easily accessible. Texts, English translations, and folio numbers for all extant sources may 

be accessed in Newman’s critical edition of Symphonia as well as on the “Music” page of the 

49 Hildegard, and M. Immaculata Ritscher, Kritischer Bericht (Salzburg: O. Müller, 1969), 33. 

50 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. Pfau, vol. IV, 26.  

51 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. Corrigan, 101. 
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International Hildegard Society website.52 Once a piece is selected and found within the various sources, 

it is advisable to compare the manuscript version(s) with a more recent edition, and try to identify if there 

are any discrepancies. The leader/performer will then have to make a decision about what notation they 

would like to learn from, how they will choose to resolve any discrepancies, and ultimately what score 

inclusive of any editorial markings they will hand their ensemble. Once an edition is selected for use and 

discrepancies and errata are resolved, there are still further questions. One common issue is the use of B-

natural or B-flat in Hildegard’s C-mode pieces. Flats appear in the manuscripts in different places, and 

singing in this mode may have involved performing a B-flat even when it was not notated. In addition, 

there are a myriad of questions regarding performance practice and the execution of ornamental neumes. 

Regardless of what notation is selected for use, it is helpful to consult more than one source in order to 

make informed musical decisions. 

It may be within the goals of the ensemble to engage with the original notation. The manuscripts 

can present a reasonable option for use by an ensemble: they are beautifully preserved, and it is always 

advantageous to try and engage with the source closest to the composer. While editions by Pfau, Page, 

and Barth-Ritscher are readily available for purchase through online retailers, accessing performable 

copies of the original notation involves an alternative process. The digital images of the Dendermonde 

and Riesencodex are currently available online. Permission to print and distribute the images may be 

obtained by contacting the institutions that own the copyright for these sources: the Alamire Foundation 

in the case of the Dendermonde, and the Wiesbaden University and State Library RheinMain for the 

Riesencodex.53 

52 Nathaniel Campbell, Beverly Lomer, and Xenia Sandstrom-McGuire, “Music: The Symphonia and Ordo Virtutum 
of Hildegard von Bingen,” International Society of Hildegard von Bingen Studies (1983, 2008, 2014), 
http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html. 

53 Alamire Foundation https://alamirefoundation.org/en/;        
Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9, 
http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581;  
The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex, https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-
finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex.  

http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html
https://alamirefoundation.org/en/
http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
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 It is possible to make an original transcription by hand, or to use a notational software program. 

A transcription of the original notation into hand-written or digital representations of the 12th-century 

neumes allows for engagement with the original symbols, clearer legibility, and rectification of scribal 

errors. Ricossa used Pagestream to create unified replicas of the neumes used in Dendermonde and 

Riesencodex with the inclusion of helpful editorial additions, such as custodes, modernized script, and 

contemporary Latin spellings. Neume notation software exists for square neumes in Medieval 2 for 

Finale, but Barth-Ritscher’s edition already provides an excellent resource for this type of transcription. 

Other creative solutions may exist if the ensemble leader is motivated and technologically savvy. 

Hildegard’s manuscripts are so beautifully preserved and clearly readable that the main challenges to 

using a manuscript source as a performing edition, beyond obtaining permission to print them for 

performance use, are the legibility of the script and correction of notational errors. These problems could 

be easily rectified by re-writing the text manually or digitally and by comparing the selected manuscript 

edition to the other sources available and referring to any accessible accompanying critical notes in order 

to correct notational errors.  

If the manuscript sources are not a realistic or reasonable options due to accessibility, legibility, 

or having not yet developed the required literacy skills, the Lieder might be a suitable alternative. In 

addition to being clearly legible and easily accessible for purchase, the Lieder utilizes neumes, unlike its 

counterparts in modern notation, which can convey musical information that does not appear in modern 

transcriptions. The use of a selection using square-notation neumes from Lieder is a highly recommended 

option for collegiate ensembles. The singers already have or are in the process of developing the 

necessary literacy skills, and these ensembles often have educational as well as musical goals that would 

support spending time learning to read square-notation neumes. The neumes provide more nuanced 

information than modern “dots and space” notation, particularly by their clear indication of ornamental 

neumes and neume groupings. The addition of custodes, modernized Latin spellings and script, suggested 

breath marks and Luftpausen, and scribal corrections are helpful inclusions in this edition. In any edition, 



43 

there are benefits of scholarship and modernization as well as opportunities for human error or 

inconsistency. If the Lieder edition is selected for use, the ensemble leader may wish to consult the 

manuscripts or the other modern editions to check for errors or discrepancies between sources, and 

provide information on how to perform the neumes. A paperback version of Lieder is available for around 

$20, while a hardcopy is available for approximately $50 in the US.54  

It may be outside of the goals of the ensemble to work from the manuscript or standardized chant 

notation, such as the Lieder. In this case it may be preferable to have the ensemble work from a modern 

“dots and space” transcription. Pfau’s Symphonia editions are the most practical for performing purposes. 

Whether purchasing the small volumes or individual octavos, information regarding ornamental neumes 

and how to perform them will have to be communicated to the ensemble. In order to do this, the ensemble 

leader will have to refer to the manuscripts or Lieder in order to easily identify the ornamental neumes. It 

is also advisable to obtain at least the first volume in Pfau’s collection in order to better understand the 

transcription methodology. The front matter commentary prefacing the first and second volumes of 

Pfau’s Symphonia collection provide rationalization for the symbols used in transcription, and discuss the 

importance of the nuanced musical information the original neumes can provide. Without having access 

to the insightful commentary in the first two volumes, however, the musician interpreting the notation 

will have to consult the manuscripts or Lieder to determine what the neumes are, and research the nuance 

of their performance. The ensemble leader will have to have a way to communicate ornamental neumes 

and their execution, and they may also wish to include slurs to indicate larger melodic gestures, weight or 

length of specific notes, or various lines to indicate breaths and phrases.  

It would be practical and efficient for the ensemble leader to select one edition and, through their 

own editorial markings, include elements of the other sources that may aid the performer and 

acknowledge performing decisions that are available to the singer or ensemble. Annotations regarding the 

execution of specific musical signs may also be included with the score. Whichever edition is selected, 

54 “Hildegard Lieder,” google.com, accessed 25 March 2021, 
https://www.amazon.com/Lieder-Hildegard-von-Bingen/dp/3701304262. 

https://www.amazon.com/Lieder-Hildegard-von-Bingen/dp/3701304262
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elements that must be taken into account when comparing editions include the differences between 

Dendermonde and Riesencodex, where ornamental neumes occur and possibilities for how they may be 

performed, phrasing, breath marks, and weight and note length to indicate syllabic or melodic stress. In 

addition to the notation, the ensemble leader may wish to provide the musicians with other pertinent 

information that may be most efficiently and effectively communicated by including it in the score. A 

translation, pronunciation guide, options for the execution of ornamental neumes, and elements of 

performing practice included in a performing edition will facilitate productive engagement with this 

repertoire.  
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Chapter 3  : SELECTED PIECES 

 

The reader of this document may have first encountered Hildegard’s music through hearing a 

recording or by learning about her in a music course. I first came across Hildegard’s music in a choral 

literature class. We looked at a score that was in modern notation and listened to a recording. We only 

had a short amount of time to spend on Hildegard in a survey of choral literature prior to 1600, but this 

brief introduction ignited in me the desire to learn more about the composer and spend more time in her 

sound world. When I eventually had the opportunity to prepare a piece by Hildegard with an ensemble, 

my first step was to select a piece and find a score to work from. A primary search for a score using 

Hildegard’s name can produce hundreds of derivative contemporary arrangements. A more specific 

search for musical scores by Hildegard von Bingen, or by the title of a specific selection from 

Symphonia will likely lead to the Hildegard Publishing website.1 One may also come across the free 

transcriptions available in the Choral Public Domain Library, or on the International Society of 

Hildegard von Bingen Studies website.2 If you are a choral director working within a budget, and you 

would like to purchase one piece by Hildegard for your ensemble to perform, it is likely you will end up 

purchasing an octavo available through the Hildegard Publishing website. Most of the octavos are under 

two dollars each, with smaller collections under six dollars, and larger volumes up to about thirty-five 

dollars. For the performance I was leading of O nobilissima viriditas, we used a free transcription that 

was available online.3  

 
1 Hildegard Publishing Company, Hildegard.com, (2021), accessed 29 Jan. 2021.  
 
2 Choral Public Domain Library, Cpdl.org, “Hildegard,” edited 7 Nov. 2020.  
International Society for Hidlegard von Bingen studies, “Music,ˮ accessed 29 Jan. 2021, http://www.hildegard-
society.org/p/home.html. 
 
3 Choral Public Domain Library, “O nobilissima viriditas,ˮ transcription by Cheryl Lynn Helm, accessed 29 Jan. 
2021, https://www.cpdl.org/wiki/images/1/1b/Ws-bing-ite.pdf.  

https://www.cpdl.org/wiki/images/1/1b/Ws-bing-ite.pdf
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One of the first things I noticed was that the edition I was looking at differed from a Sequentia 

recording that I found and admired.4 I observed that a certain ascending ornamentation heard in the 

recording seemed to coincide with a wavy mark in the edition we were using (Example 4). In the 

recording, there was also a sense of rhythm and weight distribution that was not apparent in the notation 

I was looking at. I listened to other recordings to see how they performed the ornament, and if there was 

also a sense of proportional rhythmic distribution, and I found this to be a common practice.5 While 

interpretations of the ornamentation varied somewhat, it was obvious that some sort of ornamentation 

occurred three times within the first melisma on the word “O” alone, and many more times throughout 

the piece. I wondered how the singers knew to perform some sort of special intensification at this 

particular spot, or why the transcriber included the special wavy symbol there, and how the singers knew 

what to do. I also wondered how the singers knew to hold some notes a little longer, and to go through 

other notes more quickly when singing the first melisma. I was later able to access a copy of Pfau’s 

edition, hoping it would provide some answers.6 I did not see the ornament indication that appeared in 

the free transcription, but there were three variations of noteheads: normal noteheads, small noteheads, 

and small noteheads that included a stem with a slash through it. There are no accompanying editorial 

notes included with the octavo, but listening to the recording with Pfau’s score gave me a sense of what 

the smaller notes might mean (possibly to be performed more quickly and lightly) and that the little 

ornamental note with a slash might mean to sing through the closed consonants, such as l, m, or n.  

 

 
4 Sequentia, dir. Barbara Thornton, Canticles of Ecstasy, recorded 16-21 June 1993, Deutsche Harmonia Mundi 
05472-77320-2, 1994, compact disc. 
 
5 Sinfonye, dir. Stevie Wishart, The Complete Hildegard Von Bingen: O Nobilissima Viriditas, vol. 3. Celestial 
Harmonies 13129-2, 2002;  
Uli Kontu-Korhonen, Praemia lucis: the gift of light, recorded at Naantali Convent Church, Finland on 23-26 April 
2007, Alba ABCD252, 2009; 
The Oxford Girls' Choir, dir. Richard Vendome, Angelic Voices: Heavenly Music From a Medieval Abbey, Hong 
Kong: Naxos Digital Services/The Gift of Music CCLCDG1028, 2009. 
 
6 Hildegard, “O nobilissima viriditas,” in Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum, ed. and trans. Pfau, vol. VI 
(Hildegard Publishing Company, 1997). 
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Example 4, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas (excerpt), transcribed by Cheryl Lynn 
Helm.7 

 

This approach felt very backward to me. As a literate musician, my point of entry into a piece of 

music is usually through the notation. I find answers to my questions and my guide to performing the 

music either directly in the notation, or through relevant treatises on performance practice that can 

provide insight into what the practice or tradition might entail. I wanted to understand why the singers in 

Sequentia were making the musical decisions they were making, and how I could find my own answers 

in the music. So, when I had another opportunity to prepare a piece by Hildegard with an ensemble, I 

decided to engage with the manuscripts, which were accessible online, and also see what other editions 

of the selection were available. In my initial search for O rubor sanguinis, I found the Lieder 

transcriptions, as well as the links to the two manuscript sources through the International Society of 

Hildegard von Bingen Studies.8 I had a little knowledge of square notation and decided to try to read 

from the Barth-Ritscher edition. It was slower going at first than if I had simply read a “dots and space” 

transcription, especially when I came across more complex neumes. One of the initial challenges was 

determining the pitches of the neumes involving a long stroke between notes, such as the porrectus or 

torculus resupinus, for example (see Figure 5). In these cases I would consult with the Pfau or the 

transcription on the Hildegard Society website, if it was available. The movable C-clef and four-line staff 

required some adjustment, but with even a little practice it became quite fluid. I found that while the 

 
7 https://www.cpdl.org/wiki/images/1/1b/Ws-bing-ite.pdf, transcription by Cheryl Lynn Helm, accessed 29 Jan. 
2021. 
 
8 Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9, 
http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581;  
The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex, https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-
finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex; 
Hildegard, Pudentiana Barth, M. Immaculata Ritscher, and Joseph Schmidt-Görg, Lieder (Salzburg: O. Müller, 
1969). 

https://www.cpdl.org/wiki/images/1/1b/Ws-bing-ite.pdf
http://depot.lias.be/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE9129581
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
https://www.hs-rm.de/de/service/hochschul-und-landesbibliothek/suchen-finden/sondersammlungen/the-wiesbaden-giant-codex
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square-note notation was not as fluent for me and initially took a little more time and thought, I was able 

to create a more musical line based on the intuitive shapes of the neumes than when I was reading from a 

“dots and space” transcription. I also liked some smaller details included in the square notation, such as 

the custodes, and the avoidance of ledger lines through the movable C-clef.  

 

 

Figure 5, porrectus and torculus resupinus in square-note neumes.9 

 

During the learning process I noticed a few discrepancies between the Barth-Ritscher and Pfau 

editions, so I decided to see if I could make any sense of the original notation. In looking at the 

manuscript sources and after having developed a familiarity with the piece through the square notation, I 

found that the 12th-century notation did not seem completely unfamiliar. I recognized the 4-line staff and 

the C-clef, and the red line indicating the F line. There were a number of neumes in the 12th-century hand-

written manuscript that looked similar to their square-notation counterparts. The virga and punctum, each 

representing a single pitch, were also easily identifiable. In O rubor sanguinis, the other predominant 

neumes include the pes, flexa, and quilisma, which were also easy to identify in the score and looked 

similar to their square-note counterparts. If I came across a neume that was unfamiliar, I would consult 

Lomer’s transcription guide on the Hildegard Society website and the other editions to see how other 

transcribers interpreted the neume, as well as the Liber Usualis introduction for further instruction on how 

to interpret the pitches.10  

Engaging with the various forms of notation for the same piece proved a useful exercise. I was 

able to develop different musical literacy skills, and gain an understanding of what were useful or 

 
9 Preface to The Liber Usualis: With Introduction and Rubrics In English (Tournai, Belgium: Desclée, 1961), xj. 
 
10 See Figures 3 and 4 in Chapter 2 for reference or Appendix A for the preface to the Liber Usualis.   
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challenging elements in interacting with each type of notation. For the remainder of this chapter, I will 

compare and discuss editions in 12th-century notation, square-note neumes, and “dots and space” notation 

for three selections from Hildegard's Symphonia: O rubor sanguinis, O viridissima virga, and O 

nobilissima viriditas. While further examination of the performance practice of medieval notation is 

provided in Chapter 4, it may be helpful to remind the reader of some of the terminology that will be used 

in the following discussion. In the context of this chapter, the term "neume" is used to discuss symbols 

that represent a pitch or several pitches. There are basic neume shapes, such as the virga and punctum, 

which represent one pitch, as well as more complex constructions that represent two or three pitches, 

which may be combined into further compound constructions. Additionally, there are ornamental neumes 

whose shape signifies a special element about its performance. Discussion of neumes in this chapter will 

reference liquescence, which generally involves singing through a consonant, and quilisma, which 

involves a tremolo or elongation followed by an upward ascent.11  

These pieces from Symphonia were selected for their beautiful melodic lines, for the technical 

challenges they entail for the singers, for their variety, and for the beautiful and evocative poetry in each 

setting. The three selected pieces present different challenges in regard to the notation available. I provide 

a description of discrepancies between sources and include potential editorial suggestions for different 

editions of the selected pieces. Further discussion of the performance of Hildegard’s Symphonia and 

suggestions pertaining to the specific pieces listed here will be discussed further in Chapter 4. Texts, 

translations, and pronunciation guides for the three selections comprise Appendix B. Images of the 

relevant folios from Dendermonde and Riesencodex referred to in this chapter are included as Appendix 

C (Dendermonde) and D (Riesencodex) of this document.  

 

 

 
11 See Figure 4 in Chapter 2 for neumes used in Hildegard's music and their modern “dots and space” equivalents. 
See also Appendix A for the Liber Usualis introduction, which provides descriptions of neume symbols and 
instructions for performance. 
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O rubor sanguinis 

Dendermonde f. 167r; Riesencodex f. 471vb; Lieder no. 44, pg. 111; Pfau  vol. VII, no. 61, pg. 412 

   O rubor sanguinis is a short antiphon that is sung before and after a psalm. The antiphon is for 

saint Ursula, and falls under Newman’s classification of “Songs for Virgins, Widows, and Innocents.” 

The legend of saint Ursula involves a 4th-century British princess whose father insisted she marry a pagan 

prince.13 In her hopes of delaying the marriage for three years, Ursula decided to embark on a pilgrimage 

to Rome with ten virgins. Ursula and each of her companions were accompanied by one thousand virginal 

handmaids. The company of eleven thousand virgins reputedly traveled to Rome, and on their return 

journey, they were slaughtered and martyred by Attilla and the Huns. The cult of saint Ursula became 

popular in the mid 12th century when the supposed bones of Ursula and her entourage were uncovered. 

