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CHAPTER ONE

AN UNKNOWN LANGUAGE BY A 

VISIONARY WOMAN

Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), twelfth-century anchoress, nun, and
magistra from Germany’s Rhineland region, hardly needs an intro-

duction to the popular and scholarly world, although her “Unknown
Language” might. Born the tenth child to the nobleman Hildebert and his
wife Mechtilde in Bermersheim, she was given when eight years old into
the keeping of Jutta of Sponheim, her mentor, with whom she was
enclosed five years later in the Benedictine monastery at Disibodenberg.1

Dead to worldly life, she was to live the rest of her days as an anchoress,
until at the age of forty-three a divine voice told her to write and say what
she saw and heard in the visions she had kept secret until then. The extra-
ordinary achievements of this woman who began her career in this way
have captured the imagination of learned and laity alike: despite illness,
legal and political obstacles, and the burden of being female in a medieval
monastic world, she became the manager of the convent at Disibodenberg
when her mentor Jutta died in 1136, the founder of two other convents (at
the Rupertsberg near Bingen and across the river Rhine at Eibingen), a
writer, teacher, preacher, advisor, composer of music, healer, visionary,
prophet, letter-writer, and language inventor.

Herbalist, Visionary, Composer, 
Correspondent

The more recent and global notice taken of Hildegard in general is due to
a confluence of popular and scholarly developments in the twentieth
century: the discovery of her music and our ability to record it has made
her famous to the public at large, and the growing interest in homeopathy
and natural healing have produced translations of Hildegard’s Physica. For
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auditors and musicologists, Hildegard is best known as a composer of
unusually rich plainchant, her lyrics alone scrutinized as powerful poetry,
the most prominent English edition and translation being that by Barbara J.
Newman.2 Her Symphonia boasts a splendid discography: five CDs by
Sequentia—Ordo Virtutem (1982), Symphoniae or Geistliche Gesänge (1985),
Canticles of Ecstacy (1994), Voice of the Blood (1995), and O Jerusalem (1997);
along with A Feather on the Breath of God: Sequences and Hymns by Gothic
Voices (1981) and many others. If popular sales speak, she is most recently
known to the reading public as a healer, and for translations and excerpts of
her Physica and Causae et Curae, combined at one time in a text she called
Subtilitates diversarum naturarum creaturarum. Priscilla Throop published a
complete translation of The Physica3; Bruce Hozeski’s translation of just the
section on plants appeals today to fans of herbal medicine,4 and Margret
Berger translated her Caus[a]e et Cur[a]e.5

In the nineteenth century and most of the twentieth, editions of her
writings were to be found almost exclusively in the Patrologia Latina (1855,
1965, vol. 197); however, the series published by the Belgian publishing
house Brepols, Corpus Christianorum: Continuatio Mediaevalis, includes all
three books of the Scivias,6 the Epistles,7 the Liber vite meritorum,8 the Liber
divinorum operum,9 with the Symphonia and Ordo virtutum in preparation.
Meanwhile, interest in women and spirituality has brought Hildegard out
of her scholastic sanctuary: led by the writings of Peter Dronke and Barbara
Newman, numerous English translations and discussions of Hildegard’s
works were produced, along with analyses of her accomplishments during
a century she herself called a tempus muliebris, “an effeminate time,”10

wherein male monarchs and men of the Church who sanctioned violence
and war were failing in the virtues associated with Christ’s peace. Mankind,
then, needed to be taught by a woman who took on the duties of a man.
Dronke puts Hildegard in context with other female visionaries, but more
importantly he was one of the first to bring such writings into the literary
canon11; Newman situates Hildegard within a long history of theology and
gender, reminding us that Hildegard herself, “with her frequent use of
cross-sexual imagery and inversion, instinctively avoided the peril of asso-
ciating the feminine exclusively with women. At the same time, she rec-
ognized that both masculine and feminine traits, as her culture taught her
to define them, were equally though differently symbolic of Christ.”12

Meanwhile, the illuminations that accompanied her most famous book,
Scivias (“know the ways”), which describes and interprets her powerful
visions, are given beautiful illustration to a popular readership by Matthew
Fox’s reproductions of the Rupertsberg facsimiles13 published in 1985
and again in 2002.14 Fox includes as well some of the illuminations from
her next most famous book Liber divinorum operum (Book of Divine
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Works—also known as De operatione Dei), which explicates the relationship
of humanity to God’s cosmos. Mother Columba Hart and Jane Bishop pub-
lished the definitive English translation of Scivias, introduced by Newman
and prefaced by Carolyn Walker Bynum.15 Scivias reveals Hildegard’s poetic
language and penchant for neologism. Both Newman and Hart note the
three major metaphors Hildegard uses throughout: pigmentarii or “per-
fumers,” that is, “chrism makers,” for “bishops and priests”; and vivens odor
or “living fragrance” for the “monk” who is vovens iter secretae regenerationes:
“vowing the way of secret regeneration,” in other words, “making monas-
tic profession.”16

Hildegard is also known to scholars for her prolific and passionate corre-
spondence. She wrote letters of advice and admonishment to kings and
ecclesiasts, translated into English by Joseph L. Baird and Radd K. Ehrman.17

Sabina Flanagan’s biography of Hildegard sets out her curriculum vitae, and
expands on a thesis developed by the neurologist Oliver Sacks—that
Hildegard’s migraine auras contributed to her visions and are suggested in
the mandala structures of her illuminations, the crenellations of her archi-
tectural images, her frequent references to shimmering optical effects, and
her identification of her visions as something she saw constantly in the form
of a “living light.”18 There is even a fictional journal19 and a novel.20 No
other medieval religious woman save Joan of Arc has enjoyed such popu-
lar press today, even though her great contemporary Elisabeth of Schönau
was more widely accessible in her time, her writings more voluminously
copied, but she does not present us, as Anne L. Clark notes, with the
strength of personality and individuality that Hildegard does, and that is so
admired today.21 The “Sybil of the Rhine” has her own multinational
organization: Die Hildegard-Gesellschaft, or “Hildegard Society.” She has
become something of a cult figure and, while she is beatified elsewhere,
Germany has long referred to her as “heilige Hildegard.” It is no wonder
that scholars are cautious about sources and attributions. Comparatively lit-
tle has been written on the Lingua, partly because it has been so difficult to
translate given the dialectical idiosyncrasies of the glosses in medieval Low
German and Latin and their highly specialized nature; partly because the
text, extant in two manuscripts, is so perplexingly worldly; and partly
because we are unsure of its purpose.