While references to dawn in the text make this an antiphon appropriate for Lauds, also known as the 

Office of Aurora, Newman suggests that this Gospel Antiphon may have been sung “with the Magnificat 

at Vespers.”14 In the poetry, Christ’s blood changes into a flower that cannot be killed by “the winter of 

the serpent’s breath.”15 The blood spilt by the virgins making them martyrs also immortalizes them as 

Christ’s blood immortalized the Christian world through the crucifixion and ressurection.16 

 
12 For readers unfamiliar with the conventions of numbering pages in manuscript sources, typically each individual 
leaf is numbered on the upper right hand side of an opening. Each leaf therefore has a front and a back and is called 
in Latin recto and verso respectively and abbreviated to r and v. If a modern book were published this way, page 1 is 
folio 1r and page 2 is f. 1v ; page 3 is f. 2r and page 4 is f. 2v, etc. “O rubor sanguinis” is on the recto of an opening 
on folio 167 of Dendermonde. In Riesencodex where the page is ordered into columns, there is an additional 
indication if the piece can be found in the left-hand column ‘a’ or the right-hand column ‘b’ on the folio. In this 
source “O rubor sanguinis” is on the verso of an opening, the backside of folio 471, in column ‘b.’ Carolann Buff, 
editorial comment to the writer, 25 March 2021. 
 
13 The feast day for St. Ursula is celebrated on 21 October. For more information about St. Ursula, see Encyclopedia 
Britannica, s.v. “Saint Ursula,” published 20 July 1998, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Ursula. 
 
14 Hildegard, Symphonia: A Critical Edition of the Symphonia Armonie Celestium Revelationum [Symphony of the 
Harmony of Celestial Revelations] trans. Barbara Newman (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 309. 
 
15 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 309.   
 
16 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 309.  See summary of Newman’s poetic prose description of the 
text. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Ursula
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 Versions of the antiphon appear in both musical manuscripts Dendermonde and Riesencodex. In 

the manuscripts, the song is given the heading “In evangelium a(ntiphon),” suggesting it would have been 

sung before the Gospel. The antiphon is a D-mode piece, beginning and ending on D, with the primary 

tones D and A used to begin and end phrases. The piece sits within the D octave, extending to F above D 

on the syllable “flu-” of “fluxisti” (flow). The descending melisma on the word “fluxisti” illustrates the 

meaning of the word within the phrase, which translates as “you that flowed from that lofty height.”17 

Other instances of text painting mentioned previously in Chapter 1 include the twisting line on “serpentis” 

(serpent) and an extended melisma on “numquam” (never).  

 One challenging aspect of the notation for this antiphon involves the use of B-flat or B-natural. It 

is unclear as to whether or not one should use the soft hexachord, with the inclusion of B-flat, throughout 

the antiphon. Flat signs are indicated in some places in the manuscripts, but there are instances where they 

appear in one manuscript and not the other. This does not necessarily mean the B-flat would have been 

excluded in performance. In both manuscripts, a flat sign appears next to the first two occurrences of B in 

the antiphon: on the third note of the word “O,” and on the syllable “-nis” of “sanguinis.” The flat sign is 

not notated anywhere else in the antiphon in Dendermonde.18 The Riesencodex version of the antiphon 

does include additional flat signs next to Bs that occur on the syllables “-cel-” of “excelso,” “-sti” of 

“fluxisti;” a floating flat sign near the word “tetigit” (with no B near it on the line); the word “flos,” and 

the syllable “-pen-” of “serpentis.” The floating flat sign that involves no corresponding note in proximity 

could be a reminder to continue singing the B-flat, it could have been carried over from the copying 

source where it might have made sense on the staff, or it could be the result of a simple scribal error 

(Example 5). Newman notes that it is unlikely that the Symphonia notation in Dendermonde was used as 

the model for Riesencodex, since the earlier collection was already in possession of the monks of Villers 

 
17 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 232-233.   
 
18 In Corrigan’s comparative edition, he includes a flat sign near the Dendermonde version of the syllable “-cel-” of 
the word “excelso,” however, there is no flat indicated here in Dendermonde. He adds no ficta in this comparative 
edition, and the remaining Bs in the Dendermonde line are transcribed as they occur in the manuscript (as B-
naturals). Thus, it is likely the B-flat indicated on “-cel-” in Corrigan’s transcription is likely a notational error. 
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while the Riesencodex was still being compiled.19 It is plausible that the two manuscript sources represent 

two subtly different but equally valid versions of the same antiphon. In this example it is also possible 

that the B-flat would in practice have been applied throughout the antiphon.20 Both Pfau’s transcription 

and the Lieder edition of O rubor sanguinis include all of the flats indicated in Riesencodex, as well as 

editorial flat ficta above all other B-naturals in the piece. As the piece remains in Mode 1 and A is a 

frequent resting pitch, the Bb should be employed throughout.21 

Example 5, Hildegard O rubor sanguinis, Riesencodex f. 471v, flat sign with no corresponding B 
seen before the third neume from the left. 22 

There are several other minor discrepancies between the manuscripts reflected in the modern 

editions that generally involve the prolongation of a note or the inclusion of a note in a scalar passage. On 

the word “qui,” Dendermonde has the notes ABAGG (elongation of G), while Reisencodex has ABAG. 

Barth-Ritscher and Pfau both follow Dendermonde here. The syllable “-cel-” of “excelso”contains the 

notes GAB-flatAGFFA(liquescent)A in Riesencodex, while Dendermonde has GABAGGA(liq.)A. The 

word “hyems,” (written either as a variant or error as “hyemps” in Riesencodex) contains the notes 

BAGFA(liq.)A  in Dendermonde and BAGFFG(liq.)A in Riesencodex. The Barth-Ritscher transcription 

19 Newman, introduction to Hildegard Symphonia, 57. 

20 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. Corrigan, pg 149. Corrigan states that the B-flat should be performed throughout the 
antiphon. 

21 William P. Mahrt, “Gamut, Solmization, and Modes,ˮ in A Performer's Guide to Medieval Music, ed. Ross W. 
Duffin (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 494n15.  

22 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. 
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generally follows Riesencodex, with the exception of the word “qui,” where the G is prolonged as in 

Dendermonde. Pfau’s edition follows Dendermonde.  

Both manuscript sources, the Lieder edition, and Pfau’s edition are all viable options as 

performing scores. If the Riesencodex version is selected, the word “hyems,” meaning winter, is 

suggested instead of the word “hyemps,” which appears in the score. The neumes in the manuscript 

sources are legible, and involve no visible erasure marks, unclarity, or questions of clef transposition. 

Even the text can be read with only minimal background knowledge of medieval script. In O rubor 

sanguinis, the letters s and f can look similar and may require clarification. The word “quod” is often 

abbreviated “qod.” The letters u and v also look similar, as in the word “divinitas.” The singer must also 

be aware that syllables of the same word can be divided, sometimes even between systems. Unlike 

modern text underlay, where a hyphen is used to indicate the continuation of a word, syllables of the same 

word are sometimes separated by long spaces without indication that the syllables belong to the same 

word. On the word “numquam,” for example, the syllables “num-” and “-quam” are physically distant due 

to the long melisma on “num-,” but it is only the first syllable of the word. The script in Barth-Ritscher’s 

transcription is in a font that differentiates between similarly formed letters; u and v are clearly different 

from each other, as are the letters s and f. Hyphens are provided between syllables belonging to the same 

word. The Lieder edition also provides custodes, ficta, and potential breath marks. The economical use of 

space on the page can sometimes leave room for interpretation in regard to the syllabic placement of the 

text under the note, as some of the syllables precede the neume to which they belong.  

If either Pfau’s “dots and space” edition or a manuscript source is being used, the ensemble leader 

will likely wish to add pauses and corporate breath (or no-breath) marks based on the size of the 

ensemble, the acoustics of the room, and the tempo, in addition to the textual phrasing. Suggestions for 

ficta are provided in Pfau's edition, as well as the alternative readings that appear in Riesencodex.  It is 

suggested that a symbol indicating the ornamental quilisma is added to Pfau’s edition where it appears in 
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both manuscripts: above the syllable “-xi-” of “fluxiti,” just before the syllable “-tis” of “serpentis,” and 

beginning after the fifth note of the melisma on the syllable “num-” of “numquam.” 

O viridissima virga 

Riesencodex ff. 474rb-va; Lieder no. 71, pp. 146-148; Pfau vol. II no. 19 pp. 27-29; Page pp. 10-11 

O viridissima virga is interesting among Hildegard’s works in that it is one of the few songs in 

the Symphonia collection that is “ambiguous,” as Corrigan labels it, in its genre classification.23 Its 

liturgical function is not explicitly stated in the title, as are most of the antiphons, hymns, sequences, and 

responsories in Dendermonde and Riesencodex, nor is it easily inferred by its long-form, through-

composed structure. O viridissima virga only appears with notation in the Riesencodex, with the text 

alone appearing in two other extant sources.24 The music bears the rubric “De Sancta Maria,” and is 

referred to as a “Song to the Virgin.” Peter Dronke and Christopher Page suggest the song exhibits 

characteristics of Hildegard’s sequences.25 Similar to the other pieces in Symphonia labeled as 

sequences, O viridissima virga is one of the longer works, set syllabcally, with rubric indicated on the 

first letter of the word starting each verse. Editions based on the Riesencodex manuscript include the 

transcription in the Lieder collection in square notation, and Page’s and Pfau’s editions using “dots and 

space” notation. The song falls into the collection of chants dedicated to the Virgin Mary, which 

involves texts Newman categorizes as being on the subject of “Mother and Son.”26  

23 Corrigan, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, xxix. 

24 Stuttgart, Landesbibliothek Cod. Theol. Phil. 253 (Rupertsberg, St. Disibod and Zwiefalten, 1154-1170), f. 54r; 
Riesencodex, f. 407ra. 
Text alone in Stuttgart f. 54r; Riesencodex fol. 407ra; and Vienna, Nationalbibliothek Cod. 963 (St. Maria in 
Rommersdorf, 13th cent.), ff. 158ra-b. 

25 Pfau in Hildegard, Symphonia, vol. II, 27n1;  
Page, introduction to Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, i. 

26 Newman, preface to Hildegard, Symphonia, viii. 
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O viridissima virga is one of Hildegard’s rare G-mode pieces. The other G-mode pieces in the 

Symphonia collection include the antiphon O chohors militie, the responsory O lucidissima apostolorum, 

and the sequence O Jerusalem.27 O viridissima virga encompasses a range of a tenth, from D to the F an 

octave and a third above. The primary tone, G, begins and ends the piece, and is used as a referential pitch 

throughout. There is one brief medial cadence to D on the word "aromatibus" and a cadence to B on the 

word “epulantium,” with the next phrase on the word “unde” also beginning on B. Apart from these 

variants, the piece is modally stable, with phrases predominantly beginning and ending on G. The song is 

mainly syllabic. There are no extended vocalizations on a single syllable as we see in some other of 

Hildegard’s pieces which sometimes include twenty or more pitches in a single melisma. The longest 

melismata in O viridissima virga occur on the syllables “-mi” of “balsami” (6 notes); “ple-” of “plena” 

(10); “-e-” of “habuerunt” (5); “gau-” of “gaudium” (5); and the first syllable of the word “altissimo” (9). 

Hildegard’s hymns, sequences, and longer form pieces are generally syllabic, with one to three pitches per 

syllable, while the responsories and antiphons are typically more ornate and florid.28 

The text of O viridissima virga involves some beautiful and earthy images that inspire the senses: 

a windy blast, blossoming branches, fragrance like balsam, beautiful blooming flowers that give fragrance 

to all the spices, skies raining dew on the grass, birds in heaven, and great joy for the banqueters.29 These 

evocative phrases are representative of Hildgard’s poetic language, which appeals to feeling, sight, taste, 

and particularly smell. While the text does not exhibit the octosyllabic rhymed couplets characteristic of 

the medieval sequence (as in “Dies irae,” the Latin sequence that appears in some Requiem Mass settings, 

for example), there are some pleasing assonances that occur within and between phrases, including 

ramis/tuis, tibi/balsami, omnibus/aromatibus, omnia/plena, protulerunt/habuerunt, 

27 Pfau, Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia, 134-135. The most frequent finals used by Hildegard in the Symphonia 
are E, D, and a, with finals on c and G occurring less frequently. The Kyrie, the only song with text for the ordinary 
portion of the Mass, is unique, with a final on F. 

28 Newman, introduction to Hildegard Symphonia, 28. 

29 Hildegard, Symphonia, trans. Newman, 126-127.  
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magnum/epulantium/gaudium. In stanza five, the letter r is prominently featured in the text “rorem super 

gramen;ˮ “terra;ˮ “viscera ipsius frumentum protulerunt;ˮ “volucres;ˮ and “habuerunt.ˮ The alliteration 

provides a particularly colorful aural effect in this important stanza that explicitly refers to the womb of 

Mary.  

 This music presents an interesting study not only in regard to its ambiguous genre, but also in that 

there is only one manuscript source in which it survives. Furthermore, there are discrepancies between the 

three available modern transcriptions. Barth-Ritscher’s transcription follows the Riesencodex exactly, and 

also includes the advantages discussed earlier: custodes, breath-marks, hyphens between syllables, and 

clarity of text and neumes. In the front matter of Page’s 1983 performing edition, the editor freely admits 

that his octavo is not intended as a critical edition, but rather a score based on research that is meant to be 

used for performance.30 The transcriptions in his collection Sequences and Hymns are based on Gmelch’s 

1913 black-and-white plate edition. As previously discussed, Gmelch’s edition is very difficult for 

scholars to access, and is considered difficult to read, especially in comparison to the incredible high-

quality resolution images scholars may now access freely on the internet.  

Pfau’s edition presents several departures from the Riesencodex without editorial commentary 

justifying the transcription. The first discrepancy occurs on the syllable “-bro” of “flabro.” The two 

syllables each comprise a flexa, which would indicate the notes CB-AG. It appears Pfau may have 

interpreted the neume of the syllable “-bro” as a flexa resupina (or porrectus), so that the second syllable 

reads AGA. The corresponding neume in Riesencodex does not contain the tail of the three-note neume, 

therefore this is likely a transcriptional error.  

 Another notational discrepancy between editions occurs on the syllable “ra-” of the word “ramis.” 

The neume is a pressus liquescens followed by a flexa, which would indicate a double note on A with a 

liquesence on G, followed by F and E on the flexa of “-mis.” Barth-Ritscher’s transcription follows the 

Riesencodex. Pfau interprets this neume as a flexa resupina on the notes AGA followed by the flexa on 

 
30 Page, introduction to Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, iii.  
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FE, without indication of liquesence. In other transcriptions within the collection, Pfau interprets this 

symbol in the same way as the Lieder editors: with a double note followed by liquescence on the note 

below. Another example of this neume occurs in the piece O nobilissima viriditas on the word “in” before 

the word “sole,” which Pfau interprets as the repeated pitch plus lower liquescence. There is further 

discrepancy in Page’s transcription on the second syllable of “ramis.” Page seems to have interpreted the 

neume over the first syllable as a single A and liquescent G followed by the notes EEFE under a slur, 

indicating he interpreted them as being a part of the same neume on the second syllable. In Riesencodex, 

the neumes in question look thus: 

Example 6, Hildegard O viridissima virga, Riesencodex, f. 474r, fifth and sixth neumes from the right, 
above the text “ramis.”31

Note the C-clef in the upper left corner with a yellow line for C and the red line for F. Depending upon 

what image the editors were transcribing from, the first neume over “ra-” could leave room for 

interpretation, depending upon how closely they were able to view the image.  

The neumes corresponding to the word “balsami” also seem to be problematic, particularly in the 

interpretation of the duration of the quilisma. On the syllable “-mi,” Barth-Ritscher and Pfau indicate the 

notes DDDGAG with a quilisma occurring on the second and third Ds to the G. Page interpreted the 

quilisma as occurring as part of an ascending scale up to the G (DEFGAG). The word “balsami” appears 

at the end of the page on f. 474r in Riesencodex: 

31 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. 
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Example 7, Hildegard O viridissima virga, Riesencodex f. 474r, quilisma above the syllable “-mi” of the 
text “balsami,” far right 32 

 

 The neumes for the word “arida” also leave room for interpretation: 

 

 

Example 8, Hildegard O viridissima virga, Riesencodex f. 474v, third punctum above the syllable “a-” of 
“arida” 33 

 

The symbol following the B on the syllable “-ri-” of “arida” is interpreted by Barth-Ritscher and Page as a 

punctum on the same note, extending the B (which Corrigan also interprets as two Bs), while Pfau 

interpreted the third note as being above the B on a C.  

 There are a few discrepancies in Pfau’s transcription that are likely not due to interpretation of 

the neume, but rather an error in the transcription or publication. On the phrase, “in viriditate,” the 

neumes (virgae followed by a final punctum) read ABCAGF in the Riesencodex, and should be corrected 

from GACAGF in Pfau's edition. In Pfau’s score there is an extra D at the end of the word “celi” that 

should be disregarded. A final misprint in the Pfau is found on the first note of the word “nunc.” The 

manuscript indicates a G where Pfau’s has transcribed a B.  

 
32 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. Note the red F and yellow C lines. 
 
33 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex.  
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There is also an interesting combination of notes at the phrase “facta est.” The manuscript clearly 

indicates the notes AGA (which Corrigan notates in his transcription), which are written as AFG in Barth-

Ritscher, Page, and Pfau. Page provides an explanation for his editorial decision, noting that it would be 

“uncharacteristic in cadencing at the supertonic at this important textual pause.”34 It would appear that the 

other editors, including Pfau and Barth-Ritscher, also viewed this as a scribal error, since they included 

the alternative version in their edition. Given the preponderance of G as a resting tone and final of phrases 

throughout the piece, the ensemble leader may wish to renotate this passage so that it reads AFG. 

Page’s score presents several discrepancies from the other sources that generally pertain to his 

interpretation of the pressus liquescens. Page interprets this neume in the same manner that he interprets 

the cephalicus. The pressus liquescens involves a doubled pitch plus the liquescence, while the 

cephalicus involves a single pitch plus the liquesence. One example where these neumes occur in 

succession is on the word “frumentum:” 

Example 9, Hildegard O viridissima virga, Riesencodex f. 474v, cephalicus and pressus liquescens35 

While from this perspective one is able to see the difference between the first two neumes of the word 

“frumentum,” it is imaginable that they were challenging to distinguish in the Gmelch black-and-white 

plates that Page was working from.36 It is also possible that this was simply his interpretation of how 

34 Page, introduction to Hildegard, Sequences and Hymns, iii. 

35 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex.  

36 Honey Meconi, “The Unknown Hildegard: Editing, Performance, and Reception (An Ordo Virtutum in Five 
Acts),” in Music in Print and Beyond: Hildegard Von Bingen to The Beatles, ed. Craig A. Monson and Marvin 
Roberta Montemorra (Rochester, NY; Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell & Brewer, 2013) 258-306. Meconi states that 
“errors in reading are especially easy to make when working with Gmelch or a microfilm.” 282.  
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these neumes should be performed.37 In O viridissima virga, other words where this symbol occurs that 

Page interpreted as a two-note neume where other transcribers interpreted as a three-note neume (with the 

first note doubled) include “frumentum,” “epulantium,” “virgo,” and “contempsit.”  

The version of O viridissima virga in Riesencodex is neat and clear. There are some neumes, such 

as the pressus liquescens or the quilisma prepuncto, that may be open to some interpretation in regard to 

the repetition of a pitch. Similar challenges for reading the script exist as with O rubor sanguinis, with the 

letters u and v and s and f looking very similar. If a copy of the Riesencodex manuscript is to be used as a 

performing edition of this song, there are more textual abbreviations to be aware, including “ū” for the 

suffix “-um,” as in the word “sanctorum;” an ampersand symbol for “et,” “ē” for “est;” “quō” for 

“quoniam;” and “ bɂ ” for the suffix “-bus,” as in “hominibus.”  

The Lieder edition is also an excellent source as a performing score, if reading neumes is an 

option for the singers. The Barth-Ritscher follows the neumes in the Riesencodex almost exactly, with 

two minor exceptions: the cadence on “facta es” described above, and on the word “contempsit.” The 

Lieder edition shows a pes followed by a virga, while in the Riesencodex, there are instead two puncta 

and a virga. While this would not impact the pitches, it could imply a slight nuanced difference in how the 

notes are performed. As stated previously, further advantages of the Lieder editions involve the inclusion 

of potential breath marks, barlines, and custodes, in addition to the legible script and neumes. The text in 

the Riesencodex version of O viridissima virga does include some punctuation in the form of periods at 

the end of sentences and large letters starting a new phrase, which would be a natural place to take a 

breath. The phrases are extensive in this piece, and no other punctuation is provided in the manuscript, so 

the breath marks and pauses are particularly helpful suggestions in this edition. The Barth-Ritscher would 

37 In Western Plainchant, David Hiley discusses the challenge of identifying and performing liquescence and notes 
that Guido cited them as being difficult to distinguish, and it not being a bad thing if they are not performed, 357. 
The symbol that Lomer identifies as a pressus liquescens is a compound neume that does not appear alone in the 
Liber Usualis, which includes the principal forms of the neumes (Lomer, "Neume Transcription," 
http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html and introduction to Liber Usualis). Meconi describes Page’s 
interpretation of the pressus liquescens as a two-note neume instead of three as “unusual.” Meconi, “The Unknown 
Hildegard,” 284.  

http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html
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be an appropriate performing source, and is at least one worth consulting, in regard to correct notes, 

suggested phrasing, pauses, and breath marks. 

The “dots and space” editions by Pfau and Page may be used for performance with some 

corrections and considerations. The corrections in the Pfau include the pitches on “flabro” to read CBAG, 

the phrase “in viriditate” to read ABCAGF, eliminating the floating D after the word “celi,” and 

correcting the pitch on the word “nunc” from B to G. Pfau’s edition provides some indication of phrasing 

in the layout of the page. Any internal breath-marks would have to be added. Both Pfau and the Lieder 

editors account for the distinction between virga and punctum, which could be useful in differentiating 

these note values in nuancing rhythmic duration in performance. This is a particularly useful distinction in 

this largely syllabic setting. Pfau includes symbols for liquescence, and uses small notes for puncta. 

Pfau’s edition of O viridissima virga is available both as part of a small collection of four chants from 

Symphonia that are for use during Christmas and Advent, and also in the second volume of Hildegard’s 

Symphonia entitled, “Chants for the Blessed Virgin Mary: Mother and Son.” In order to understand Pfau’s 

transcriptional nuances, particularly of the quilisma, liquescence, and puncta, the first volume in the 

collection where Pfau provides a description of her transcription method must be consulted.  

Page’s transcription is particularly valuable because of the insightful scholarly commentary and 

suggestions for performance practice provided at the beginning of the collection. The set is advantageous 

to performers in that Page includes four variations of suggested breath-marks that are based on the 

conductor’s thoughtful and practical musical sensibilities and his experience recording this music. The 

various breath-marks include different symbols to indicate a brief pause, grammatical articulation, the end 

of a verse, or a rhetorical pause.38 It is helpful to read Page’s editorial commentary, particularly his notes 

regarding the correction on the phrase “facta est,” since there is not a second manuscript source available 

for comparison. Page’s edition also indicates the quilisma with an ornamentation symbol, and liquescence 

38 Page, introduction to Hildegard Sequences and Hymns, iii. 
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with small notes. It is an incredible feat that he was able to transcribe this piece with so much accuracy, 

considering the notoriously challenging images with which he was working. 

 

O nobilissima viriditas 

Dendermonde ff. 165 r-v; Riesencodex ff. 471 rb-va; Lieder no. 39 pp. 99-100; Pfau vol. VI no. 56 pp. 3-4 
 
 O nobilissima viriditas appears in both Dendermonde and Riesencodex with headings identifying 

the genre as a responsory. In both sources, the response is marked with a red R, and a large capital letter 

traced over in red on the first word of the response “O,” while the verse is marked similarly with a red v 

and a large capital letter traced over with red on the first word, “Tu.” It was the practice in medieval 

ecclesiastical chant to have the choir repeat only the last part of the respond, known as the repetenda. 

Some of Hildegard’s other responsories clearly indicate the repetenda through the notation of the first 

word and corresponding music, indicating to the performer to go back to the identical place earlier in the 

music. One example of this is seen in the responsory O clarissima mater (Dendermonde ff. 153v-154r, 

Riesencodex ff. 467vb-468ra). In the manuscripts, the verses and responds are marked with capital letters at 

the start of the phrase with red in the first letter of the phrase. The repetenda in O clarissima mater begins 

on the word “Ora” from the phrase “Ora pro nobis.” Wherever the repetenda is to be sung, the word 

“Ora,” with a period at the end of the word, and its corresponding musical notation are written out. The 

word and neumes are followed by the next phrase of music, which begins with a large capital letter with a 

red marking. In the manuscript sources for O nobilissima viriditas, the indication for the repetenda is not 

marked in this way. For a medieval singer, the knowledge that this is a responsory would have been 

enough information to know to go back to the last sentence of the opening response. A likely place for the 

repetenda would begin on the text “Tu circumdata,” as Newman and Corrigan suggest. 39 It serves the text 

 
39 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 305 and Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. Corrigan, 137. The practice of 
repetenda in medieval responsories is described in Grove Music Online s.v. “Responsory,ˮ by Paul Frederick Cutter, 
Brad Maiani, Davitt Moroney, and John Caldwell, 2001. 
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in that the line of the poem translates to, “You are enfolded in the embraces of the divine ministry,” with 

the repetenda encircling the verse. 

 O nobilissima viriditas is for saints who were virgins and the idea that virginity represents a 

spiritually purified original state.40 Fassler describes the opening melisma as an “improvisation on the 

beloved 11th-century antiphon Ave regina caelorum,” noting a close melodic relationship and shared 

melodic outline.41 This melodic quotation provides an intertextual link between the virgins in Hildegard’s 

text and the Virgin Mary. In a fashion similar to O rubor sanguinis, O viridissima virga, and other poems 

by Hildegard, the text provides rich and earthy imagery, including the colorful idea of noblest green 

viridity, and images of heat and rays of light represented by the words sun, dawn, blush, morning’s dawn, 

sunny flame, and burning. The image of the wheel that is referred to in this poem (“rota”) is a common 

theme in Hildegard’s pictures and in the spiritual visions depicted in Scivias. There is an intimacy 

expressed in the text in phrases such as “the embraces of the service,” “you blush like the dawn,” and 

“you burn like a flame of the sun.” Some of the images are grounded in the earth, with greenness and 

warmth from the sun, while other images in contrast are suggestive of a realm beyond earth: “you are 

rooted in the sun,” “the cloudless sky of a sphere no earthly eminence can grasp,” and “divine ministries.” 

Hildegard’s poetry presents these images of earthiness, warmth, intimacy, and power beyond 

understanding in a condensed poem that is given length and time for meditation through the extensive 

melismata that characterize this music.  

Pfau identifies this responsory as one of the most elaborate in the Symphonia collection.42 O 

nobilissima viriditas is one of Hildegard’s melismatic settings, as opposed to being predominantly 

syllabic. Melismata are a salient musical feature that contribute to the music’s multidimensional 

expansion in that the melismata stretch the horizontal axis, while the range extends the vertical axis of the 

 
40 Fassler, Music in the Medieval West, 139;  
Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 304.  
 
41 Fassler, Music in the Medieval West, 139. 
  
42 Pfau, frontmatter to Hildegard Symphonia, vol. VI, [1]. 
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piece.43 There are extensive melismata on the initial “O” (27+ notes),44 a 22+-note melisma on the 

syllable “-si-” of “nobilissima;” 34+-note melismata on the syllables “-di-” of “candida” and “-ti-” of 

“exellentia,” and a thrilling 71-note melisma on the syllable “-vi-” of the penultimate word “divinorum.” 

The vocal range extends an octave plus a sixth. The range and melismata together give the piece a sense 

of soaring joy, which is reflected in both the vocal lines and the text. The images in the text have positive 

connotations, with no words or phrases implying darkness or negativity occurring in the poem. The vocal 

lines depict rays of sunshine, extending from heaven to earth, reflected back up again as warmth and 

radiance.  

O nobilissima viriditas is one of the ten C-mode pieces in the Symphonia collection. With its 

extensive range descending a fifth below to over an octave above the final, this song encompasses the 

pitches in both the plagal and authentic forms of the mode. O nobilissima viriditas is interesting because 

there are B-flats written in some places, but there are a number of discrepancies between the two 

manuscript sources, and either pitch could be appropriate in this context. Pfau identifies the C mode as 

being the most “ambiguous and complex in terms of its modal colors” in use in Symphonia.45 It can be a 

challenge to determine which B is intended–a hard mode needing a B-natural or soft mode with a B-flat. 

According to the modal theory outlined in Hermannus Contractus’ Musica, the mode in use is determined 

by the relationship of whole-tones and semi-tones in the spaces of fourths and fifths, combining to create 

an octave. In O rubor sanguinis, there is a case to be made that, based on the D modality and the 

inconsistency between the sources, it is both possible and likely that B-flat was used throughout the 

antiphon. In the C-mode O nobilissima viriditas, the pitch space exploring the fourth above G could either 

begin tone-semitone-tone, or tone-tone-semitone. The discrepancies between the manuscript sources 

43 In the frontmatter to vol. VI, [4], Pfau describes the vertical and horizontal expansions of O nobilissima in regard 
to the expansive range and the extensive melismata.  
44 Discrepancies in the number of notes involved are generally due to transcription interpretations and how to 
quantify notes involved in a quilisma. 
45 Pfau, "Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia," 136. 
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could simply suggest two variant forms of the same piece existing simultaneously. The use of B-natural 

or B-flat and minor variations in pitches between the Dendermonde and Riesencodex versions of O 

nobilissima viriditas could be reflective of the flat symbols being superfluous because they would have 

been understood without notation and sung in performance. The medieval tradition of the teaching of 

ecclesiastical chant involved the leader, who was performing the chant from memory or with the aid of 

some notation, and the rest of the ensemble was probably learning by rote and singing from memory. 

Through training or experience, the singers would have acquired the knowledge of the patterns of 

recta/ficta rules and hexachords. It is possible the B-flat would have been sung in practice throughout in 

order to match similar earlier musical material, but it is also possible for either B or Bb to be used in the 

tonal space from G to C in a C-mode piece. In this instance, the performer may follow the flats as 

indicated in Dendermonde or Riesencodex. 

There are a number of differences between the manuscript versions of this responsory. The first 

difference between the 12th-century sources occurs on the word “nobilissima.” In Dendermonde, the last 

five notes before the C on the syllable “-ma” read B-flatB-flatB-flatDC. In Riesencodex, there is no flat 

sign notated, and the quilisma is arranged differently so that the last notes before “viriditas” read 

AAADC. The syllable “-ma” occurs earlier in the phrase in Riesencodex, below the high F at the peak of 

the phrase. Both Barth-Ritscher and Pfau follow the pitches and syllabic setting in Dendermonde on the 

word “nobilissima.” There is also an extra punctum above the syllable “no-” on the pitch E in the 

Riesencodex which does not appear in Dendermonde or the later editions. It is in perfect vertical 

alignment with the virga C below it, which is unusual. The C-clef appears on the top line in Riesencodex, 

and the second line from the top in Dendermonde. It may not be a punctum at all, but just a marker for 

where the extra line would occur above the staff, or possibly a scribal error.  

There are a number of minute differences throughout the choral portion of the respond. The 

interval of the syllable “-cas” in the word “radicas” is a fourth (A to D) in Dendermonde and a third (A to 

C) in Riesencodex. Again, Barth-Ritscher and Pfau follow the pitches indicated in Dendermonde. The last 
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notes of the word “sole, ” read FEDBC in Dendermonde and FEDCB-flatC in Riesencodex. Lieder 

follows Dendermonde, as does Pfau, who includes the ficta above the staff. It may be worth noting that in 

both manuscripts the word “sole” is on the same line and in close proximity to the flat sign near the B on 

“radicas.” The word “in” just prior to the word “candida” is written as a virga G in Dendermonde, as 

transcribed by Pfau, and a liquescent pes, FG(liq.), in Riesencodex, as is transcribed in Lieder. Minor 

melodic variances occur on the word “candida,” including an extra D punctum after the descending GEC, 

and the notes from the last pre-puncta quilisma reading as CCEDFEDCEDBC in Dendermonde (Barth-

Ritscher and Pfau), and without the internal C in Riesencodex.46 In Riesencodex (and transcribed in Pfau), 

the notes for the phrase “luces in” read CG ABAGE CCD(liq.), whereas in Dendermonde (transcribed in 

Barth-Ritscher) the notes read CG BCBAG CE(liq.). On the word “terrena,” there is a repeated-note 

punctum next to the C in Dendermonde, which is transcribed in the Lieder. In Pfau's edition there is a 

third C, which may be attributed either to her interpretation of the repeated-note punctum or a misprint. 

Some variations between the manuscripts and the transcriptions involve the interpretation of some 

curious or ambiguous neumes. One example is the word “excellentia.” The neume just before the puncta 

prior to the syllable “-a” in Dendermonde looks unclear because the C-clef, moved to the second line, is 

attached to the succeeding pes. There is also an inserted line that can lead to some confusion regarding the 

placement of the punctum. An image of the two versions is provided below for comparison (Example 10).   

 

 

 
46 Corrigan transcribes the last punctum in Riesencodex before the syllable “-da” as another C. The punctum looks 
like it could either be on or below the line in Riesencodex. A repeated note at a cadence seems less likely than a 
cadence approaching the tonic from below. 
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Riesencodex:      Dendermonde:   

Example 10, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471v and  
Dendermonde f.165r , C-clef and placement of puncta47 

 
 
The notes DEDBAGC are clear in Riesencodex and are transcribed in both Barth-Ritscher and Pfau. The 

neume in Dendermonde corresponding to the pes in Riesencodex is also interpreted as a pes in the 

Corrigan. There is an extra punctum that appears on a G after the syllable “-ci-” in Riesencodex (“-ti-” in 

Dendermonde), and is included in Lieder and Pfau. The penultimate note in this melisma looks as if it 

could be another punctum, extending the A (as Corrigan transcribes), however it is ambiguous due to its 

placement on the staff. This penultimate pitch appears clearly as a punctum on G in Riesencodex and is 

transcribed thus in Barth-Ritscher and Pfau.  

 There are other small notational variances between the manuscripts throughout the remainder of 

the piece. In Riesencodex, there is a B-flat on the syllable “-hen-” of “comprehendit,” with an apostropha 

on the G in Dendermonde. The Lieder transcription follows Dendermonde, while Pfau includes the flat 

sign as ficta, and interprets the extra punctum as a bistropha, making the G three notes in duration. 

Discrepancy on the melisma “-xi-” of “amplexibus” involves Dendermonde reading DBAG GGB(liq.) 

CBAAGF, with Riesencodex indicating the notes DCBG GGGB(liq.) CBAGF, with the differences being 

accounted for by the addition of a punctum or apostropha where the notes are added. Barth-Ritscher and 

Pfau include the elongated notes. The syllable “-bus” presents a different cadential formula in each 

manuscript: FEBC in Dendermonde (and Barth-Ritscher), and GFBC in Riesencodex (and Pfau).  The F 

 
47 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex; 
Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9. 
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and B puncta are very clearly notated in Riesencodex, but the tritone proves a melodic oddity at the 

cadence. As in other instances in Hildegard’s music where pitches depart from cadential norms, it is 

difficult to determine if this is simply a scribal error, or if the divergence from a normative cadential 

figure is a deliberate and imaginative departure from common practice. 

The last two words of the repetenda present the most dramatic difference between the two 

manuscript sources. Most of the word “divinorum” is a third higher in Riesencodex. It is an interesting 

spot, as there are erasure marks evident in both manuscript sources, as well as movement of the C-clef for 

part of the phrase. While it is not unusual for the C-clef to be moved in order to avoid ledger lines, it 

would be easy to make a transcriptional mistake related by a third, depending on what line has the 

perceived clef on it. Examples from Dendermonde (Example 11) and Riesencodex (Example 12) are 

provided below, as well as the comparative transcription of this passage by Corrigan (Example 13). 

 

 
 

 

Example 11: Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, Dendermonde f. 165r, C clefs appear at 
the beginning and toward the end of the first system and at the beginning of the second 

system 48 

 
 

 

 
48 Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9. 
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Example 12, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471v, C clefs appear at the 
beginning of each system 49 

 
 

 

 

Example 13, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, ed. Corrigan. Dendermonde is the top line, 
Riesencodex the lower line. Only differences between sources are notated. 50 

 

 
49 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. 
 
50 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. Corrigan, 136. Reproduced with permission. 
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It is notable that in Dendermonde, there is a dramatic leap of a 7th about halfway through the melisma 

(see Example 11, end of the first system). Barth-Ritscher and Pfau generally follow the Riesencodex 

transcription, yet near the end of the melisma, both use the notes GAGED, as indicated in Dendermonde, 

instead of GAGEB, as seen in the Riesencodex. The pitch of the punctum is clearly notated here as a B in 

Riesencodex, but the editors either preferred the notes in Dendermonde, or perhaps considered the B a 

scribal error. The word “ministeriorum” that ends the repetenda has one minor note variation between 

manuscripts, with the melisma on “-rum” reading ABCCDC in Dendermonde and ABBBDC in 

Riesencodex. Lieder follows Riesencodex, while Pfau follows Dendermonde in this passage. The Lieder 

transcribers use the word “mysteriorum" (mysteries) instead of “ministeriorum" (ministries). 