A Select Bibliography of Scholarship 
on the Unknown Language

While her fame as both prophet and miracle worker spread throughout
medieval Europe,22 study of Hildegard’s Ignota Lingua begins in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. Johannes Trithemius, author of Steganographia (1499)

A N  U N K N O W N  L A N G U A G E  B Y  A  V I S I O N A R Y  W O M A N 15



or “covered writing,” and himself an inventor of mysterious languages and
scripts, was responsible for publicizing Hildegard’s “Unknown Letters” in
his Polygraphia (1508), but as Michael Embach has noted, he makes no
mention of the Lingua that accompanies them.23 The controversial discus-
sion of Hildegard’s “Unknown Language” began in earnest in the nine-
teenth century with Wilhelm Grimm’s 1848 examination of the Wiesbaden
or Riesencodex, written mainly for perusal of the Lingua’s German
glosses.24 Friedrich Wilhelm Emil Roth published a full edition (with no
modern translation) of the Wiesbaden version of the Ignota Lingua in 1880,
which Elias Steinmeyer revised in 1895 by including the newly discovered
version in the Berlin MS—a.k.a. the “Codex Cheltenhamensis”—along
with its variant spellings and arrangements.25 Both Grimm and Roth were
disturbed by the frankness of the list of body parts (Körperteil) in the
Lingua, both of them focusing on Hildegard’s gender and calling. Grimm
declares that the parts of the body enumerated “seem indelicate [“nicht
ziemlich”] in the mind or in the mouth of a virgin, much less a religious.”26

Roth was more outraged: “Indeed, the production of utterly obscene items
in this Lingua by a saint remains unclear, the knowledge of which, in any
case, does not befit the virgins consecrated for God” (by “obscene” he
meant the words for genitalia and excrement).27 Here he indicates that an
opinion about the purpose of the Lingua as a divine language to be used in
her nunnery was already in circulation. In his Sanctae Hildegardis abbatissae
Opera omnia of 1882, Cardinal Joannes Baptista Pitra announced his exam-
ination of The Physica (included in J.P. Migne’s Patrologia Latina), which
confirmed his conviction, contra Grimm, that the Ignota Lingua belonged
to Hildegard.28 Pitra gives the first and last thirteen words from the
Riesencodex (skipping over the sensitive problem of the Körperteil) and an
alphabetized category of the “herbarium” section, which he compares to
the “plants” section in the Physica, printing a copy of her litterae ignotae from
the Wiesbaden and Vienna manuscripts.29 While Grimm seemed unaware
of the Physica (mainly because it is not included in the Riesencodex), he
acknowledges that “elsewhere she depicts the lusts of men and women
in an equally unexpected manner.”30 In 1877 Antonius von der Linde
described the Riesencodex and its contents, identifying the Lingua as a
Geheimsprache, a “secret language,”31 paving the way for Johannes May’s
identification of Hildegard’s Lingua as such in 1911, something that oddly
returns to the late medieval conceptions of Hildegard as prophet—but
sentimentalized.32 Newman identifies the Lingua as a “secret language,”
which clearly it is not.33

In 1931, Paul Alphandéry tentatively refutes the mainstream assumption
that Hildegard’s Lingua is a manifestation of glossolalia.34 In 1955, Widmer
voices her doubt, following Grimm, that Hildegard was its author. As we
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have seen, she looks with suspicion upon the Riesencodex preface to the
Liber vite meritorum in which Hildegard announces her accomplishments
(including her musical and linguistic gifts), and argues that her penchant is
for circumlocution: she would never expose herself so baldly in an enu-
merated list of her writings.35 In a subsequent examination of the Echtheit
of Hildegard’s writings, Marianna Schrader and Adelgundis Fürhkötter
defend the Lingua’s authenticity in 1956. They treat the preface to the Liber
vite meritorum, whether authored by her or not, as a truthful account of her
accomplishments, and after examining the textual evidence they conclude
that “the Lingua and Litterae Ignota(e) are proven authentic by these pre-
sentations, even if the Unknown Language up to this day is philologically
unclear.”36 In his examination of the Old High German Glossaries, Herbert
Thoma suggested in 1958 that Hildegard’s “Geheimsprache” was influ-
enced by the Summarium Heinrici by which she attempted to make the
meanings of her “factually ordered dictionary” with its glosses known to
her nuns.37 In 1970 Alessandro Bausani wrote in Le Lingue Inventate that it
was unfairly described as a type of glossolalia.38

The only twentieth-century edition we have at present is that made
by the Baseler Hildegard-Gesellschaft in 1987, which conflates the two
manuscript versions and offers a tentative and extremely flawed German
translation of them.39 In 1990 and 1991, Jeffrey T. Schnapp published two
related essays on Hildegard and language invention in which he introduces
us to his “expressive” and “analytical” language categories; in the latter
essay he includes fuller discussion of glossolalia and its features, and
attempts to see the Lingua in connection with the Philosophical Language
Movement of the seventeenth century and the later International
Auxilliary Languages.40 It is one of the first serious attempts to discuss the
Lingua in a larger context than it has been seen, but Schnapp leans too
heavily on the flawed Basel edition of the Wörterbuch instead of that by
Steinmeyer, reproducing some serious mistakes, and he borrows his
vocabulary from Marina Yaguello. Yaguello’s Les Fous du langage (1984)
gives Hildegard scant mention, remarking that she demonstrates a resur-
gence of glossolalia in the Middle Ages after the ecstatic languages of the
Montanists were shunned.41 Her book critiques the Philosophical and
International Language movements and by extension all inventors of
“uglossias” (utopian languages) who attempt, consciously or unconsciously,
playfully, functionally, or utopically, to “take over language,” when lan-
guage in fact is social.42 In 1996, Reiner Hildebrandt provides a detailed
analysis of the glosses and categories Hildegard took from the Summarium
Heinrici noting how few scholars, besides Grimm and Thoma, have recog-
nized this source for the Lingua, and demonstrating the possibility that the
Trierer version provided most of the German translations.43 It is a pity that
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after so much research in such a large book (Imagining Language, 1998)
Jed Rasula and Steve McCaffery have not uncovered Hildegard’s Ignota
Lingua, nor have Tim Conley and Stephen Cain in their Encyclopedia of
Fictional and Fantastic Languages (2006), omissions that speak to the
Lingua’s obscurity.44