“Mysteriorum” appears in the Scivias portion of the Riesencodex, where the text for O nobilissima 

viriditas is included.51 The word appears as “ministeriorum” in both musical manuscripts, however either 

word would be appropriate grammatically and contextually.  

 The verse likely would have been sung by a soloist, and minor variations in the pitches could be 

reflective of extemporization or mutation through oral transmission. The word “tu” appears as a 

prepunctum plus quilisma on the pitches CDDE in Dendermonde (transcribed in Barth-Ritscher and 

Pfau), and CCCE in Riesencodex. Two more occurrences of B-flat appear in Dendermonde, on the 

syllable “-bes”of “rubes,” and on the syllable “fla-” of “flamma,” which do not appear in the 

Riesencodex. Editions by Barth-Ritscher and Pfau include the B-flat in corresponding places, either in the 

notation next to the note or in the form of ficta above the staff. The word “ardes” is written as a pressus 

liquescence in Dendermonde, appearing as CCB(liq.) in Barth-Ritscher and Pfau, and a single liquescence 

in Riesencodex. The final melodic variation between sources occurs on the first half of the word “solis.” 

The word “ut” begins on a C, and the pitches following on the word “solis” are EEEG AG FE FFG in 

Dendermonde and include two ornamental neumes, as seen below in Example 14. 

 
51 Text without musical notation appears in Riesencodex, f. 133rb. 
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Example 14, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, Dendermonde f. 165v, quilismata 52 

 
 

The pitches in Riesencodex are EFFG AGGG, with only one ornamental neume, depending how one 

interprets the neume on syllable “-lis”: 

 

 

Example 15, Hildegard O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471v, single quilisma and neumes 
following the flexa 53 

 

 

Barth-Ritscher use the pitches found in Riesencodex, without one of the Gs, while Pfau reproduces the 

pitches in Dendermonde.  

 Of the three selections being discussed in this chapter, O nobilissima presents the most variety 

between the two manuscript sources. This is not to say that one is the more definitive version, but rather 

to acknowledge that there are possible reasons for the discrepancies. The evolution of the piece through 

oral transmission, possible scribal error or lack of clarity in regard to what a particular neume is and what 

it represents, common practices and traditions not available in the notation, and interpretation of how 

 
52 Dendermonde- Sint-Pieters-en Paulusabdij-ms. 9. 
 
53 The Wiesbaden “Giant” Codex. 
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some neumes might be performed are all possible explanations for the differences between the two 12th-

century versions of this responsory.  

Using either manuscript source as a performing edition could be an option, as both sources 

generally include legible script and neumes. Dendemonde is a little less clear than Riesencodex in this 

piece; some of the staff lines have faded, and there are frequently red lines inserted between lines of the 

staff to indicate where F appears. There also appears to be either some bleed-through from the opposite 

page, or erasure markings in some spots in the older manuscript. A few other spots in the Dendermonde 

version may require clarification, including the nuemes at the word “luces,” which are mixed in with the 

text of the line above. In the brief melisma of“terrena,” it is difficult to determine if the extra punctum is 

written on the line or slightly above. The Dendermonde manuscript might benefit from the addition of 

custodes, as the clefs sometimes change from one line to the next, which can easily be missed. The 

frequent clef changes are the result of the extensive range of the piece and the avoidance of ledger lines. 

Particularly treacherous places involve the C-clef moving between the third and fourth systems of f. 165r, 

again in the middle of the fourth system just before the pes prior to the last syllable of the word 

“excellentia,” at the end of the second-to-last system on the page, and on the second page of the 

responsory (f. 165v) at the ampersand after “aurora.” The clef changes to be aware of in the Riesencodex 

occur between each system on f. 471r ; between ff. 471r and 471v; and from the first to the second and the 

third to the fourth systems of f. 471v. Riesencodex is generally very clear, with some questions arising as 

a result of unusual melodic variants that are notated in the music. The dot above the virga on the syllable 

“no-” of “nobilissima” could indicate the theoretical location of the E line, as the notes lie above the staff 

on the first melisma. The C-clef is placed in the top line in Riesencodex, as opposed to the second-most 

top line in Dendermonde, which results in the first melisma sitting above the staff in the Riesencodex. If 

one was reading from the Riesencodex, the dot looks exactly like a punctum, and it would make sense to 

perform it as such. There are some heavy scribal marks that occasionally make the number of puncta in a 
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row difficult to determine. One example occurs on the repeated notes of the word “sole,” another at the 

word “Tu,” and again at the syllable “-lis” of “solis.”  

A comparison of the available sources and editions of O nobilissima viriditas illuminates some of 

the challenges in creating a performance edition of Hildegard’s music. In addition to the occasional 

illegible or uncommon neume, there are instances where the performer or transcriber might have reason to 

question the pitches of the neumes that are clearly written. Medieval chant, including Hildegard’s, 

comprises common melodic cells and patterns that are varied and repeated. If the transcriber encounters a 

melodic anomaly, particularly at a cadence, where melodic formulas around the final or fifth are common, 

or an ambiguous hexachord where a B-natural or B-flat could appear, they must determine if there is 

evidence to justify an amendment to conform to normative melodic practices. The large amount of 

discrepancies between the two manuscripts do not necessarily provide easy answers. A transcriber may 

use one version as the basis for their transcription and consult with the other as a secondary source. Both 

Barth-Ritscher and Pfau use melodic elements from both sources in their editions. With a modern edition 

comes the scholarship, knowledge, and experience of the person transcribing; however there are human 

elements involved in both the original notation and the later interpretations.  

All this is to say, any of these versions are viable performing options. The Lieder edition of O 

nobilissima viriditas is generally based on Riesencodex with some minor alterations based on 

Dendermonde, primarily involving the inclusion of extra puncta and some minor pitch variants; elements 

that may even have been included in performance but might not appear in the notation. Pfau primarily 

uses Dendermonde, and includes some pitch alterations from Riesencodex, notably including the higher 

version of the word “amplexibus.” Some of the alterations and their corresponding variations are included 

as footnotes in Pfau’s edition. As stated previously, it can be confusing or unclear as to where quilismata 

occur in Pfau’s transcriptions. The quilisma is a notable feature in O nobilissima viriditas, and it is 

advisable to have a symbolic representation of this ornamental neume in the score. It occurs with such 

frequency in this piece that it would be more productive to refer the reader to either manuscript edition
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that is appended to this document than to list their occurrences in the manuscripts. The modern editions 

of O nobilissima viriditas are usable as performing editions, but do not provide the performer with a 

diplomatic edition of a single source, with alternative notation provided for variations in the other 

manuscript source. Pfau provides footnotes corresponding to some of the alternative pitches, but does not 

give an exhaustive representation of the differences between the two sources. One example occurs on the 

word “divinorum,” where Pfau indicates where the first half of the phrase is a minor third lower in 

Dendermonde, but not the entire second half of the phrase, which is also mostly a third lower. This is a 

spectacularly beautiful responsory, but it requires some consideration as to which source might be 

selected for use as a performing edition. There are differences between the manuscript sources that go 

beyond the repetition of a pitch or the addition of one note to fill in a scalar passage.  

O nobilissima viriditas also presents the singer with the challenge of performing its extensive 

range. Although the precise pitch in medieval music cannot be determined exactly, the use of the C clef 

does indicate an approximation of the middle C in the Gamma Ut.54 It is often practical and necessary for 

treble voices to transpose the music in Symphonia up an octave. Even if “C” is an abstract concept in 

medieval music, it may be understood as being within some kind of approximation to the middle C we 

understand today. To use the previous pieces discussed in this chapter as examples, O rubor sanguinis 

can be sung by trebles beginning on the D above middle C, not the D below, as indicated by the clef. 

When transposed up, the piece falls within an average treble vocal range, from middle C to the F an 

eleventh above. O viridissima virga, when transposed up an octave from the tenor clef, also sits between 

the D above middle C to the F an eleventh above. If we follow the same logic and transpose O 

nobilissima viriditas up an octave, the range extends from the G above middle C to the D a twelfth above; 

a high note for even trained coloratura sopranos. Even if middle C is not absolute and could vary, this 

54 The Gamma Ut was used to describe the entire range of available pitches for medieval musicians. It begins on C3 
one octave below middle C4 and ends on E5 a major tenth above middle C4. The exact tuning of either the lowest C3 
or the highest E5 would depend upon the range of the available lowest and highest singers available, but not 
precisely measured. At the very least, middle C4 would be somewhere in the vicinity of a modern C4 at around 
262Hz, but could easily range at least a minor third higher or lower at any time. Carolann Buff, in an editorial 
comment to the writer, 26 March 2021. 
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piece would sit in an astronomically high range for the average treble singer if transposed up an octave. It 

is a challenge to determine what note to actually begin on so that the piece will sit within a normal singing 

range. Singing at the pitch suggested by the clef then moves portions of the song considerably below the 

staff. Since we cannot say definitively what the actual sounding pitch might have been, this is an instance 

where the ensemble leader must determine the starting pitch based on the voices in their own ensemble. 

Consider the ranges of voices that comprise the group, and select a starting note that can comfortably 

accommodate the range of the piece. Another suggestion is to have different singers within the ensemble 

only sing parts of the responsory appropriate to their range, with altos (or basses in a tenor/bass ensemble) 

dropping out if notes become too high, and sopranos (or tenors) dropping out as notes become too low. 

 

Summary 

 If there is time for the ensemble to invest in interpreting medieval neumes, it can be an exciting 

experience to have a direct musical link to the twelfth century. An ensemble may be resistant, have 

limited time, or have limited experience with neumes. In such cases, one option is to give the singers the 

Pfau or the Barth-Ritscher (being sure there is consistency among the editions or making note of pitch 

discrepancies and indicating which pitch you will use), and, if appropriate for the group, ask the singers to 

be responsible for learning the pitches prior to the first rehearsal. In rehearsal, the expectation can be that 

the ensemble would be working from an image of one of the 12th-century sources. Sending the ensemble a 

recording and sharing with them the aesthetic goals for the piece and the justification for selecting that 

particular recording could also help create a musical environment where the singer is hearing an 

interpretation in addition to seeing a representation of on the page. If there were concerns about reading 

the Carolingian minuscule text that also involves archaic spellings, the script could simply be erased or 

whited-out and the text could be rewritten. Breath marks, rests, custodes, and even IPA pronunciation and 

translations could all be included to aid the performer (Example 16). 
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Example 16, Hildegard O viridissima virga, Riesencodex, f. 474r with sample of my editorial markings 
 

If the ensemble is even remotely familiar with square notation, the Lieder transcriptions are 

generally excellent editions, with the additional benefits of standardized script, consistency of neumes, 

custodes, breath marks, and modernized Latin spellings. If the Barth-Ritscher is used, it is advisable to 

confirm the pitches by consulting the manuscript sources or compare the pitches against another modern 

edition. It is likely that minor note discrepancies indicate a difference between manuscripts; however, 

there are a few transcriptional oddities in the Lieder, such as the example mentioned earlier where a line 

in Vos rosarum flores had been transposed differently than indicated in either manuscript. The sources in 

“dots and space” notation that may be used as a comparison to the Lieder transcriptions include Pfau’s 

collection and Corrigan’s critical comparative edition, being the primary pitch sources for Symphonia. In 

the event these are not readily accessible, there are transcriptions of a large selection of the Symphonia by 

Beverly Lomer available on the Hildegard Society website.55 Depending upon the group’s familiarity with 

neumes, it might be helpful to include a short-hand guide to square neumes, such as the one included in 

 
55 Beverly Lomer, “Music: The Symphonia and Ordo Virtutum of Hildegard von Bingen,” International Society of 
Hildegard von Bingen Studies, (1983, 2008, 2014), http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html.  

http://www.hildegard-society.org/p/music.html
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the introduction to the Liber Usualis (see Appendix A). Texts, translations, and a pronunciation guide 

could also be included with any edition that will be handed to the performer (see Appendix B for 

examples). 

Pfau’s transcriptions may be the most practical for a modern ensemble to use. If a selection from 

Pfau’s collection is used for performance, it would be advisable to consult another source for pitch 

content. There are some melodic anomalies in Pfau’s transcriptions of the three pieces discussed here that 

could only be attributed to notational errors. In addition to correcting any errors, it would also be 

advisable to write in a symbol indicating where the quilismata or compound variants occur. One example 

of the importance of the quilisma can be seen in O nobilissima viriditas. Even if one had read the front 

matter of Pfau’s first volume in the Symphonia collection and was familiar with how Pfau notates the 

quilisma (as two identical notes followed by a note a third of fourth above all under a slur), O nobilissima 

viriditas involves some quilismata that are part of larger compound neume complexes. Under the larger 

slur groupings, they become more difficult to identify.  

 While it is important to do the research, consult the manuscripts, and make informed decisions, it 

is also important to remember that minor note discrepancies between sources happen across the span of 

music history. Medieval monophonic songs were based in oral tradition, and it is entirely within aesthetic 

possibility that a song can exist simultaneously in different versions. For a contemporary example, 

consider congregational hymn singing. One variation of the same hymn may be sung one way at one 

church, and slightly differently at another church. Neither might reflect the notation exactly, but both are 

absolutely correct for that community within their traditions at that time. Instead of getting stuck in the 

weeds, it is recommended that the ensemble leader pick an edition that is appropriate to their ensemble 

and make any major corrections or additions as needed. Time is best spent considering the text, exploring 

the intricacies of the line, and thinking about the pedagogical process involved in sharing this music with 

the ensemble. It is also important to remember that these pieces are conceived as living, breathing 
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melodies. They were written down to be preserved and shared. Bringing this music to life over nine 

hundred years later requires flexibility, patience, and imagination. 
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Chapter 4 : PERFORMANCE 

 

 There is frustratingly little primary source material available on the performance of medieval 

music in comparison to the treatises, testimonies, and artifacts available from other time periods. This can 

be particularly dispiriting for singers seeking to perform with an informed and “authentic” medieval 

technique. While examples of medieval instruments survive, there are, by nature, no extant physical 

specimens of the medieval voice.1 In regard to performance practice, scholars 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 during the roughly one thousand years that 

define what we describe as the medieval musical era (approximately the 6th–15th centuries). The 

disjunction the modern performer might feel between theory and performance of medieval music is not 

imagined; theorizing about music and the practice of making or notating music were two separate 

disciplines that did not always align. The medieval perception of music, derived from Greek antiquity, 

was that music was a science, and as such was based on theories, which were often divorced from actual 

practice.2 The medieval dichotomy between theorist and performer is inherent in the description of two 

separate categories of musicians: the cantor, who “sings without understanding” and the musicus, who 

had the knowledge and authority to discuss and theorize about music.3 Knoweldge of theory was not 

considered a necessity for performance, but of course the performer, or cantor could be knowledgeable 

and the musicus could also perform and compose.  

Acclaimed performer, professor of medieval music, and one of the founders of the ensemble 

Sequentia, Benjamin Bagby has been throughout his career acutely sensitive to the inherent challenges in 

 
1 Duffin, preface to A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), x.  
 
2 David Hiley, Western Plainchant: A Handbook (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 442. 
 
3 George A. Harne, “Unstable Embodiments of Musical Theory and Practice in the Speculum Musicae,” Plainsong 
& Medieval Music 21, no. 2 (2012): 113-114, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0961137112000034.  
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performing repertoire from this era. In his 1986 article "Musicology and Make-believe," Bagby discusses 

the balance between musicology and imagination performers of medieval music must negotiate: "By 

carefully evaluating that which we indeed can know, the conscientious performer today can achieve an 

aesthetically coherent point of view, but the implementation of research is only the first stage in a larger 

process which involves endless experimentation, repetition, and fantasy."4 The aim of this chapter is to 

present some considerations on the performance practice of medieval music that may be applied to the 

music of Hildegard von Bingen. I outline a general summary of medieval theory for performers and 

discuss the theories of plainchant rhythm, specific ornamental neumes that appear in Hildegard’s music, 

theories about medieval vocal technique, performance practice issues pertaining specifically to 

Hildegard’s music, and make suggestions regarding rehearsal techniques in application to this music. I 

consider three pieces by Hildegard and show how to apply some of these principals. While many concrete 

answers are simply unavailable for Hildegard’s music, it is my hope that the performer will be presented 

with some options for performance in regard to information that is not explicitly supplied in the notation. 

 

Medieval Theory for Performers 

A cursory description of medieval musical theory may help the reader to contextualize 

Hildegard’s music within the larger plainchant repertory. There are two musical-theoretical documents 

that one may consider in application to Hildegard’s Symphonia. These are Micrologus by Guido d’Arezzo 

(ca. 991-after 1033), and Musica by Hermannus Contractus (1013-1054). In addition, there is a significant 

amount of modern documentation on the history and theory of plainchant.5 Guido’s treatise Micrologus 

 
4 Benjamin Bagby, “Musicology and Make-Believe?” Early Music 14, no. 4 (1986): 557, 
http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/3127523. 
 
5 Willi Apel, Gregorian Chant (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1958); 
Eugène Cardine, Gregorian Semiology, tran. Robert M. Fowells (Sablé-sur-Sarthe, France: Solesmes, 1982); 
Hermannus, and Leonard Ellinwood. Musica Hermanni Contracti: Presented From an Unedited Source and 
Collated with the Vienna Ms. No. 51 and the Editions of Gerbert and Brambach, with Parallel English Translation 
(Expanded From a Thesis Presented for the Degree of Master of Music. Rochester: Eastman School of Music, 
University of Rochester, 1936); 
David Hiley, Western Plainchant: A Handbook (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); 
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(written after 1026 was the most copied and widely read book on music in the Middle Ages along with 

Boethius’s (ca. 480- ca. 524 De institutione musica.6 In Musica, Hermannus, a Benedictine monk from 

Reichenau, describes a theory of pitches which is based on Guido’s treatises, among other influences, and 

describes the fundamental role of the tetrachord in plainchant construction.7 Guido and Hermannus 

provide some insight into the theoretical concepts of musical construction prevalent during Hildegard’s 

life.  

In practice, Hildegard’s life as a Benedictine nun would likely have exposed her to a vast body of 

chant. These sources can be used to formulate a picture of medieval theory in practice around the time of 

Hildegard’s life. Both Guido and Hermannus lived just prior to Hildegard, and the information conveyed 

in their treatises was common contemporary practice. Even if Hildegard was not in direct contact with 

their theoretical writings she may have understood musical theory along the precepts of Guido and 

Hermannus. Although Hildegard claims in her Vita that she received no formal education, she does make 

a passing reference to “The Hand” and the monochord in her correspondences, indicating that she was at 

least familiar with these pedagogical tools.8 

One of the most influential aspects of Guido’s Micrologus was the development of a system of 

notating precise pitches.9 Prior to the 11th century, neumes were written above the text, indicating relative 

inflection and musical distance. In his treatise, Guido describes a four-line staff, with lines representing 

thirds, with the inclusion of a movable C-clef, with a red F line and a yellow or green C line, which is 

precisely what is used in Dendermonde and Riesencodex. Guido’s theory is based on the Gamma Ut, 

Hucbald, Guido, Johannes, Warren Babb, and Claude V Palisca, Hucbald, Guido, and John On Music: Three 
Medieval Treatises (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978). 

6 Grove Music Online s.v. “Guido of Arezzo,” by Claude V. Palisca and Dolores Pesce, 2001, https://www-
oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/
omo-9781561592630-e-0000011968. 

7 Ellinwood, introduction to Musica Hermanni Contracti, 19. 

8 Pfau, “Hildegard von Bingen's Symphonia,”  6.  

9 “Precise” is not meant to be understood as “absolute.” 
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which “represents fairly well the available notes of an average male singer including falsetto.”10 The 

concept of absolute pitch within a system of equal temperament that we understand today simply did not 

exist for the medieval musician.  

Medieval plainchant is based on a system of modality, which is defined by the range and final (or 

resting tone) of a melody, as well as the order of tones and semitones within the collection. The modes are 

described by the pitch of the final. If the pitches within the chant generally encompass the notes from the 

final to the octave above, the mode is sometimes given the qualifier “authentic.” If the music primarily 

occurs within the pitch space of a fourth below to a fifth above the final, it is labeled “plagal.” Students in 

Renaissance music courses are typically taught the Greek modal names dorian, phrygian, lydian, and 

mixolydian, with finals on D, E, F, and G respectively. Their hypo- (plagal) counterparts share the same 

final, but encompass a range a fourth below to a fifth above the final. The mode numbers, which have 

been in use since the 10th century, are classified as follows: Mode 1, dorian (general range of D-D, D 

final); Mode 2, hypodorian (A-A, D final); Mode 3, phrygian (E-E, E final); Mode 4, hypophrygian (B-B, 

E final); Mode 5, lydian (F-F, F final); Mode 6, hypolydian (C-C, F final); Mode 7, mixolydian (G-G, G 

final); Mode 8, hypomixolydian (D-D, G final). Medieval theoretical treatises classified these 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 clarification of authentic or plagal.11  

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 make modal classification within the system described by Guido 

confusing. Hildegard’s music can often be identified as belonging to protus, dueterus, tritus, or tetrardus, 

sometimes encompassing both plagal and authentic ranges, or shifting modes. Hermannus provides a 

clearer picture of Hildegard’s music in that he describes the modes by how the fourths, fifths, and octaves 

 
10 William P. Mahrt, “Essential Theory for Performers,” in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music, ed. Ross W. 
Duffin (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 14. See also p. 74n54 of this document. 
 
11 Willi Apel, Gregorian Chant (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1958), 135, and 
Mahrt, “Essential Theory for Performers,” 486.  
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are filled in by semitone segments, which allows for more flexibility in how melodic construction is 

defined.12 Hermannus describes the “tone spaces” that a piece inhabits; namely the space from the final to 

the fifth, and then fifth up to the octave.13 Hermannus describes the modes by species of fourths and 

fifths, and defines the collection of the mode as encompassing both plagal and authentic ranges, with the 

pitches A, B, C, D, E, F, or G all eligible as potential finals.14 Modal identification did not only signify to 

the performers of medieval music the classification of final and range. Medieval modes encompass a 

collection of tones and semitones constructed around a final, as well as melodic formulae that recur in 

pieces that share the same mode.15  

One of the challenges we encounter in Hildegard’s music as well as with other plainchant 

throughout the medieval era involves the use of either the pitch B-natural or B-flat when it is not clearly 

notated.16 Both B-natural and B-flat were considered “musica recta,” or notes found within the gamut.17 A 

flat sign may not necessarily have been notated, but may have been included in practice. Guido identified 

the use of B-flat as molle, or the soft hexachord (indicating the note “fa” within a hexachord built on F-

ut), while the B-natural involved the durum, or hard hexachord (indicating B as “mi” within a hexachord 

built on G-ut). In Musica, in addition to summarizing Guido’s depiction of the modes, Hermannus 

12 Jennifer Bain, “Hildegard, Hermannus, and Late Chant Style,” Journal of Music Theory, 52, no. 1 (2008): 125, 
www.jstor.org/stable/40607031.  

13 Pfau, “Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia,” 140-141. 

14 Bain, “Hildegard, Hermannus, and Late Chant Style,” 126 and 
 Hermannus, The Musica of Hermannus Contractus, ed. and trans. Ellinwood, 84-85. 

15 Apel, Gregorian Chant,136. For melodic analysis of Hildegard’s Symphonia by mode, see Pfau’s dissertation, 
Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia: Armonie Celestium Revelationum, 128-212.   

16 For further reading on ficta, see Margaret Bent, “Musica Recta and Musica Ficta,” Musica Disciplina 26 (1972): 
73-100. http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/20532145;
Nicholas Routley, “A Practical Guide to ‘Musica Ficta’.” Early Music 13, no. 1 (1985): 59-71,
www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/3127407. While these articles present discussion of 15th century repertoire, 
the authors provide unique insight into decisions regarding ficta the modern editor of early music must confront.

17 William P. Mahrt, “Essential Theory for Performers: Gamut, Solmization, and Modes,” in A Performer’s Guide to 
Medieval Music, 482. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40607031
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describes species that would permit the use of either B-natural or B-flat within a tetrachord, depending 

upon which tetrachord is in use, and how the tone-space is filled in within the tetrachord. In practice, the 

B-flat could have been included in the notation through the use of the flat sign, or may have been

performed by the singer, depending upon the mode and the pitch-space of the tetrachord. 

Even the inclusion of the flat symbol in the notation can be baffling in that its appearance is not 

consistent throughout a selection of plainchant, or between manuscript sources where the same chant 

exists for comparison. As noted in Lucy Cross’s chapter on ficta in A Performer’s Guide of Medieval 

Music, “...accidentals in manuscript sources are unreliable.”18 Gregorian chant repertoire can be similarly 

ambiguous, as the absence of a symbol is not necessarily indicative of which B is to be used. In his 

monumental text Gregorian Chant, Willi Apel states that even if a comprehensive study of the occurrence 

of B-flat in existing manuscripts were to be undertaken, there would be an enormous number of 

discrepancies between even the most reliable manuscripts.19  

There are some generalities that can be applied in the performance of plainchant where there may 

be a question as to which B is in use. The presence of B-flat does not affect the modal classification, but 

rather indicates an inflection or gradation of color.20 If the 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.21 In Mode 1, B and B-flat can both occur, with B-flat being 

more common. A shift of hexachord might influence which B is used. Moving from D or E up to B 

requires moving from a natural hexachord to either the hard or soft hexachord. The appearance of B or B-

flat could also indicate a change of mode. B-natural is the fifth above the final in Mode 3, and defines the 

18  Lucy G. Cross, “Musica Ficta,” in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2000), 497.  

19 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 152. 

20 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 154. 
21 Pfau,“Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia,” 177-178. Pfau describes the instances in her transcriptions where 
she has added an editorial flat sign.      
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ambitus in Mode 4, so would likely not be flat in these contexts. Modes 5 and 6, with a final of F, are 

similar to Mode 1 in the fluctuation of B and B-flat, although Hermannus specifically notes that a 

tetrachord from F to B does not exist because it does not contain a semi-tone.22 Mode 7 generally uses B, 

and B-flat is usually used within Mode 8.23  

In application to Hildegard’s music, there are flats indicated for some of the Bs within a selection 

while other Bs have no flat sign, and “neither [manuscript] source has a sign for the cancellation of the 

flat or a distinct sign for B-natural.”24 There are also discrepancies between the two manuscript sources 

where a flat sign is included in one manuscript and not with the corresponding pitch in the other source. 

There are numerous plausible explanations for discrepancies between sources: the B-flat may have been 

applied in practice and it would have been redundant or wasteful to continue to notate it, the scribe may 

have been copying from a source other than the Dendermonde, the flat sign could have had implications 

as to how long it was employed, the scribe may not have been a musician, as was sometimes the case, or 

the scribe may have been a musician and took it upon themself to edit the music.25  

There is ambiguity in Hildegard’s C-mode pieces, particularly in regard to the application of B-

natural or B-flat. Hildegard’s C-mode can generally be thought of as an “upward transposition of 

tetrardus,” and the B-flat is often indicated in the upper fourth space above the C–G fifth.26 Tetrardus 

indicates G-mode, which inclues the notes GABCDEFG. The ordinal relationship between these pitches 

is tone-tone-semitone-tone-semitone-tone. Transposition beginning on the note C and maintaining the 

same relationship of tones and semitones results in the pitch collection CDEFGAB-flatC. The upper 

pitch-space indicates the tetrachord approaching the final from the subfinal, in this case the notes GAB-

22 Hermannus, The Musica of Hermannus Contractus, ed. and trans. by Ellinwood, 115. 
23 The discussion here of the occurrence of B-flat pertaining to the specific modes is a summary of Apel’s 
assessment in Gregorian Chant, 154-157.  

24 Pfau, “Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia,”   177. 
25 Cross, “Musica Ficta,” in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music, 497. 
26 Pfau, “Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia,”   204. 



86 

flatC. Pfau indicates that the flat may have occurred in practice more frequently than is explicitly notated 

in the manuscripts.27 The performer of Hildegard’s music, and plainchant in general, will often have to 

make informed decisions regarding the employment of the B-flat if the symbol is provided on some Bs 

within a piece and not others, or if a B-flat appears in one of the manuscript sources and not in the 

corresponding note in the other manuscript. The decision to include the B-flat where it is not notated but 

may possibly be included in practice can be based on the mode of the piece, as well as consultation of the 

manuscripts, with consideration for where the B-flat is included, and if a following B in question might be 

part of the same word, phrase, or musical gesture. 

Rhythm 

The subject of rhythm in plainchant can be tricky to navigate. While theories regarding rhythmic 

details in plainchant have been anacronistically applied to neumes, 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.28 There are generally two schools of thought in 

regard to interpretations of rhythm in the notation of chant, with a variety of gradations represented in 

derivative theories.29 The first principal philosophical school of plainchant rhythm is the “Equalist” style, 

also called the Solesmes style, which generally involves every pitch receiving a pulse. The name 

“Solesmes” refers to the monks of Solesmes, France. Since the 19th century, led by the work of Dom 

Prosper Guéranger, Solesmes has been an important institution in the study, preservation, and 

dissemination of Gregorian chant. According to this theory, pitches are generally grouped into gestures of 

twos and threes, derived from the text and melodic impulse. The primary studies within the “Equalist” 

27 Pfau, “Hildegard von Bingen’s Symphonia,”  207. 

28 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 126. 

29 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 127. 
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camp are Joseph Pothier’s Les Mélodie grégoriennes,30 which advocates for a free oratorical system of 

rhythm with nuanced long and short notes derived from the Latin accents; and André Mocquereau’s 

Paléographie musicale31 and Le nombre musical,32 which advocate for precise, consistent, equal rhythm, 

with pitches being grouped in twos and threes in arsic and thetic gestures.33  

Theorists in the second school of rhythmic theory are often referred to as the "Mensurists." 

Mensuralist philosophies of rhythm in plainchant encompass a spectrum of theories that map various 

mensural or fixed time values onto the neumatic notation. The theories within this interpretation of 

plainchant rhythm vary from mensural properties of long and short derived from rhythmic modes to 

modern rhythmic equivalents of neumatic constructs and the superimposition of modern time signatures. 

The primary study of proportional rhythm in chant notation is Jan W. A. Vollaerts Rhythmic Proportions 

in Early Medieval Ecclesiastical Chant.34 Vollaerts’s extensive study is vehemently deconstructed and 

scathingly refuted in Eugène Cardine Is Gregorian Chant Measured Music?35 Cardine, a French 

plainchant scholar who studied at Solesmes, is one of the most important figures in the study of Gregorian 

chant. 

The study of rhythm in plainchant presents complex issues for the performer, which are further 

complicated when we attempt to apply these general principals within a specific musical context. The 

 
30 Joseph Pothier, Les Mélodies Grégoriennes: D’après La Tradition (Tournay: Impr. liturgique de Saint Jean L’Ev., 
1881). 
 
31 Paléographie Musicale: Les Principaux Manuscrits De Chant Grégorien, Ambrosien, Mozarabe, Gallican, ed. 
André Mocquereau (Solesmes: Saint Pierre, 1889). 
 
32 André Mocquereau, “le Nombre Musical Grégorien”: A Study of Gregorian Musical Rhythm, trans. Aileen Tone 
(Tournai, Rome: Society of S. John the Evangelist, Desclée, 1932). 
 
33 In Gregorian Chant, Apel provides a summary of the principal studies undertaken regarding rhythm in Gregorian 
chant, 126-132, which he includes to be thorough in his book about Gregorian chant. At the beginning of the section 
on rhythm, he states that he thinks “the problem of rhythm has been exaggerated,” 126.  
 
34 Jan W. A. Vollaerts, Rhythmic Proportions In Early Medieval Ecclesiastical Chant, 2nd ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1960). 
 
35 Eugène Cardine, Is Gregorian Chant Measured Music? (Solesmes: Abbaye Saint-Pierre, 1964). 
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scribe writing or replicating the symbols would have been trained within a certain tradition specific to 

their era and geographic location. The symbols would also have held significance for the person who was 

originally intended to interpret them, and likely would have been primarily a memory aid. As a modern 

scholar, we are tasked with deconstructing the significance the symbols may have had to the specific 

scribe, as well as what they may have meant to the person for whom they were intended. It is often the 

case that the specific scribe or scribes, their education, and the tradition to which they belong is unknown. 

The person for whom the notation was intended would also be a part of a specific tradition and have their 

own skillset in interpreting and performing the notation.  

Reviewing studies in the rhythm of Gregorian Chant can leave the performer in the 

uncomfortable position of having a lot of conflicting information and no definitive answers. Studies on 

both sides of the argument cite convincing evidence in the repertoire that supports each theory. The 

performer may wish to experiment in the extremes of the rhythmic spectrum; however, it may be practical 

to pursue a musical rendering of Hildegard’s music through subtle rhythmic inflection derived from the 

text and neumes.36 Some theories of the rhythm of chant, like those expressed by Cardine and Peter 

Wagner, base theories of long and short values suggested by the paleographic origins of the neumes and 

their compound constructions. Cardine suggests a nuanced rhythmic interpretation based on text stress, 

with the first note of a neume group receiving stress in melismatic passages.37 Apel recommends the 

performer consider deriving a rhythmic reading based on the work of Pothier, which involves 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.38  

36 John White, “The Musical World of Hildegard of Bingen,” College Music Symposium 38 (1998): 6-16, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40374317. White raises the suggestion that it is possible that Hildegard’s music may 
have been performed in rhythmic modes (9).  

37 Lance W. Brunner, “The Performance of Plainchant: Some Preliminary Observations of the New Era,” Early 
Music 10, no. 3 (1982): 318-319, http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/3126197. 

38 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 130-131. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40374317
http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/3126197
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In an attempt to try to assist the performer in an expressive, natural, and nuanced presentation of 

Hildegard’s music, I will leave the reader with some suggestions to consider. In Gregorian Chant, Apel 

explicitly states that he would not advocate for a strictly equalist performance.39 Apel’s comment refers 

specifically to Gregorian Chant, however my own historically supported aesthetic convictions would lead 

me to the same conclusion in application to Hildegard’s music. The product of a performance with strictly 

equalist applications can sound unnatural, mechanical, and counterintuitive to the text. I would instead 

advocate for nuanced rhythmic inflection based on long and short values. 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.40 Cardine, Apel, Hiley, and Georges Houdard all indicate rhythmic differentiation 

between individual neumes and neumes that are grouped together.41 Neume groupings that are distinct 

from the individual virga and puncta may be performed with slightly faster motion through the grouping. 

Two-note constructions (pes and clivis, for example) could also imply a strong-weak execution.42 

The performer of Hildegard’s music may also wish to explore Wagner’s suggestion to consider 

the virga as longer and the punctum as shorter, particularly when the puncta are part of composite 

neumes, such as climacus and subpunctis constructions. Wagner’s rigid interpretation of virga as longs 

and puncta as breves has not held up under academic scrutiny; however, compound neume constructions 

that include the virga usually indicate a tone longer than the puncta.43 The paleographic origins of puncta 

and virga may be traced back to acute and grave accent marks in cantillation, with the virga being an 

39 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 130. 

40 Liber Usualis, xx. 

41 Hiley, Western Plainchant, 373. The other scholars referenced in this sentence include a similar indication of 
rhythmic differentiation between individual neumes and neume groups. 

42 Timothy McGee, "Medieval Performance Practice," in The Cambridge History of Medieval Music, ed. Mark 
Everist and Thomas Forrest Kelly (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press: 2018), 585. 

43 Constantin Floros, Origins of Western Notation: Revised and Translated by Neil Moran (Frankfurt: Peter Lang 
International Academic Publishers, 2011), 30. 
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upward inflection and the puncta indicating a lower inflection.44 The virga is generally used for pitches 

that ascend, but this is not consistently true in plainchant literature or in Hildegard’s music.45  

Inflection and nuanced rhythm may also be performed by variations in weight through dynamic 

gradations, tone color, or durational value given to a particular vowel, consonant or syllable 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.46 These subtle 

variations in rhythm and stress can facilitate a dynamic and interesting performance, and are generally 

natural and intuitive nuances that derive from an exploration of the connection between the text, the 

musical line, and the notation.  