One of the most sympathetic essays addressing the Lingua is that by
Peter Dronke published in 2000, which connects Hildegard’s invention
with her rich penchant for metaphor.45 In the same year, Volker Mertens
wrote “Die ‘evanische’ Sprache und die Ordnung der Dinge,” in which he
suggests that Adam’s language in Paradise was one incentive for the pro-
duction of the Lingua, but that Hildegard’s sense of linguistic inferiority in
the face of her growing verbal authority prompted her to invent something
to replace Latin.46 The Lingua, thus, provides her with the ability to imitate
German/Latin macaronic poetry in her antiphon “O Orzchis Ecclesia.” In
2001, Fiona Maddocks is still calling the Lingua “an enigmatic code” and
declaring it to be nine hundred words in length—a misconception often
repeated.47 Embach’s formidable 2003 study of Hildegard’s work provides
a long, detailed chapter on the “Sprachschriften,” corrects the myth about
the secret language, notes Hildegard’s Adamic project, and laments in his
summary remarks that her invented words—which speak so clearly to the
connections she saw between music, language, spirit, and creation—have
been sadly neglected.48 Jonathan Green’s comprehensive 2005 essay pro-
vides a summary of and challenge to much of this criticism and discussion,
rejecting the Adamic explanation and its association with glossolalia or
secrecy, and agreeing with Mertens that the Lingua was “a compensatory
response to Hildegard’s lack of formal education.”49 Instead of Latin,
though, he suggests that she imitates macaronic verse that employs Greek,
given her invented alphabet, but as she knew no Greek she made up her
own hieratic language “to demonstrate her unique access to the heavens.”50

Green’s final suggestion does not entirely convince me, but his initial
query is an excellent one: “To what question, asked by Hildegard, was the
Lingua Ignota an answer?”51 To what question, I respond, asked of any lan-
guage inventor, is an invented language an answer? For what are language
inventors compensating, if anything? What questions are raised about sign
theory by language invention, then and now? Far too often Hildegard’s
Lingua has been narrowly seen within her own era. The questions and the
answers vary over the centuries, but all of the inventions/examine employ
a peculiarly personal power that resides in writing new words—better yet,
one’s own words—for old things; and this pursuit is fundamentally different
from writing new things in old words. With that in mind, I return to
Hildegard’s metaphor of “greenness.”

H I L D E G A R D  O F  B I N G E N ’ S  U N K N O W N  L A N G U A G E18



Viriditas as Metaphor

Hildegard’s metaphor is scattered throughout her writings: viriditas, “green-
ness” or “greening power,” or even “vitality,” is associated with all that par-
takes of God’s living presence, including blossoming nature, the very sap
(sudor, “sweat”) that fills out leaves and shoots. It is a “profound, immense,
dynamically energized term,” write Baird and Ehrman,52 and closely associ-
ated with humiditas, moisture. Hildegard writes to Adam the Abbot that
“the grace of God glitters like the sun and sends forth its gifts variously: one
way in wisdom (sapientia), another in viridity (uiriditate), a third in moisture
(humiditate).”53 In her letter to Tenxwind she compares the virginal beauty
of woman to the earth, which exudes (sudat) the greenness or vitality of the
grass.54 The Virgin Mary, of course, is viridissima virga, “greenest branch,” in
Hildegard’s Symphonia,55 and Hildegard wrote this responsorium of Saint
Disibode:

O viriditas digiti Dei,
in qua Deus constituit plantationem
que in excelso resplendent
ut statuta columna:
tu gloriosa in praeparatione Dei.56

[Green / finger of God: / the vineyard you planted / glistens in heaven /
like a pillar of light. / In preparing for God is your glory.]

Aridity, on the other hand, represents the faithless, the unspiritual, the
abandonment of virtues in their greenness: that which withers and is
burned up at Judgment. “Watch with caution,” she writes again to the
Abbot, “lest your greenness (uiriditas), given to you by God, should dry up
(arescat) through the fickleness of your thought.”57

Inventing a language, then, which can reinject new sap into known
language, even more so than the revered Latin or Greek, is definitely some-
thing Hildegard would do or “discover” through the grace of God, since
L. inventio has the dual meaning of “authoring” and “finding.” In this
discussion of the Lingua, I use the term “green” not only to suggest an
ongoing and ever-changing tradition of linguistic creativity to be found in
language experiments old and new, but also a reinvigoration of creative
philology. Our linguistic “aridity” in American academia reveals itself in its
recent assumptions that philology—once considered an exciting and even
romantic topic—is anachronistic, irrelevant, and dry, at the same time con-
temporary scholars are fascinated by postmodern investigations of language
philosophy. Language invention is a new way to approach linguistic con-
cerns, but also to investigate the matter of writing and thinking; I hope to

A N  U N K N O W N  L A N G U A G E  B Y  A  V I S I O N A R Y  W O M A N 19



show, too, how language becomes green through reinvention, and how
inventors are making it green again through a process of defamiliarization,
using new technology for a very old art.