 

Ornamental Neumes 47 

 A general understanding of ornamental neumes and possible implications for their execution are 

important components to the performance of Hildegard’s music. Neume shapes vary depending upon 

when approximately they were written during the medieval era and the scribal traditions within the 

geographic area of origin. Symbols may look slightly different in different manuscripts, but there are 

some fundamental neume shapes representing basic melodic patterns of one to three pitches, and more 

complex compound constructions derived from combining the foundational neumes. Basic neume shapes 

include the virga and punctum, each representing a single pitch; the pes, which indicates a pitch followed 

 
44 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 108. 
See also Leo Treitler, “The Early History of Music Writing in the West,” Journal of the American Musicological 
Society 35 no. 2 (1982): 249-250, doi:10.2307/831146. Treitler notes that the “accent theory of origin” developed by 
Edmond de Coussemaker and further discussed by Peter Wagner, Johannes Wolf, Henry Bannister, Gregory Suñol, 
Willi Apel, and Solange Corbin is plausible, 250n26.  
 
45 Floros, Origins of Western Notation, 30. Floros is referring to plainchant literature. I have also found this to be the 
case in Hildegard’s music. A virga frequently represents a note higher than the one preceding, and a punctum lower, 
but this is not consistent. Floros also indicates here that in some literature virga could represent a “deeper tone.” 
 
46 Liber Usualis, xiv. 
 
47 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 43. The term “ornamental” is to be understood as “something added to the 
musical phrase in order to grace it,” not something “additional.” 



91 

 

 

by a note above; the clivis or flexa, which represents a pitch followed by a lower pitch; the climacus, a 

series of descending pitches; scandicus, a series of ascending pitches; torculus or pes flexus, a series of 

three pitches that ascend and then descend; and porrectus or flexa resupina, a three-note neume complex 

that descends and then ascends. See Figure 6 for examples of these neumes in the Riesencodex. 

 

 

Figure 6, Images of basic neumes from Riesencodex, f. 470r 

 

Ornamental neumes usually involve some type of graphic signifier indicating the incorporation of 

a special or ornamented type of performing execution. Ornamental neumes generally fall into the 

categories of either liquescent or repercussive. An explanation of liquescent neumes and the specific 

ornamental neumes and possibilities for performance are included below. There are additionally specific 

neumes that have their own independent ornamental significance. Liquescent neumes involve the 

modification of a pitch to reflect the sound of a word by indicating 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, possibly similar to the vocal equivalent of a 

contemporary portato bowing for string instruments. In addition to repercussive and liquescent neumes 

present in Hildegard’s music, the specific ornamental neumes that appear in Symphonia include the 

quilisma, oriscus, and pressus. There is conjecture as to how the specific ornamental neumes, particularly 

the quilisma and pressus, are supposed to be performed, and an exact interpretation of these neumes is 

unknown.  
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Liquescence               

 The performance of a liquescent neume involves an ornamental neume that has implications as to 

how the word of the text should sound. The performance of this neume generally involves singing 

through a consonant or vowel. As the name of the neume implies, the syllable should become “liquid,” 

and flow seamlessly from one pitch to the next.48 This type of neume, characterized by a rounded off, 

lighter stroke, often occurs on a voiced consonant that may be sung through, such as in the letters m, n, or 

l. Liquescence is not limited to voiced consonants, however, and is sometimes found in plainchant and in 

Hildegard’s music on diphthong syllables, double consonants, or consonants that may be reflective of the 

pronunciation of the time.49 In regard to diphthongs or the occurrence of liquescence 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 rearticulation of the next pitch.50 On syllables that might appear ambiguous as to 

how to perform the liquescence, the symbol might imply the insertion of a shadow vowel.51 The exact 

durational value is unclear. It could be given a duration equivalent to the musical pulse, or perhaps, based 

on the lightening inflection of the symbol and with consideration to the natural pronunciation of a word, 

the liquescent sound might be performed as a shorter, lighter note. 

 

 

 
48 Liber Usualis, summarizing Guido d’Arezzo, xij.  
 
49 Hiley, Western Plainchant, 357.  
 
50 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 48. 
 
51 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 104. 
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Oriscus and Pressus  

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 kind of neume could be considered a more specific kind of liquescence. It could 

be understood as a “tension” toward the next note that could be executed through a microtonal inflection 

of the voice.52 In The Sound of Medieval Song, McGee also speculates that this neume might have had 

melodic implications involving alternation between the note and a note less than a half-step above.53 This 

symbol could also be interpreted as having rhythmic significance, or could possibly imply liquescence at 

the unison.54  

The oriscus is a component of a pressus construction, 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, requiring a strengthening of sound.55 

Intensification could be achieved through the use of vibrato, pitch fluctuation, acceleration, dynamics, or 

a combination of these musical devices. If the construction includes non-ligated notes, it is likely this 

neume might also have articulative significance involving the repercussion of a note.56 

52 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Oriscus,” (2001), https://www-oxfordmusiconline-
com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-
0000020467. 

53 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 55-56. 

54 Hiley, Western Plainchant, 359-360. 

55 Liber Usualis, xij. A similar description is found in William P. Mahrt, “Sacred Music: Chant,” in A Performer’s 
Guide to Singing Early Music, 17. 

56 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 59. 

https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020467
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020467
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020467
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Quilisma   

The quilisma is a symbol frequently found in Hildegard’s Symphonia. This ornamental neume is 

often an important musical feature in Hildegard’s melismatic melodies. The quilisma has a distinctive 

shape that looks like two small jagged-looking waves with a gracefully curved line ascending the distance 

of a third or sometimes a fourth. The quilisma is often preceded by a punctum. The jagged part of the 

neume is the quilisma, and it appears as part of compound neume constructions. 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.57 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.58  

In Hildegard’s manuscripts, the quilisma has a distinctive quality in that the quilisma itself 

usually occurs on a line or in a space and is connected to a smooth upward ascending stroke. In square-

notation neumes, the characteristic jagged line fills in the space of the third or fourth. In contemporary 

transcriptions of Hildegard’s music, some editors represent the quilisma with a symbol that looks like a 

mordent sign turned diagonally to show the ascending gesture, although the “dots and space” editions by 

Pfau and Corrigan do not include a special symbol in their transcriptions.59 A solo singer performing this 

ornament is afforded a certain degree of rhythmic and expressive freedom. In an ensemble setting, in 

57 Liber Usualis, (1962), xij. 

58 Apel, Gregorian Chant, 115; 
William P. Mahrt, “Chant,” in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music ed. Ross Duffin (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press 2000), 17; 
Hiley, Western Plainchant, 358. 

59 The quilisma is represented by these editors as a repeated pitch and the higher note occurring together under a slur 
without a graphic symbol to indicate a special performance element. 
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order to have the group perform together, it may be helpful to have some guidelines in regard to how the 

ornament should be executed. Depending upon the tempo and character of the selection, one option for 

performance would be to lengthen 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 notation, 

either in the style of a light portamento, or gently articulating the diatonic pitches to fill in the interval. 

Another option is to lengthen the first note, perform a quick, light mordent (which could involve a 

microtonal pitch), and either sing a light portamento or ascend by filling in the interval with the 

appropriate 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 

 One aspect of singing plainchant that is not inherent in the neumes and not explicitly stated in any 

treatise is exactly how this music may have been sung. As performers, we can only try to understand the 

historical information that is available and consider how this information might have implications for 

performance. It certainly sparks the imagination to think of Hildegard and her company of nuns, 

singinging within the walls of the Rupertsberg; however, for many performers singing this music, 

historical reconstruction is not the aim. In addition to considering whatever historical information we 

might find, it is important to utilize this in the framework of what is best for our ensemble at this time and 

in their own space. It is easy to project our own modern sensibilities and aesthetic values onto the music, 

or to internalize the traditions heard in contemporary recordings.60 Perhaps it would be helpful for us to 

ask ourselves what the music is asking of us, and how we can best serve it in every possible way; with our 

bodies, our minds, our breath, and our instruments. In this way we are not trying to achieve a historical 

 
60 Jonathan Shull, “Locating the Past in the Present: Living Traditions and the Performance of Early Music,” 
Ethnomusicology Forum 15, no. 1 (2006): 90-91, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20184541.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20184541
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recreation, but we are pursuing this music from a place of authenticity. In working with creative, 

imaginative, artistic beings, it can be a highly rewarding process to approach music this way, instead of 

from a perspective that begins from a point of restriction, vocally or otherwise.  

There are some concepts that we may consider that can facilitate an appropriate, beautiful vocal 

execution that will serve the music. One consideration is that Hildegard’s music is vocally demanding. 

Her music often spans vast ranges that well exceed an octave. This form of monophony also requires the 

ability to sing legato phrases that are often very long. The ability to sing a melisma is also a prerequisite 

to performing many of the chants in Symphonia. The skill of maintaining the clarity of a vowel and 

navigating various parts of the voice’s registration is a demanding task that requires a degree of vocal 

agility on the part of the singer. 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 very dark to 

very bright, at both ends of the 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. We also know 

that, as nuns who followed the Benedictine rule, Hildegard and her companions were possibly singing for 

hours throughout the day, which would require a degree of stamina and healthy use of the voice. All of 

these skills, which are highly prized in trained singers, were undertaken by people that did not have 

specialized vocal training as we think of it today.  

There is some practical information that might assist the singer in healthy, expressive, authentic 

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.61 A 12th-century comment 

from Bernard of Clairvaux indicates the voice should be “sweet, but not light.”62 Another treatise that is 

often referenced in conjunction with singing medieval music is the phrase from the 7th-century scholar 

61 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 18. 

62 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 22. 
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and clergyman Isidore of Seville, who used the words “loud, sweet, and clear” to describe the “perfect” 

voice.63 Hildegard’s spiritual writings indicate that she valued a voice that had a “sweet, clear, and ringing 

tone.”64 In addition to agility, expression, and subtlety; clarity of pitch, singing the correct notes, and a 

refined vocal quality seemed to all be priorities of medieval vocal music production.65 For the modern 

ensemble director, prioritizing text expression, vocal flexibility, clear and focused pitches, a spectrum of 

vowel colors, and sound riding on breath would serve both the singers and the music.    

 

Performing Hildegard 

 In addition to the topics mentioned above, there are some elements of performing Hildegard’s 

music that a singer may wish to consider, including the tradition of orality, the inclusion of additional 

performing forces, and the psychology of performing medieval music. These aspects of music-making 

may be explored by the ensemble leader and their singers during the rehearsal process. 

 Medieval music was generally learned and transmitted on an oral basis.66 In liturgical settings, a 

leader would either be the maker of the melody, or they would have access to the words and possibly 

some symbolic representation of vocal inflection or precise pitches, as well as training that would have 

allowed them to acquire the skills to interpret the text and notation. The leader would probably reference 

the text and symbols that represented a chant they already knew from memory, or had created themselves, 

 
63 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 20. 
 
64 Newman, introduction to Symphonia, 30.  
 
65 Mahrt, “Sacred Music: Chant,” 16-17; 
McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song, 20. 
 
66 See, for example: 
Anna Maria Busse Berger, Medieval Music and the Art of Memory (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); 
Mary J. Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory In Medieval Culture, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008); 
Leo Treitler, “Homer and Gregory: The Transmission of Epic Poetry and Plainchant,” The Musical Quarterly 60, 
no. 3 (1974): 333-372, http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/741537; and also Treitler, “The “Unwritten” 
and “Written Transmission” of Medieval Chant and the Start-Up of Musical Notation,” The Journal of Musicology 
10, no. 2 (1992): 131-91, doi:10.2307/763611.  



98 

using the tangible musical object as an aid to music they already knew. The learning process likely 

involved rote memorization through extensive repetition.  

It is extraordinary to think of the vast amount of music that a medieval liturgical musician held in 

their memory. To give an example of the capacity the medieval mind had for memorization, experts 

believe monks likely memorized the entire St. Gall liturgical cycle of chant, which amounts to a 

mammoth 85 hours of music.67 Many musicians today are also responsible for memorizing incredible 

quantities of music. An obvious example that comes to mind is in the field of opera, where a singer might 

have to memorize hours of music for a performance. In the choral setting, there are some groups for 

whom memorization is a part of the culture of their ensemble.  

For many ensembles, the idea of having to sing a piece of music without the tangible notation in 

front of them might be terrifying. It might be a rewarding experience, however, to experiment with the 

rote learning and memorization of a chant from Hildegard’s Symphonia. Engaging in this process would 

be one more way to connect the contemporary musician to the medieval musician. Barbara Thornton, 

leader of the ensemble Sequentia and a highly respected interpreter of medieval music, describes an 

epiphany she had when she was first trying to learn Hildegard’s music. She realized that medieval people 

also struggled to learn and understand the notation and the music.68 Hildegard’s singers weren’t born 

innately knowing how to sing these chants. Her music, which involved newly composed text and 

melodies, would not have been part of the corpus of chant they may have experienced throughout their 

lives. Thornton describes this empathy for the medieval musician who also had to be indoctrinated into 

the medieval musical tradition as being an important part of the process of engaging with this music.69  

67 Marissa Fessenden, “Inside the Effort to Digitize Medieval Monks’ Chant,” Smithsonian Magazine, 27 May, 
2016, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/inside-effort-digitize-medieval-monks-chants-180959191. 

68 Barbara Thornton and Lawrence Rosenwald, “The Voice: Poetics as Technique,” in A Performer’s Guide to 
Medieval Music ed. Ross Duffin (Bloomington: Indiana University Press 2000), 288. 

69 Thornton and Rosenwald, “Poetics as Technique,” 288. 
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  One way to explore Hildegard’s music and feel the melody within the context of a mode is to add 

a drone, through the addition of voices or instruments. We cannot know definitively if Hildegard and her 

nuns had access to instruments or used them within the context of their music-making. There are some 

scant general references to instruments and harmonic simultaneities recorded in Hildegard’s extant letters 

and treatises. In one of Hildegard’s medical writings, she references the monochord, an ancient one-

stringed instrument that provided the foundation of medieval music theory.70 Other medieval instruments 

that existed during Hildegard’s life include the vielle, harp, portative organ, drums, 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 spirits which they had received were called for 
this purpose: not only to compose songs and canticles (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 instruments, 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 accompanied 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.71 

 
Hildegard often speaks in metaphor, and this passage in particular is part of an elaborate metaphor about 

the importance of music in the lives of Hildegard and her nuns. The passage does not imply the use of 

instruments in connection to her music or for use in a liturgical context; however, it does indicate that 

Hildegard had an understanding of musical instruments that went beyond Biblical scholarship, and that 

she envisioned them as part of the divine music of the universe as she experienced in her vivid visions. In 

Scivias, Hildegard describes another vision that involved female figures, one outfitted as a warrior, with 

people playing instruments all around them.72 Even if there is no direct evidence that Hildegard may have 

 
70 Newman, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 31. 
 
71 Hildegard, The Letters of Hildegard of Bingen, trans. Joseph L. Baird, and Radd K. Ehrman (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994) vol. I, Letter 23, 78. 
 
72 John D. White, “The Musical World of Hildegard of Bingen,” 13. White describes a vision in Scivias entitled 
“The Vision of the Virtues.” 
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envisioned instruments as part of musical worship, the use of an instrumental or vocal drone may aid the 

singer in internalizing the experience of singing within a mode. In other letters, Hildegard also makes 

reference to the practice of organum, 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.73 Experimenting with drones and organum in particular could be a 

valuable exercise for the ensemble to experience the feeling of singing within a mode. 

  Imagination can be a powerful point of entry into Hildegard’s music. A singer performing 

Hildegard’s music today may feel acutely distanced from this music. In addition to the vast space of time 

between the modern musician and the 12th-century musician, the singer is also challenged with finding a 

way to communicate Hildegard’s deeply spiritual, complex texts from which they may be philosophically 

or linguistically distanced. The notation can also appear unfamiliar and inaccessible without specialized 

training. Angela Mariana, professor of musicology and co-founder of Altramar Medieval Music Ensemble 

articulates the challenges of performing ancient music from original notation without the aid of aural 

models: even with an understanding of the notation, piecing together information about medieval 

performing traditions can be likened to a future musician “trying to reconstruct or describe the work of 

Charlie Parker with only a lead sheet and no access to recorded performances or transcriptions.”74  

As musicians, it is our responsibility to find our way into this music. One way to connect with the 

music can be through the notation. Even if it would not be practical to hand a particular ensemble an 

edition that includes 12th-century neumes, the ensemble leader could interact with the manuscripts, and 

share the images with their singers for reference. A brilliant interpreter of Hildegard’s music, Thornton 

argues that Hildegard’s notation contains “a certain amount of interpretive information.”75 Instead of 

being frustrated with the notation and what it may or may not tell us, Thornton recommends affirming to 

 
73 Newman, introduction to Hildegard, Symphonia, 31-32. 
 
74 Angela Mariani in Jonathan Shull, “Locating the past in the Present: Living Traditions and the Performance of 
Early Music,” Ethnomusicology Forum 15, no. 1 (2006): 100, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20184541. 
 
75 Thornton and Rosenwald, “Poetics as Technique,” 287. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20184541
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oneself, “This notation is for me, it speaks to me. What does it say?”76 If there is any subtle information to 

be gleaned from the details of a manuscript source, it would be unlikely to be transferred into an edition 

using modern notation. It is extremely useful for the ensemble leader or performer to reference the 

original notation in some fashion, even if it is not ultimately used as a performing edition. 

Thornton also recommends using the language as a way to connect to the music. Singers are 

generally very well accustomed to making music in foreign languages. Working with diction coaches and 

studying foreign languages are common cultural practices in the realm of Western vocal music. Solo and 

ensemble singers are expected to understand the text they are singing and very often have word-for-word 

and poetic translations of the texts they are performing. In addition, they are expected to be familiar with 

the nuances of the language, including grammatical structure and details of pronunciation. These steps are 

particularly important in a singer’s process in developing an interpretation of Hildegard’s music. 

Thornton advocates for the singer to make a “whole-hearted commitment to the language they are 

singing;” the sounds and feelings, as well as the grammar.77 It might be helpful to think of one’s own 

language, and consider what about it we find beautiful, persuasive, sensual, agitated, heart-breaking. 

Emotions can be expressed vocally and understood cross-culturally and by those who do not speak the 

language, through pitch inflection, dynamic level, vocal rhythm, and vocal quality.78 The details of 

language that convey our emotions or the tone and feeling of what we are saying can be communicated 

through syllabic duration and stress, the length or shortness of articulation, and the level of volume we 

express. The character of our 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 together smoothly; the high and low inflection that can impart the function of a 

 
76 Thornton and Rosenwald, “Poetics as Technique,” 287.  
 
77 Thornton and Rosenwald, “Poetics as Technique,” 274. 
 
78 Mark D. Pell, Laura Monetta, Silke Paulmann, and Sonja A. Kotz, “Recognizing Emotions in a Foreign 
Language,” Journal of Nonverbal Behavior 33 (2009): 107–108, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-008-0065-7.  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-008-0065-7
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phrase. If the singer understands the text they are trying to communicate, they can imagine the details of 

the language that might help them convey the meaning. 

Rehearsal Techniques 

Hildegard’s music can present some exciting pedagogical opportunities in the rehearsal setting. 

Engaging with this beautiful, challenging music and texts can be highly rewarding, and present singers 

with a unique ensemble experience. Performing this vocally demanding, melismatic, modal plainchant 

presents unique challenges to the singers. The ensemble leader may wish to consider rehearsal techniques 

that address the specific technical demands of this repertoire.  

In the rehearsal of modal monophony, it is recommended this music be practiced without the aid 

of an accompanying modern instrument, particularly a piano. The reason the piano is problematic is that 

tuning of fifths are more narrow on an equal-tempered instrument than the pure fifth that can be created 

by singers. A perfect fifth better supports Hildegard’s music. The singers can adjust their tuning to each 

other instead in a pure interval rather than to the instrument. The use of a drone can be very helpful in the 

rehearsal setting. One exercise to give the singers the experience of singing within a mode is to have the 

ensemble sing a drone and invite one singer to improvise within the mode. If the musicians are unfamiliar 

or inexperienced in singing modal music, it is helpful to incorporate the different modes in a warm-up. It 

is also helpful to practice singing the modal scale while some singers in the ensemble sustain the drone or 

the final. A drone or a pedal tone can also be employed in the rehearsal of a piece, as well as in 

performance, to assist with tuning and provide textural contrast. If used for performance, there are options 

as to what singers or instruments will perform the pedal or drone and where it will be employed 

throughout the piece. Singers humming or vocalizing on an appropriate vowel are effective. A 

symphonia, a hurdy-gurdy, a small portative organ, or vielles are also good options to produce a drone, if 

these instruments are available. 
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The ensemble leader might also find it helpful to employ some rehearsal techniques that will aid 

in the pronunciation of the text. Many ensembles are familiar with common liturgical Latin texts, 

however, Hildegard uses colorful and non-scriptural language in her sacred Latin poetry. In rehearsal, the 

singers could be asked to speak the text with heightened inflection that reflects either the melodic outline 

of the neumes or the syllabic inflection of the pronunciation. A further step in the rehearsal process would 

be to sing the text on a monotone, possibly with the inclusion of a drone. These exercises will also guide 

the ensemble in a natural interpretation of the rhythm of the chant. Thornton viewed recitation, 

particularly in a group setting, as being a powerful tool in preparing medieval music.79  

Some of the technical demands of the music may be addressed during the warm-up process. The 

extensive vocal ranges of Hildegard’s music will require exercises that activate the singer’s upper, 

middle, and lower registers. If the piece is melismatic, the ensemble leader may also wish to include 

exercises where the singer is vocalizing on a single syllable. A vocal exercise could be constructed by 

selecting a vowel found in melismatic passages from the selection that is to be rehearsed. The pitches of 

the exercises can be simple and based on the mode, or elaborate, with sections or the entire melisma used 

as an exercise. Vocaleses could also be used to isolate and practice ornaments in the music. Examples of 

vocal exercises that may be used as teaching aids for Hildegard’s O rubor sanguinis, O viridissima virga, 

and O nobilissima viriditas are included under their title headings in the next section. 

The singers may also engage in exercises that can help them connect with the text. It might spark 

their imagination to understand the context of Hildegard’s music and consider the people who sang it; 

how their world was different from ours, and how we can try to see through their eyes when we perform 

this music. The world view of the people who sang this music involved a deep and genuine belief that 

music had power to affect the physical world, and that they as the singers of this music were vehicles in 

sharing something very powerful with others. Conveying the affect or emotion of the text through the 

musical devices described above can also equip the interpreter with powerful expressive tools. Engaging 

 
79 Thornton and Rosenwald, “Poetics as Technique,” 276-277. 
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one’s artistic imagination is a meaningful exercise in connecting with Hildegard’s music, and gives the 

performance an authentic expressive and interpretive depth that could not be achieved solely by reading 

about the music and singing the notation. 

 

Performing Considerations for Selected Repertoire 

 To put the theories described in this chapter into practice, I will apply them to three selected 

works from Hildegard’s Symphonia: O rubor sanguinis, O viridissima virga, and O nobilissima viriditas. 

These selections are representative of the variety found in Hildegard’s chants in regard to their mode, 

range, degree of syllabic or melismatic setting, and technical demands for the singer. Suggestions for 

performance and rehearsal are included below for each of the pieces. It is recommended that in preparing 

any selection from Symphonia that the director include the text, translation, and an International Phonetic 

Alphabet [IPA] transcription with the score. The text, translation, and IPA for O rubor sanguinis, O 

viridissima virga, and O nobilissima viriditas are included as Appendix B of this document. It is also 

advisable to include suggested breath marks or corporate pauses in the ensemble’s music. The phrases are 

sometimes very long, and there is limited punctuation included in the texts that would facilitate natural 

breaths.  

 

O rubor sanguinis 

 This beautiful antiphon is an excellent piece for an ensemble new to Hildegard’s music. O rubor 

sanguinis could also be an appropriate selection for a musician who would like to familiarize themself 

with Hildegard’s notation. The antiphon is very short, and the pitches of the neumes are relatively easy to 

decipher, even with only a basic understanding of how to read the 12th-century notation. The notation uses 

a limited number of neumes that the singer would have to learn in order to sing the antiphon from the 

original notation. The most challenging neumes for singers new to this notation likely involve the fluent 

execution of the flexa (see previous section for description of basic neumes), which looks like an inverted 
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horseshoe and signifies a pitch attached to a descending pitch; determining where the liquescent neumes 

occur; and understanding how to execute the quilisma.  

There are two types of ornamental neumes that occur in O rubor sanguinis: liquescent neumes 

and the quilisma. The liquescent neumes require singing through the consonant or giving extra emphasis 

to the vowel of a diphthong and occur on the n of the syllable “san-” of “sanguinis;” the l of the syllable 

“-cel-” of the word “excelso;” the y in the word “hyems;” and the m in the syllable “num-” of 

“numquam.” Rhythmicized singing through consonants can be an extremely effective expressive device. 

It may be helpful to practice the technical execution of this neume as a vocal exercise in order to allow 

this ornament to develop in a style of naturalness instead of rhythmic rigidity. One simple exercise could 

be to sing a short modal pattern using an isolated syllable from the antiphon (shel, num, il, san) that 

includes the liquescent sound. An ascending and descending three note tone-semitone pattern would 

suffice, where the liquescent sound receives its own pitch. The words that include liquescent neumes 

(sanguinis, excelso, hyems, numquam) and their corresponding pitches could also be extracted from the 

antiphon and repeated at various pitch levels.  

The ensemble leader will also have to determine how the ensemble should execute the quilisma. 

The jagged line that characterizes this ornament is easy to identify visually in the manuscripts and the 

Lieder edition. A symbolic representation of the quilisma should be added to Pfau’s modern edition. If the 

singer is using an octavo or any volume other than the first volume in Pfau’s collection, there is no 

description of transcription method or symbol in the score to distinguish this ornamental neume. It would 

be helpful for the ensemble to hear a demonstration of this ornament, or to see a footnote in the score that 

includes an approximate rhythmic execution. The quilisma could be expressed as a long (dotted) pitch 

followed by a short ascending diatonic pitch or portamento ascent filling in the interval, or with a tremolo 

or mordent before the ascent. It is recommended that the ensemble leader choose one style of execution of 

this ornament and employ it consistently throughout the antiphon. This neume could be practiced by 

incorporating it into three-note collections within a Mode 1 scale during warm-up (D-F, E-G, F-A, etc).  
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 As discussed earlier, Mode 1 pieces could include B-natural or B-flat in performance, even if the 

flat sign is not indicated. It is recommended that B-flat be employed throughout this antiphon. In O rubor 

sanguinis, most of the Bs in the Riesencodex have a flat sign directly next to them, and there is at least 

one flat sign that appears in each system. There is also corresponding melodic material that should 

intuitively match. The first three notes of the word “Oˮ and the phrase “quem hyemsˮ would likely both 

begin DAB-flat, even though the B-flat is not notated in either manuscript in the later phrase. The B-flat 

may have been sung in practice even where the flat sign is not included. Singing this mode begining on 

various pitches will aid singers in internalizing the relationship of tones and semitones.  

 In addition to the inclusion of the flat sign used to indicate B-flat, the ensemble leader may wish 

to write other practical elements into the score in order to save time in rehearsal. The suggested breath 

marks in Barth-Ritscher’s edition are musically intuitive. In the Lieder edition, full-breath pauses are 

included after the words “sanguinis,ˮ “fluxisti,” and “tetigit.” Smaller pauses, where a continuation of the 

energy through the line is desirable, are marked after the words “es,” “serpentis,” and halfway through the 

melisma “num-” after the ascending fourth from C to F. The phrase “quem hyems de flatu serpentis” is 

particularly long and requires some planning. As an alternative to a corporate breath in the middle of the 

melisma on “numquam,” the ensemble may move faster through this phrase in order to execute the line in 

a single breath. Stagger-breathing to create one continuous gesture through this line might also be an 

option for the ensemble to achieve the desired effect.  

 This antiphon is somber in character. The text of this piece involves some dark images, such as “a 

red river of blood,” and the “winter of the serpent’s breath.” The poem’s subject, the martyred St. Ursula, 

also lends a certain gravitas to the poem.80 This may manifest musically in the use of a slower tempo. 

Attention to the color of the vowels could also be particularly effective in bringing this antiphon to life. 

The phrase “O rubor,” for example, which contains dark vowels and is associated with a dark image, 

 
80 For a version of the story of St. Ursula, see pg. 50 of this document, or  
Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Saint Ursula,” published 20 July 1998, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-
Ursula. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Ursula
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Ursula
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could be intentionally contrasted with “divinitas tetigit,” which involves brighter vowels and the image of 

“the divine touch.”81 The ensemble director may wish to include a vocalese in the warm-up where the 

ensemble sings different vowels that occur in the music on a single pitch, exploring gradations of 

darkness and brightness. Isolating specific words and their corresponding pitches and singing them at 

different pitch levels could help establish the appropriate technical foundation to be able to sing 

challenging passages. The words “sanguinis,ˮ “fluxisti,ˮ “tetigit,ˮ and the vowel on the melisma of 

“numquamˮ could all benefit from repetition at different pitch levels. 

The use of a drone in rehearsal or performance could be a useful pedagogical device for this 

selection. The antiphon stays in Mode 1 (protus), and a D/A drone can be used throughout. As with all 

plainchant, it would also be appropriate to perform O rubor sanguinis without any accompaniment. In the 

initial stages of the rehearsal process, the drone can help the singers maintain tuning through the presence 

of these foundational pitches, and it can also help the singers experience the function and expressive 

potential of each note within the context of the mode.  

In regard to the rhythmic nuance of this plainchant, the pulse can be thought of as a slower 

eighth-note. Slightly longer duration or stress can be given to the first note in a neume complex, and 

compound neume constructions can be moved through more quickly. Puncta, particularly in the 

descending melismata, are characteristic elements of this antiphon. The singer may wish to move 

through these puncta more quickly, treating these passages as notated passaggi.82 Descending puncta 

occur on the words “fluxisti” (flowed), and throughout the line “quem hyems de flatu serpentis 

numquam lesit,” illustrating the “winter of the serpent’s breath.”83 

81 John Latartara, “Multidimensional Musical Space in Hildegard’s “O Rubor Sanguinis: Tetrachord, Language 
Sound, and Meaning,” Indiana Theory Review 25 (2004): 39-74, 
http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/24045281. In this article, Latartar explores the connection between 
vowel sound, tetrachord, and pitch space in Hildegard’s O rubor sanguinis.  

82 McGee, “Passaggi,” in The Sound of Medieval Song, 88-116. 

83 Hildegard, Symphonia, trans. Newman, 232-233. 

http://www.jstor.org.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/stable/24045281
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O viridissima virga 

 This piece only appears in the Riesencodex, the latter of the two manuscript sources. The 

particular challenge with this song is the large amount of text. O viridissima virga is predominantly a 

syllabic setting, and the principal ornamental neume used is liquescence. This ornament can facilitate an 

expressive performance and communication of the text. Liquescent neumes occur frequently on the letters 

m and n. In this song, liquescence are indicated on the letter m in the words “viridissima,” “tempus,” 

“ramis,” “odorem,” “hominibus,” “gaudium,” “omnia;” the letter n in the words “ventoso,” “inde,” 

“epulantium,” and “in;” the letters m and n in “frumentum” and “contempsit; as well as on the r in “virgo” 

and the u in “autem.” The quilisma is often employed near cadential moments and occurs on the words 

“balsmi,” “plena,” “haec,” and three times in the last line of text on the words “laus” and “altissimo.” 

 This piece presents an opportunity to explore the nuance of rhythm in the neumes. The highly 

syllabic setting is brought to life if the singer regards the compound neumes that comprise more than one 

pitch as a rhythmic unit. Further nuance is created if the puncta are sung as slightly shorter notes. Subtle 

variations of long and short sounds based on the neumes and the text would be highly preferable to a 

strictly equalist performance. An appropriate tempo can be established by speaking the text, which would 

facilitate an organic and natural textual rhythm. It would be helpful for the singers to recite the text, 

individually and collectively. A further step in the rehearsal process could involve the recitation of the 

text on a single pitch. A G/D drone or a G pedal could also be used to support the singers as they sing on 

a monotone. Another step in the rehearsal process could involve half of the group singing the text on a 

monotone G while the other half of the ensemble sings the music as written, with or without the 

additional inclusion of an instrumental pedal or drone.  

 This poem includes punctuation at the ends of sentences that close each section, but internal 

breaths and pauses may be added. The Lieder edition includes some logical punctuation based on the 

poetry, and Newman’s interpretation of the poetic structure can also be used as a tool to inform decisions 
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regarding additional pauses and breath-marks.84 The breath-marks in Barth-Ritscher’s edition appear in 

similar places to the line breaks and commas in Newman’s critical edition of the text. The poem, which 

alludes to images associated with the Tree of Jesse and the biblical text Song of Songs, generally conveys 

a pleasant, youthful, and warm tone.85 There is a rich earthiness in the text, and the images depict worldly 

scenes, in contrast to some other texts in Symphonia that focus on the celestial or divine. Sensitivity to 

tempo, tone color, and dynamics could further help illustrate the cheerful mood of the text and music. 

 O viridissima virga is one of the few pieces in Symphonia where Hildegard uses G as a final. This 

setting is modally stable, with the phrases predominantly beginning and ending on G. The only exceptions 

are an intermedial cadence to D on the word “aromatibus,” and another to B on the word “epulantium.ˮ In 

rehearsal, a G pedal tone would provide the singers with a pitch to tune to, and would make the cadences 

that are not on G even more prominent and interesting. As an alternative, a texted drone could be 

performed by voices that also recite the text at the same rate as the moving voices. This style of organum 

would be appropriate for performance as well as rehearsal. Variety in texture can be used to reinforce the 

structure of the poem through the inclusion of pedal voices or instruments for some stanzas and not for 

others.  

 

O nobilissima viriditas 

 The first challenge of singing O nobilissima viriditas is determining what pitch to begin on. The 

previous selections, O rubor sanguinis and O viridissima virga, can be performed comfortably in the 

general vicinity of the octave indicated by the C-clef for a tenor/bass ensemble, and easily transposed up 

an octave for a soprano/alto ensemble. O nobilissima viriditas challenges our fixed pitch sensibilities 

because the range is quite wide. If a treble ensemble performs this piece around the pitch indicated, for 

 
84 Hildegard, Symphonia, trans. Newman, 126-127. See also Appendix B of this document for a replication of 
Newman’s poetic structure for the three pieces discussed here. 
 
85 Newman, commentary in Hildegard Symphonia, 276-277. The Tree of Jesse is an artistic representation of 
Christ’s geneology. The Song of Songs is particularly evocative in its sensual language and sensorial descriptions. 
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example, beginning on some kind of middle C, the treble singers need to be able to sing down to a G 

below the staff. If it is transposed up the octave, as is often the practice for treble voices singing 

Hildegard’s music, then the piece goes astronomically high, extending the range up to D6. Even if we are 

not working within a fixed pitch system, it is difficult to determine what note to start on because the range 

is so extensive. The starting pitch of the piece will have to be specific to the group, but beginning around 

fixed E, F, or G above middle C will put the piece in a singable range for most treble ensembles, the 

octave below for tenor/bass ensembles. It might help to determine the starting pitch by establishing what 

high notes sound well in the ensemble, considering that note as the peak tone of the piece, and working 

backward to determine the starting pitch. It may also be appropriate to have voices drop out and re-enter 

the melodic line as their range requires, or to create a specific color.  

O nobilissima viriditas is a responsory, which traditionally involves a soloist singing the verse 

indicated in the music in order to establish the mode. It would be appropriate to have a soloist sing the 

melisma on the word “O” to begin. This would be similar to an intonation in other examples of 

plainchant, where the leader begins the singing and establishes the pitch and mode for the choir. In this 

selection, the choir could join the soloist on the word “nobilissima” and continue to the verse, which is 

indicated with red lettering and a script v in the manuscripts. After the soloist sings the verse, instead of 

singing the entire response over from the beginning, it would be traditional to amend the repetition. 