Green evokes the sense of “new” in English: to green language is to strip
it of its withered bark, the overly familiar associations we normally give to
words. This is doubtless the idea behind Schnapp’s term “virginal” as he
applies it in his title to Hildegard’s project. A green language is a sapling:
new, in a process of growth. There is something divine, as Hildegard
understood it, about renaming the physical world and our spiritual con-
cepts in unique, euphonious words, giving a new body to humanity and
nature. Viriditas thus calls to mind the visions Hildegard explicates in her
Liber divinorum operum wherein she compares the microcosm of human
physiology to the macrocosm of God’s creation, beautifully illustrated by
the mandala structure surrounding the figure of Man who is also embraced
by the figure of Love (Rupertsburg MS at Lucca, fol. 9r). Part III vision 5:8,
as Derolez and Dronke note, replicates the final chorus in her Ordo virtutem:
“In principio omnes creature uiruerunt . . .” (in the beginning all creation
“greened”).58 Part I vision 4:105, a long section explicating the opening of
the Gospel of John, shows how God’s Word contains and creates all crea-
tures, and how the heat of God’s Word, sent by the prophet John, made
the aridity of human flesh green again.59

Green in English, however, evokes a sense of naiveté, a lack of experi-
ence or sophistication. Both Hildegard and the Internet language inventors
have been accused of such in their inventions. But besides the pleasure
taken in an unusual personal artform, the pursuits of contemporary inven-
tors reveal a fascination with structure, system, and technology that coheres
with that shown by Hildegard. Their term for their constructed languages,
“conlangs,” may seem “corny” to the outsider, but it exhibits the succinct-
ness and lack of sentimentality that mark neologisms in the scientific and
linguistic world today (“artlang,” “auxlang,” “loglang,” and “natlang”—
for artistic, auxilliary, logical, and natural languages, respectively). Many of
these modern creators are busy building countries of language to fit their
verdant foreign cultures. These artists show innovation and many of them,
being linguists, create with a sound knowledge of linguistics, understand-
ing fully that language is “social,” and what they are doing is different.
Given Hildegard’s similar interest in structure and taxonomy, her Lingua
has little if anything to do with glossolalia, which I discuss in chapter two.
Glossolalia has a different and complicated background: it is the sponta-
neous utterance of vocables that has no semantic content, hence none of
the components by which language, natural or otherwise, produces refer-
ence and meaning. “Glossopoeia,” on the other hand, is the conscious
creation of a coherent language, just as “mythopoeia” is the invention of a
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coherent mythos, a story about an invented world. It is crucial to understand
that distinction in a scrutiny of Hildegard’s Unknown Language, which
contains within it the seeds of her philosophy about divine rationality. In
greening her language, Hildegard nevertheless models it upon the author-
ity associated in her day with ecclesiastical linguistic knowledge—the
teaching, ordering, and translation of Latin as it was borrowed in the
Summaria from Isidore of Seville. This tendency to rely on linguistic
authority is characteristic of personal language inventions today. So what
Hildegard did in her published Lingua—making a list of new words for
ordinary concepts and arranging them in a translated taxonomy—was way
ahead of her time. There was nothing else like it that we know of in the
Middle Ages.

What is the Ignota Lingua?

“Vbi tunc uox inaudite melodie?” wrote Volmarus around 1173 to
Hildegard in his concern about her eventual death, “et uox inaudite
lingue?” Where, then, will the voice of your unheard music [be], and the
voice of your unheard language?60

This unheard language is intriguing, because it seems to offer something
separate from the published list. It promises something more private, per-
haps the “language” Hildegard had in her head and had not yet recorded.
The published one is a rudimentary dictionary of 101161 “unknown”
nouns. In both manuscripts there are medieval German and Latin glosses
written above the strange words, the Berlin MS adding more German and
a few Latin glosses to those missing in the Riesencodex. Here is an exam-
ple of the Riesencodex and the Berlin MS layout, respectively, showing
the first six words:

dues angel[u]s scs Saluator diabolus. Sps.
Aigonz. Aieganz. Ziuienz. Liuionz. Díuueliz. Ispariz. folio 461v

goth engel heilich heilere duivel geist
dues angelus scs saluator diabolus spiritus
Aigonz. Aleganz. Zíuíenz. Líuíonz. Díuueliz. Ispariz. (fol. 58r)

The Berlin scribe has clearly found it expedient to add a second layer
of German glosses above the Latin ones. An “unknown script,” litterae
ignotae, comprising twenty-three invented letters, appears at the end of the
list in the Riesencodex (see plate 2), and at the beginning of the list in the
Berlin MS.

The Lingua poses two questions to its critics, as the Basel editors put
it: “Is this Unknown Language [a production of the] actual Hildegard, and
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what is its significance?”62 The first question is easier to base an opinion
upon, especially since it has become outdated to think otherwise. Embach
suggests that Hildegard had control over the contents and ordering of the
Riesencodex.63 If we adhere to this notion, though, are we to make a
distinction between the record of a thousand words and the “unheard”
language Volmar urged her to record before she died? Are the claims
Hildegard made earlier to having “brought forth” an unknown language
a reference to the publication of the list of words—or just part of it? The
mention of it, along with her musical compositions in the preface to the
Riesencodex recension of the Liber vite meritorum, is provocative. If, as
Embach has suggested, Hildegard had some hand in the arrangement of
the Riesencodex, its association with one of her three weightiest works
of vision authorizes its inclusion with them as a prophetic or visionary
text. The first three works are listed in the order in which she wrote
them, so the preface may purposefully give us a date for the first appear-
ance of the Lingua; we can surmise that she conceived it at least before
1158, because she mentions it (and suggests its publication) at the begin-
ning of the Liber vite meritorum, along with a list of her other accomplish-
ments. The preface states that she is the author of Subtilitates diuersarum
naturarum creaturarum; the writer of letters to persons major and minor,
meaning her encouragements and admonishments of greater and lesser
nobles and ecclesiasts; the composer of Symphoniam harmonie celestium
reuelationum; and the inventor of ignotamque linguam et litteras, along with
certain other publications (cum quibusdam aliis expositionibus).64 Her 1153
letter to Pope Anastasius reminds him of her gifts through the agency of
God, further dating the Lingua:

Sed ille qui sine defectione magnus est, modo paruum habitaculum tetigit ut
illud miracula uideret, et ignotas litteras formaret, ac ignotam linguam
sonaret, atque ut multimodam sed sibi consonantem melodiam sonaret.65

[But He without defect, who is great, has just now touched a lowly
dwelling, so that it might see a miracle, and might form unknown letters,
and might utter an unknown language, and also that by itself it might sound forth
multitudinous, harmonious melodies.]