Having the choir sing the repetenda beginning at the phrase “Tu circumdata” would be fitting musically 

and poetically. Variation in pitches between the two manuscripts occurring in the verse could be a 

reflection of the freedom a soloist would have singing by themself. As a soloist, the singer might have 

had the freedom to extemporize conservative ornamentation, including graces and passaggi.86 

Either of the two manuscripts could be used as a performing score, although the Riesencodex 

version is more legible than Dendermonde for this selection. Editions by Barth-Ritscher and Pfau both 

utilize some melodic content from both manuscript sources. The two manuscripts present different 

86 McGee, The Sound of Medieval Song,140-141, 152-153. For information on specific ornaments, see Chapter 4, 
“Graces,” and Chapter 5, “Passaggi.” 
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versions of the same song, and either or a combination of both are viable options for performance. There 

are a few musical elements that might indicate a preference for the Riesencodex version over 

Dendermonde, including the more frequent colorful inflection of the B-flat and the leap of a fifth leading 

to a higher melisma on the word “divinorum” (divine). In the Riesencodex there are no B-flats indicated 

in the verse, although they are included on two words in this passage in Dendermonde (“rubesˮ and 

“flammaˮ). It would be up to the soloist to determine where the half-step will occur in the tone space of 

the fourth from G to C: tone-semitone-tone, or tone-tone-semitone.87 It would be appropriate to perform 

the flats as indicated in each source. A pedal pitch or drone could be used in performance to create 

textural variety and to reinforce the musical structure. One possibility would be to have a drone sound 

during the verse, or beginning on the phrase “tu circumdata,” and remaining throughout the verse and 

repetenda.  

Extensive use of melisma, an abundance of quilismata, the extensive range of the piece, and the 

warm, happy images of the text give it an exuberant, joyful character, which could be illustrated with a 

quicker tempo and lighter timbre. O nobilissima viriditas is the most melismatic of the three selections 

discussed here. This responsory is a great challenge for trained voices in that the melismatic sections give 

them the opportunity to run their voice, while the song’s ambitus allows singers to explore all parts of 

their range. A suggested vocalese to prepare for this piece involves running the voice on one vowel up 

and down a nine-note major-mode scale (extending one note beyond the upper octave) at a fast pace. An 

extension of this warm-up could include repeating the scale twice, or continuing up to the fifth. This 

exercise would provide the foundation for the major-sounding mode and give the singer the experience of 

singing a melisma while also extending their range and developing a light, agile mechanism. Isolating 

specific melismata at their appropriate pitch level in rehearsal for repetition can be a valuable tool to aid 

not only the singer’s internalization of the melody, but additionally the opportunity to experience the line 

when they are not fatigued, as they well may be by the time they sing the melisma in the word 

87 Ellinwood and Snyder, introduction to Hermannus, The Musica of Hermannus Contractus, 41. 
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“divinorumˮ during the repetenda. Isolated repetition of the more demanding melismata would also help 

to develop the required stamina. It is also appropriate for singers to leave out notes that are outside of 

their range, or in order to breath. Particularly in the beginning of the rehearsal process it would be 

important to encourage singers to breathe early and often.  

Isolating the more extensive melisma, particularly on the words “nobilissima,ˮ “candida,ˮ 

“excellentia,ˮ and “divinorum,ˮ would also allow for practice of the quilisma. There are many quilismata 

that occur throughout the responsory, and this ornament can be used to create energy and momentum, 

particularly through the long melismata. One very convincing interpretation of the quilisma incorporating 

a tremolo can be heard on the 2002 Celestial Harmonies recording of this piece.88  

Conclusions 

Preparing and performing Hildegard’s music is challenging and deeply rewarding. Her music 

should be performed by ensembles for its musical and historical value, as well as for the pedagogical 

wealth it offers to any ensemble. Monophonic plainchant is an exciting and refreshing addition to a choral 

program in that it provides the singers with the opportunity to perform music that is a different texture and 

style, and belonging to a different tradition than much of the repertoire that is performed in high school, 

university, and community settings. This type of unison singing is important work for an ensemble to 

pursue. As William Mahrt asserts in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music, “in unison, the singers can 

perfect elements of tuning, timbre, diction, rhythm, and expression in common.”89 In other types of 

homophonic and polyphonic music that comprise the vast majority of repertoire performed in an 

ensemble setting, we are trying to achieve these same aesthetic goals. Performing monophonic chant 

allows the ensemble to focus on these specific musical elements.  

88 Sinfonye, dir. Steve Wishart, vocal performance of “O nobilissima viriditas,”in The Complete Hildegard Von 
Bingen: O Nobilissima Viriditas. Vol. 3, Celestial Harmonies [S.I.], 2002. 

89 William P. Mahrt, “Sacred Music: Chant,” in A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music, 2. 
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 Hildegard’s repertoire also presents multidimensional opportunities for cross-discipline 

engagement. Exploring this music with scholars who specialize in plainchant or medieval music can 

provide further insight into the historical context, notation, and performance practice of this style of 

music. In addition to being a lauded musician, Hildegard was a monumental figure in medieval poetry and 

art. There are opportunities for particularly enriching engagement with the remarkable extant illustrations 

which Hildegard oversaw that appear in Scivias. In addition to connecting with art historians or medieval 

art specialists as resources, there is a wonderful book of Hildegard’s images that could be shared with the 

ensemble. Sara Salvadori’s Hildegard von Bingen: A Journey into the Images contains pages of beautiful 

glossy images and is a wealth of historical information and in-depth artistic analysis. By all accounts, 

Hildegard was exceptionally productive and was an influential person during her life. It is remarkable that 

she was able to accomplish so much, especially when we consider the fact that she was essentially 

restricted to the confines of Disibodenberg until she was 38, and she lived during a time when women 

were denied many of the political, domestic, and economic rights and freedoms afforded men. 

 It is fortunate that so much of Hildegard’s output has been so well preserved, and that high 

quality images of Dendermonde and Riesencodex are available online. Musicians also greatly benefit 

from the accessibility of modern editions of Hildegard's music. Many musicians would not have been 

exposed to Hildegard’s music if it were not for the transcriptions into square-note neumes or “dots and 

spaceˮ notation. These editions can make this music accessible to people who may not have had the 

opportunity or yet developed the tools to engage with the manuscript sources. One way to make neumes 

more accessible to a contemporary ensemble would be to begin learning the pitches from a “dots and 

space” edition of Symphonia, using an edition by Pfau or Page, for example, and incorporating the 

original notation at a later point in the rehearsal process. Learning the pitches through a familiar system of 

notation would be the modern equivalent of Hildegard’s nuns learning the music by rote. Once the pitches 

are generally learned, a transition could be made to the 12th-century neumes. The ensemble leader may 

wish to sing as part of the ensemble and utilize rote learning during the rehearsal process, or designate a 
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leader within the ensemble who can model phrases and lead from within the group. This would facilitate 

the oral transmission of nuances in rhythm, tempo, and pronunciation.  

 Yet even with the best transcriptions, engaging with Hildegard’s notation through the mediator of 

the modern editor can feel as if we are experiencing the music “through a glass, darkly.”90 There is 

information in the neumes that can aid the singer in developing an interpretation that simply does not 

translate in a modern transcription.91 As performers, we have a responsibility to see this notation for what 

it represents, and not through the lens of 19th-century-informed musical sensibilities, where a musical 

work is defined as “texts given notational specification in scores and given acoustical explication in 

performance events that comply with the specifications of the score.”92 The 12th-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 reconstruction."93 The neumes are the singer’s closest connection to the soundworld of 

Hildegard and her nuns, and are the gateway into a living creative musical process.

 
90 First Corinthians, 13:12. 
 
91 I refer again to Thornton’s “Poetics as Technique,” 287, which also reflects my own experience with this music. 
 
92 Leo Treitler, “The ‘Unwritten’ and ‘Written Transmission’ of Medieval Chant and the Start-Up of Musical 
Notation,” The Journal of Musicology 10, no. 2 (1992): 132, doi:10.2307/763611. See also 132n1. 
 
93 Frederick C. Bartlett, Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press,1964), 213 in Treitler, “The ‘Unwritten’ and ‘Written Transmission,’” 146.  
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Appendix A: LIBER USUALIS, SELECT PAGES FROM "PREFACE"1

 
1 Preface to The Liber Usualis: With Introduction and Rubrics In English (Tournai, Belgium: Desclée, 1961), xj-
xxix.  
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Appendix B: TEXT, TRANSLATION, AND PRONUNCIATION
1 

 

O rubor sanguinis2 
 

O rubor sanguinis    Red river falling 
  qui de excelso illo fluxisti   from the touch of God 
  quod divinitas tetigit:    a flower of blood,  
  tu flos es:     serpentine winter’s 
  quem hyems de flatu serpentis   winds cannot wilt you. 
  numquam lesit. 
 

O redness of blood, / you flowed from that lofty height / that Divinity touched: / you are a flower / that 
the winter of the serpent’s breath / has never harmed. 
 

O rubor  sanguinis 
o: ru:bɔr  ˈsaŋgvɪnɪs  
 
qui  de  excelso  illo fluxisti 
k(v)i: de:  ɛksˈtsɛlso ɪlo flʊksˈɪsti 
 
quod  divinitas tetitigit:   tu  flos es 
k(v)ɔt dɪˈfi:nɪtas ‘tetɪgɪt  tu flo:s ɛs (or e:s) 
 
quem hyems  de flatu serpentis 
k(v)ɛm ˈhi:ɛms  de: ˈfla:tu sɛrˈpɛntɪs 
 
numquam lesit. 
ˈnʊmk(v)am ˈle:sɪt 
 

 

 
1 I am deeply grateful to Professor Vera Scherr for looking over the IPA for O rubor sanguinis and O nobilissima 
viriditas. Any errors that still remain are my own. In a personal correspondence she indicates the letter R was rolled 
in all cases. 
 
2 Translation from Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 232-233. All translations that appear here are 
used with kind permission. Newman notes that the punctuation in her translations is hers, and she also bases some of 
her divisions on the Barth-Ritscher and Page editions (60). 
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O viridissima virga3 

1. O viridissima virga, ave Never was leaf so green,  
que in ventoso flabro sciscitationis for you branched from the spirit 
sanctorum prodisti. blast of the quest  

of the saints. 

2. Cum venit tempus When it came time 
quod tu floruisti in ramis tuis, for your boughs to blossom 
ave, ave fuit tibi, (I salute you!) 
quia calor solis in te sudavit your scent was like balsam 
sicut odor balsami. distilled in the sun. 

3. Nam in te floruit pulcher flos And your flower made all spices 
qui odorem dedit fragrant 
omnibus aromatibus dry though they were: 
que arida erant. they burst into verdure. 

4. Et illa apparuerunt omnia So the skies rained dew on the grass 
in viriditate plena. and the whole earth exulted,  

For her womb brought forth  wheat 
Unde celi dederunt rorem super gramen    for the birds of heaven 
et omnis terra leta facta est, made their nests in it. 
quoniam viscera ipsius frumentum protulerunt
et quoniam volucres celi
nidos in ipsa habuerunt.

5. Deinde facta est esca hominibus  Keepers of the feast, rejoice! 
et gaudium magnum epulantium.  The banquet’s ready. And you 
Unde, o suavis Virgo,  sweet maid-child 
in te non deficit ullum gaudium.               are a fount of gladness. 

6. Hec omnia Eva contempt.     But Eve? 
    She despised every joy. 

7. Nunc autem laus sit Altissimo.               Praise nonetheless, 
    Praise to the Highest. 

3 Translation from Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 126-127. 
The IPA is based on Timothy McGee, J., A. G. Rigg, and David N. Klausner, eds. Singing Early Music: The 
Pronunciation of European Languages In the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1996), 265-266. Used with kind permission. Variant readings are my own, based on transcription work by 
Vera Scherr.  
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1. Hail, O greenest branch! / You came forth in the windy blast / of the questioning of saints. 2. When the
time came / for you to blossom in your branches, / “hail” was the word to you, / for the heat of the sun
distilled in you / a fragrance like balsam. 3. For in you bloomed the beautiful flower / that gave fragrance
/ to all the spices/ that had grown dry. 4. And they all appeared / in full verdure. 5. So the skies rained
dew on the grass / and the whole earth exulted, / for her womb brought forth wheat, / and the birds of
heaven / made their nests in it. 6. Then food was prepared for humans / and great joy for the banqueters. /
So in you, sweet Virgin, / no joy ever fails. 7. Eve despised all these things! 8. But now, praise be to the
most high.

O viridissima virga, ave 
o: fɪrɪˈdɪsɪma fɪrga: a:fe 

que in ventoso  flabro  scisciationis 
k(v)e: ɪn fɛnˈto:so: ˈfla:bro: stsɪstsiˑatsiˑˈoːnɪs 

sanctorum prodisti. 
saŋkˈto:rʊm proˈdɪsti: 

Cum venit tempus 
kʊm ˈfe:nɪt ˈtɛmpʊs 

quod tu floruisti  in ramis tuis; 
k(v)ɔt tu: flɔruˑˈɪsti: ɪn ˈra:mɪs ˈtu:ɪs 

ave, ave sit tibi 
ˈa:fe ˈa:fe sɪt ˈti:bi: 

quia calor solis in te sudavit 
ˈk(v)iˑa: ˈka:lɔr ˈso:lɪs ɪn te: sʊˈda:fɪt 

sicut odor balsami. 
ˈsi:kʊt ˈo:dɔr ˈbalsami: 

Nam in te floruit pulcher flos 
nam ɪn te: ˈflo:ru:ˑɪt ˈpʊlçɛr flo:s (or [flɔs] ) 
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qui odorem  dedit  omnibus aromatibus 
k(v)i: oˈdo:rɛm ˈde:dɪt  ˈɔmnɪbʊs aroˈma:tɪbʊs 
 
 
que  arida  erant. 
k(v)e: ˈarɪda: ˈe:rant 
 
 
Et  illa apparuerunt omnia 
ɛt ˈɪla: aparuˑˈerʊnt ˈɔmniˑa: 
 
in  viriditate plena. 
ɪn fɪrɪdɪˈta:te ˈple:na: 
 
 
Unde  celi  dederunt rorem  super gramen 
ˈʊnde ˈtse:li:  deˈde:rʊnt ˈro:rɛm  ˈsu:pɛr ˈgra:mɛn 
 
 
et  omnis   terra leta facta sunt 
ɛt ˈɔmnɪs  ˈtɛra: ˈle:ta: ˈfakta: sʊnt  (or [ˈlɛ:ta]) 
 
 
quoniam viscera  ipsius 
k(v)o:niˑam ˈfɪstsɛra: ɪpˈsi:ˑʊs 
 
 
frumentum protulerunt 
frʊˈmɛntʊm protʊˈle:rʊnt 
 
 
et   quoniam  volucres  celi 
ɛt ˈk(v)o:niˑam ˈfo:lʊkrɛs ˈtse:li: 
 
 
nidos in ipsa  habuerunt. 
ˈni:dɔs ɪn ˈɪpsa: habuˑˈe:rʊnt 
 
 
Deinde  facta  est  esca hominibus,  
ˈdainde  ˈfakta: e:st ˈɛska: hɔˈmi:nɪbʊs 
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et gaudium magnum epulantium; 
ɛt ˈgaudiˑʊm ˈmaŋnʊm epʊˈlantsiˑʊm (or [gəudiˑʊm], or with [ou]) 

unde, o suavis virgo, 
ˈʊnde o: ˈʃfa:fɪs ˈfɪrgo: (or [ˈsua:fɪs]) 

in te non deficit ullum gaudium. 
ɪn te: no:n ˈde:fɪtsɪt ˈʊlʊm ˈgaudiˑʊm (or ˈgəʊdiˑʊm] or with [ou]) 

Hec omnia Eva contempsit. 
hɛ:k ˈɔmniˑa: ˈe:fa kɔnˈtɛmpsɪt 

Nunc autem laus sit altissimo. 
nʊŋk ˈaftɛm laus sɪt alˈtɪsɪmo: (or [ləʊs], [lous]) 

O nobilissima viriditas4 

Responsory for Virgins 

R. O nobilissima viriditas, Most noble 
que radicas in sole evergreen with your roots 
et que in candida serenitate in the sun: 
luces in rota you shine in the cloudless 
quam nulla terrena excellentia sky of a sphere no earthly 
comprehendit: enfolded in the clasp 

Of ministries divine. 
(R)Tu circumdata es
amplexibus divinorum
ministeriorum.

V. Tu rubes ut aurora You blush like the dawn, 
Et ardes ut solis flamma. You burn like a flame 

 of the sun. 

4 Hildegard, Symphonia, ed. and trans. Newman, 218-219. 
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O most noble greenness, / you are rooted in the sun, / and you shine in bright serenity / in a sphere / no 
earthly eminence / attains. // You are enfolded / in the embraces of divine / ministries. // You blush like 
the dawn / and burn like a flame of the sun.  

O nobilissima viriditas 
o: nobɪˈlɪsɪma fɪˈri:dɪtas 

que radicas  in sole 
k(v)e ‘ra:dɪcas ɪn ˈso:le 

et que in candida  serenitate 
ɛt k(v)e ɪn ˈkandɪda serenɪˈta:te (possibly sɛrɛnɪ’ta:te) 

luces in rota 
lu:tsɛs ɪn ˈro:ta 

quam nulla terrena 
k(v)am ˈnʊla tɛˈre:na 

excellentia comprehendit 
ekstseˈlɛntsia kɔmpreˈhɛndɪt 

Tu circumdata es amplexibus 
tu tsɪrkʊmˈda:ta e:s (or ɛs) amˈplɛksibʊs 

divinorum ministeriorum 
dɪfɪˈno:rʊm mɪnɪstɛriˈo:rʊm 

Tu rubes ut aurora et  ardes 
tu ˈru:bɛs ʊt afˈro:ra ɛt ˈardɛs 

ut solis  flamma 
ʊt ˈso:lɪs ˈflama
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Appendix C: DENDERMONDE IMAGES 

 

O rubor sanguinis, Dendermonde f. 167r 

 

 

 

O nobilissima viriditas, Dendermonde f. 165r 
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O nobilissima viriditas (continued), Dendermonde f. 165r 

 

 

O nobilissima viriditas (continued), Dendermonde f. 165v 
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O rubor sanguinis, Dendermonde, f. 167r
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Appendix D: RIESENCODEX IMAGES 

 

O rubor sanguinis, Riesencodex f. 471vb 
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O viridissima virga, Riesencodex f. 474r 
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O viridissima virga (continued), Riesencodex f. 474v 
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O viridissima virga (continued), Riesencodex f. 474v 

 

O viridissima virga (continued), Riesencodex f. 474v 
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O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471r 
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O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471v 
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O nobilissima viriditas, Riesencodex f. 471r 
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O nobilissima viriditas (continued) and O rubor sanguinis, Riesencodex f. 471v
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