These mentionings, along with Volmar’s letter to her, the antiphon, and
posthumous statements made by her biographers Gottfried and Theodoric66

and the Acta Inquisitiones67 clearly indicate the creation of an ignota lingua
that took eight years in the making, probably written between 1150 and
1158 along with her Symphonia and Physica. But they do not completely
answer the mystery of the taxonomy. They do not prove how involved a
scribe may have been in making suggestions for the glosses for her words or
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in grouping them in categories. Nor does the list show the stages this
project may have gone through, or what prior written lists there were. It is
counterproductive, however, to dismiss the list on the basis of this mystery.
If this list is indeed Hildegard’s creation—and her immense productivity
and imagination speak for its being so—then one wonders to what lengths
Hildegard took her language beyond its record in the manuscripts, how she
experienced its inspiration, how well she had it memorized, and whether
anyone else learned it. The Ignota Lingua may have been a hasty effort to
put in one place something that was perhaps extensive.

On the other hand, it is also unclear how much of the list was invented
spontaneously at the time that it was set to manuscript. The Lingua is a
strange mix of compounds with an apparently haphazard application of
syllables that would suggest an on-the-spot creation with its several repeats
of words assigned different meanings. Schnapp suggests that she is going
down a list of words pulled from a glossary and spontaneously inventing
her replacements. This explains some of his remarks about “obsessive leit-
motifs” wherein he writes “that it is hard not to conclude that Hildegard
composed her language in linear fashion, or, in other words, according to
the sequence of the existing manuscripts.”68 Some of her morphological
repetitiousness is indeed perplexing. One looks at her list of clerical gar-
ments in II.B.2.d: Zizzion, Olzimia, Tunchzial, Scolmiz (“vestment,” “litur-
gical garb”); then one looks at her list of plow and wagon parts in II.E.2:
Ischiazin, Furanz, Ranchil, Scolmiz (“plow handle”). There is a sameness
here with the obvious preference for the letter “z,” but it is the repeat of
Scolmiz that jars. Both “vestment” and “plow handle”? And why must
Hildegard find a new word for “flame” (glossing L. flama) in Flagur when
she already has one in Scurinz (also glossing L. flama, but also homonymous
with her word for “exorcist”)? A reasonable assumption is that she has sim-
ply forgotten when she gets to the plow and wagon parts that Scolmiz has
already been used in the section on clerical vestments, or that a distracted
scribe has miswritten it. Scurinz and Flagur may represent different kinds of
flame: one for the church and another for the kitchen. Even so, it is prob-
ably no wonder that the repetitions increase in the latter part of the list,
especially in the sections describing tools, herbs, and birds: witness Scalimiz
(“shepherd”) and Scalimiz (“sage”); Sculiz (“awl”) and Sculiz (“sheaf”);
Galschia (“germander”) and Galschia (“dove”); Luschia (“lovage”) and
Luschia (“duck”). These may indicate a wearying glossopoeist. Especially
annoying is Scantido (“February”) and Scandidoz (“September”). However,
the compounds she produces, much better proof of memory and system,
are far more numerous as I will show in chapter six. None of these specu-
lations adequately addresses the other question: what is it? And eventually,
what is its significance?
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Hildegard’s Use of the Summaria

The Lingua in its full form is a list of nouns made in imitation of numerous
medieval German glossaries, or summaria as they were called, that provided
Latin words and their vernacular meanings arranged under subject headers.
Her Lingua, in imitation of such summaria, is a taxonomy of the things of
her spiritual, human, and natural world—her Savior and His servants, her
convent and its buildings, her village, her herb garden and the birds and
insects that inhabit it or contribute to her medicines. Starting with God,
Aigonz, and other spiritual entities, it puts under Inimois (“human being”)
the names for members of the family, then sick people, then parts of the
body listed from the head down; after that we get skin disorders, then the
structures and offices of a church, then names for lesser members of the
community and so on through descending categories of the human world
to end with the natural world. It concludes with a long list of trees, medi-
cinal plants, and flying creatures—ending with Cauiz, cicado, “cricket.”

For comparison with the books that circulated in medieval Germany,
see the lists that have been compiled by Elias Steinmeyer and Eduard
Sievers in the five volumes of their Althochdeutschen Glossen, and more
recently by Hildebrandt in his edition of the Summarium Heinrici, the most
famous glossary.69 This text was based on Isidore’s Etymologiae, of which
so many copies including the Trierer Handschrift were made (Codex
Trevirensis, from Trèves, located on the Moselle River, not terribly far from
Hildegard’s area). Its books are divided into the already familiar subject
matters with headings: family members (de cognatione et affinitate); the parts
of the human body (de homine et eius membris); sacred buildings (de sacris
aedificiis); ecclesiastical garments (de sacratis vestibus); official, military, and
other peoples (de principatibus et miliciis aliisque personis), and on and on at a
length much greater than the Lingua, and both Thoma and Hildebrandt
have suggested that Hildegard had access to one of its recensions.70

While there are no rubrics in the Lingua, sections have been indicated
by capitals in both manuscripts. These lists, besides serving as dictionaries
for Latin scholars, were like Isidore’s Etymologies, little encyclopedias that
discussed, named, and glossed the significant things of the world and put
them in categories. There is evidence that Hildegard used an alphabetized
list of trees (see her items 752–791). The scribe of the Berlin MS, then, may
have been able to assign German supplements to the earlier scribe’s Latin
by utilizing another such summarium, probably the one from Trier (where
it is housed to this day). These texts teach us what was considered impor-
tant to read and write about in Latin in the eleventh century, along with
the medieval Latin and German terms for everyday items; and if nothing
else the Lingua gives us a fascinating glimpse into Hildegard’s personal and
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social world, including her sense of hierarchy, privilege, and class status—
something that has yet to be explored in the Lingua. A good portion of the
vocabulary lists the secular offices from most to least important (see the
entries under II.C.1 in my edition, starting with 342, Pereziliuz, “emperor”).
Another section (II.E.7) gives names to military weapons, reflecting her
acknowledgment of the bloody events in her time. Another catalogues the
items in her scriptorium, and the implements used for making clothing and
jewelry (II.E.4–6).

Ultimately, the Lingua is a glossary for which Hildegard or her redactor
proclaims her involvement and authorship in the Riesencodex. In the
rubric, however, Hildegard identifies herself not as an authority, but as an
untutored person who has “proffered, brought forth” an unknown tongue.
This word prolatus is as ambiguous as inventus, “authored/discovered.”
Something proffered does not necessarily mean created: it can mean
“extended, carried forward,” or even just “made public.” What it suggests
is that the Lingua has moved from the unknown to the known by being
published, and Hildegard authorized this move. She has put her name to
this project and agreed to its revelation in writing. In the rest of her letter
to Anastasius she likewise applies this verb proffero to her language, but
suggests, interestingly, that it is meant for some kind of use:

Et dictum est illi: Hoc quod in lingua de super tibi ostensa, non secundum
formam humane consuetudinis protuleris, quoniam consuetudo hec tibi data
non est, ille qui limam habet, ad aptum sonum hominum expolire non
negligat.71

[And it was said to that one: you have brought this forth (protuleris) in a lan-
guage shown to you from above, not following that of human custom, for it
was not given to you in a customary way. He who has the file does not
neglect to polish (it) into a fit sound for men.]

This last statement is an enigmatic metaphor concluding a letter that enjoins
the pope to stop supporting the emperor and pay more attention to justice.
It may mean that the one who is gifted with divine talents is in a position to
ask the pope to “polish” his Church, or that the pope ought to polish his
authority. Limam and nominative ille are ambiguous here (as is my supplied
pronoun “it”), referring either to God polishing Hildegard, Hildegard pol-
ishing her language, or the language polishing either Hildegard or the pope
into a fit sound for men (to hear and use). In either case, she hints that she
had every intention of providing humanity with a redeemed form of speak-
ing, one associated with sound, authority, and music.

While it is Hildegard’s habit to speak of herself as an instrument through
which God has wrought her accomplishments, the German summarium
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provided her with the project of publishing her language. The Lingua is
copied in the way that some of the glossaries may have been: the word to
be translated is written on the main line with a superscripted gloss above it,
as I have shown.72 This arrangement suggests that a great deal of planning
went into it. For the contemporary invented languages with which I am
familiar, “translation” works the other way around: one writes down the
word in one’s native language and finds an invented word for it, at least in
the early stages of invention, especially if it is to be ordered in some kind of
list, taxonomical, grammatical, or alphabetical. It is a fascinating and hope-
less endeavor to imagine how Hildegard arranged for the record of her
Lingua—how she decided what to include and exclude, and whether she
had someone read to her from a glossary while she wrote her invented
words on a wax tablet to be committed later on to manuscript. There is
reason to believe that both Latin and German words inspired the invented
word and its variants as she consulted the summarium.

Phonology and Structure of 
the Ignota Lingua

Chapter six in this volume is devoted to a technical study of Hildegard’s
Lingua, but a few comments are worth making now. Many of Hildegard’s
words were influenced by the phonology and structure of the German or
Latin words for which she found new ones: Luzpomphia for “ougappel/
eyeball” shows splendid parallel compounding—her root word for “eye”
seems taken from Latin lux and added to a word that resembles Latin
pomum, “fruit.” Many scholars eager to find etymologies of her words,
though, run the risk of over-reading her. The remark that circulates
among so many references to the Lingua that she employs Hebrew words
seems to be generated in the same way that legends are (so many scholars
repeat it as fact without giving citations or examples drawn from her text).
Finding etymons or proof of exposure to other languages in Hildegard
reflects more of the interpreter’s creativity than the inventor’s. Even so,
there are some obvious borrowings: Diuueliz hardly disguises its origins
in German duivel and Latin diabolus; Jur is an anagram of uir, “man.”
Likewise, it is not too speculative to note that Hildegard’s tendency is to
reflect the first syllable of her lemma; hence, Karinz for cardinalis, Prouerz
for prepositus/probost, and then the German word by implication: Dariz,
glossed by L. intestina with its echo of MHG darma. This is a motif that
dominates the Lingua, and yet there are plenty of words that seem entirely
reinvented.

For a telling example of her strategy, see how Hildegard gives five dif-
ferent words for hair: Latin crinis (a woman’s dressed hair) is merely har in
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middle High German (as the B text provides it and the rest), but Ornalz in
the Lingua; Latin coma (head hair) is German uasch, and Milischa in the
Lingua; Latin cincinnus (“curled hair”) is crisphar in German and Ornalziriz
reflects that compound structure73; Latin capillus (a strand or a lock of hair)
is loche in the B text’s German and Lasinz in the Lingua; Latin caesaries
(long, flowing hair) developed into scara in German and is Criberanz in the
Lingua. So one of the things that the Lingua does is relexify the
Latin–German word-lists. The Codex Oxoniensis has the following list:

Coma, uash [head hair]
Capillus, har [hair]
Cesaries, jungenmannes [a male youth’s hair]
Crines, wiueshar [woman’s hair]74

The Lingua is just as interesting for what it leaves out. Given infinite
room, energy, materials, and time, Hildegard could have provided a com-
plete dictionary, so obviously many things had to be omitted. Some items,
however, seem to be gone over with scrupulous devotion to their various
parts and purposes, like the tiresome wagon, hoe, and plow, while other
important nouns are ignored. There is an abundance of winged creatures
(including the gryphon), but no beasts of burden (only their drivers) or any
other mammals (despite a number of glossaries that provide lists of them):
no forest animals, no foxes to harry the hens, no mice to eat the spelt, no
cats to chase the mice, no sheep although there is a shepherd (opilio), and
no wolf to worry him. There are no fish, although there is a fish hook.
These are strange omissions given that from items 753 to the end Hildegard
reproduces items mentioned in Books I, III, and VI of the Physica, but not
of any of the other chapters devoted to beasts, fish, reptiles, stones, ele-
ments, and metals. So there is no air or earth, no cloud or sun; no emerald
with its cherished viriditas, no onyx, jacinth, or beryl, no dragon, toad, frog,
or spider, and of the metals only three (gold, silver, lead) are mentioned,
but as parts of various tools. The Lingua has interested scholars of her
medical texts for its inclusion of the body parts, certain illnesses, and espe-
cially the list of medicinal herbs, but its omissions suggest a rather hasty
close to the thousand-word project, signaling perhaps flagging interest,
time, and health. The absence of “daughter” is particularly vexing.

Another intriguing omission is that there are no abstract nouns, which
may be due to the fact that most of the other Latin taxonomies primarily
list tangibles. Book IX of the Summarium Heinrici, however, exhibits long
lists of abstractions (Anathema, Controuersia uel altercatio, Deuotatio, Dolo,
Fascinvm, Gesticulatio, etc, all alphabetized), but except for the opening six
words, the Ignota Lingua remains a material record, as Dronke writes, of
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“the sublunary world, and with it the humanly manufactured one.”75 For
all her interest in music as a divine language, Hildegard gives new words for
“song” and “choir,” but none for “music” in the abstract, and no mention,
outside of “bell” and “eucharistic reed,” of musical instruments, or even the
human voice. Inimois, “human being,” could be looked upon as “human-
ity,” and Ranzgia, scripted out of context with other body parts in the
Riesencodex, could be “language” instead of merely “tongue,” but it was
not so perceived by the B scribe who situates it in the Berlin Manuscript
between the words for “throat” and “saliva.” Both manuscripts are divided
into categories (the Riesencodex into seven, the Berlin MS into fifteen)
signaled by a capital letter in rubric (or a space), but we have no identify-
ing headers. And finally, while Hildegard produces over a thousand
unknown words, there is no word for “word,” with all its connotations of
divine creation, divine speaking, the Word made flesh. One wonders then,
how this list represents the “file” by which her language will redeem speech,
especially if all the abstractions by which men can be saved—justitia, pietas,
veritas, fides, redemptio, and especially caritas, this last one beautifully illus-
trated in the first vision of Liber divinorum operum—are missing. I tend to
agree with Dronke who opines that “Hildegard’s compilation remained
unfinished—or at least that the extant collection of words represents only a
fraction of what she had in view.”76

Addressing the question of “what is it,” Newman remarks that
Hildegard seems to have “created [it] as a kind of secret language to instill
a sense of mystical solidarity among her nuns,”77 an interpretation that, if
we read Roth’s offended remarks correctly, was in the air long before
Grimm dismissed it; but there is no proof that she taught these words to her
women, and there is strong evidence, as we have seen, that it was never
meant to be secret. The contents of the Lingua—all the references to
mundane things of the world, the forty-nine words for herbs that she takes
from her Physica verbatim,78 and especially the list of jewelry and female
garments—hint that she intended to publish this text for some kind of use
within her abbey if not the entire monastic world. The “secrecy” of the
Lingua and Litterae is likewise challenged by Hildegard’s announcements
and her letter to the Zwiefaltener monks written in her characters. These
are only secret in that they exist within the rarefied world of monastic
learning. Sabina Flanagan repeats a common notion that the Lingua was
meant “to approximate the virgin throng in heaven”79; but if this is so,
what are we to do with the equally long list of mundane things of the
village, and especially its worst and most frivolous inhabitants in items
410–427? The trickster, the joker, the fornicator, the prostitute, the magi-
cian, the glutton, the drunkard, the thief, the robber, the dwarf, and the
giant are the sinners, carnival workers, and monsters whom it is the duty of
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the church to save, but it stretches credibility that names for these, along
with “excrement” and “privy cleaner,” would be needed by the virgin
throng in heaven.

Rather, I believe that the Lingua is a linguistic distillation of the philos-
ophy expressed in her three prophetic books: it represents the cosmos of
divine and human creation and the sins that flesh is heir to. The absence of
abstractions need not concern us: the first nine words establish the process
of God’s creation and humanity’s fall and redemption. I was initially
troubled by the order of its terms, wherein it puts saluator after sanctus;
I expected a more conventional beginning with the Trinity—God, Savior,
Spirit—and a more recognizable hierarchy. I propose, rather, that these
entities are grouped in threes and twos: God (Aigonz), Angel (Aieganz), and
Saint (Ziuienz) go together as part of the divine inhabitants of heaven—
note the almost identical spelling of the first two entities—ordered from
highest to lowest; Savior and Devil (Diuueliz) come next as good and evil
emissaries between the spiritual and human worlds that affect the Spirit
(Ispariz) breathed into humanity (Inimois), which in turn is divided into
Man (Jur) and Woman (Vanix), that is, Adam and Eve. The long list of
body parts and diseases may find their analogues in Hildegard’s discussions
in the Liber divinorum operum wherein limbs, organs, and illnesses have spir-
itual counterparts, and the final list of plants, trees, and birds emphasizes the
cosmic union of God’s nature and humanity’s care of it. The Lingua, in
short, is a summation of Hildegard’s philosophies and her sense of category
and status.

The earthiness, the sudor, of the Lingua appeals to a Hildegard that is
every bit a part of this world as she is of the next, and a judgmental one at
that, whose words suited her immediate spiritual and vocational needs and
were intended for use by others. In fact, the subcategory of evil speakers in
items 417–421—Ranschil (“chatterbox”), Malzispianz (“detractor”), Scorinzin
(“whisperer”), Scholdamiz (“flatterer”), and, my favorite, Fugizlo (“privy-
cleaner” or possibly “filth-talker”)—suggests an interest taken in false and
fallen uses of language of which her Ignota Lingua is a correction and per-
haps a “supplement,” in the Derridian sense: both an “accretion” and a
“substitution” to natural language. Embach writes that the Lingua is an
attempt (Versuch) at a paradisal “Ursprache,”80 a language that seeks to cor-
rect the errors of post-Babelian speech and recreate the harmonious lan-
guage of Adam as he heard it, before his transgression, from the angel-choir
in Eden. His is a statement that provokes, again, the question about the
Lingua’s coarser elements, but which also inspires examination of the one
text in which Hildegard’s invented words appear outside of the list: her
famous and rigorously scrutinized song in dedication to a church (what she
calls a Spancriz, 282)—“O Orzchis Ecclesia.”
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Music and Language: “O Orzchis Ecclesia”

It is customary to find among the antiphon’s five foreign words only one
reproduced in Hildegard’s glossary—Loiffol, “people,” declined as though
it were a Latin noun. I offer, however, that two others appear in altered
form from the list: Crizia, “church,” here turned into a participle meaning
“annointed” (so glossed in the older version contained in the Theologische
Sammelhandscrift codex theol. et phil. 4º 253 of Stuttgart)81; and Orschi-
buz, “oak tree,” the first element of which, orschi(s)- or orzchi(s), may mean
“great.” The text occurs twice in the Riesencodex: once in the section
devoted to her notated music (fol. 472v, see plate 5), and then in a section
of her Epistolae devoted to the words of her music (fol. 405v). In the latter,
the five words are glossed superlinearly:

O orzchis Ecclesia (immensa)
armis divinis precincta
et iazinto ornata
tu es caldemia (aroma)
stigmatum loifolum (populum)
et urbs scientiarum.
O, o, tu es etiam crizanta (ornata, uncta?)
in alto sono et es chorzta gemma. (choruscans)

[O immense Church
girded by divine arms
and ornamented in jacinth!
Thou art the fragrance/fumigation?
of the wounds of peoples
and the city of knowledge.
O, O, thou art also anointed/adorned
in sounds on high and art a glittering gem.]

These variations along with the remaining adjective chorzta and the noun
caldemia (which do not appear in the Lingua) raise the possibility that
Hildegard’s invented language was larger than her list implies and could
include adjectives—or that it was subject to spontaneous alterations that she
drew from a wide collection of memorized words.

There is some remarkable wordplay going on here. The Codex theolo-
gische gloss for crizanta, “annointed,” is much more appropriate than the
Riesencodex gloss, “adorned,” which looks like an unintended repeat of
ornata in the antiphon itself. Uncta, rather, suggests the reach of Hildegard’s
unusual associations. If my surmise is right, crizanta means both “en-
churched” and “anointed” in Hildegard’s wordplay since her word Crizia,
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“church,” is a probable borrowing from “chrism.” A church is “that which
anoints” and is anointed by the music sung in it and dedicated to it.
Furthermore, either aroma is infelicitously applied to caldemia and muddles
the translation or we have been muddled by the genitives in stigmatum
loifolum. I have offered as a gloss the “fumigation” of the wounds of peoples
since we have seen that Hildegard’s tendency is to repeat the first syllable
of a Latin or German word that she has rendered into her language. L. calor,
“warmth, heat, glow,” and caldus, calidus (“warm, hot”) suggest the warm,
healing unguents, fumigations, and poultices that were applied to wounds
in her day.82 However, the gloss makes little sense in English, perhaps
because English is not very good at distinguishing genitive valency, espe-
cially in sensory terms. To a modern sensibility, it is the Church, surely,
that is the warm, healing aroma for the wounds of the people, and not the
aroma of the people’s wounds, which in English sounds ghastly. Mertens
rejects “aroma” entirely, suggesting a derivative from L. calix, “chalice” and
supplying “remedy” as a gloss.83 If we introduce a hypothetical participle
(healing aroma) we create an objective genitive that lends the passage more
logic: thou art the people’s wounds’ healing aroma/poultice/fumigation:
an aroma that acts upon the wounds instead of emanating from or belong-
ing to them, expressed genitivally.

Dronke and Newman, however, support the “fragrance of wounds,”
the first arguing that these wounds represent the flores martyrum “in allusion
to the wounds inflicted on Ecclesia in the persecutions of the early
Christian centuries,”84 and the latter arguing that Church is here displayed
as a woman warrior (“girded by divine arms”) bearing the wounds of
battles.85 Wounds, too, are symbols of sin that Church has anointed
through Christ and turned into fragrance. In Ordo virtutem, Newman
reminds us, Christ asks that his wounds be converted to gems.86 Whatever
its meaning, caldemia uncovers an astonishing metaphor that fits Hildegard’s
sensibilities: Church as unguent, Church as healing application for the sins
that wound us, sins as unguents or fragrances, and Church as martyr and the
embodiment of Christ’s people in a song that celebrates her and the anoint-
ing power of richly melodious language.

Embach identifies an analogy made by Hildegard between language and
music by selecting passages from the Liber vite meritorum and Scivias and
viewing them together. The former speaks of the light and the angelic
music Adam saw and heard in heaven and the latter compares the Trinity
to the sound, meaning, and utterance of words.87 The Liber vite meritorum
tells us that God, like a bellows that tests the fire, sets the human soul on
the right course through good works in order that it may return to the
eternal joys of heaven, so that it “will see the purest light and hear the songs
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of angels as Adam saw and heard them before he committed his mortal
transgression”:

purissimum lumen uidebit et angelicum carmen audiet, quod Adam uidit et
audiuit, antequam transgressionem mortalitatis adiret.88

In Scivias we find The Father as the “sonus” that we hear in the word, the
Son the “meaning” that we take from the words, and the Spirit is the
breath that creates the utterance:

In uerbo sonus, uirtus et flatus est. Sed sonum habet ut audiatur, uirtutem ut
intellegatur, flatum ut compleatur. In sono autem nota Patrem qui inenarra-
bili potestate omnia propalat; in uirtute Filium qui mirabiliter ex Patre
genitus est; in flatu uero Spiritum sanctum qui suauiter ardet in ipsis.89

[In a word there is sound, meaning (uirtus), and breath. It has sound for it to
be heard, meaning for it to be understood, and breath for it to be uttered. In
the sound, then, recognize the Father, Who with indescribable power
manifests all things; in the meaning the Son, Who has been marvelously
begotten of the Father; and in the breath the Holy Spirit, Who sweetly burns
in Them.]

It is easy to understand why the invented words in the antiphon seem so
much more authentic to some than the dry taxonomy. The musical con-
text gives them the feel of something produced in an ecstatic state, and the
melody itself seems a more important signifier of Church than the words
themselves, which are only glossed in another part of the manuscript. The
sung phrase “in alto sono” literally performs its own meaning with notes
that soar in crescendo. Likewise, we need not wonder whether crizanta is
“adorned,” “enchurched,” or “anointed”: its first syllable hits the high note
and brings us down from Ecclesia’s tallest pinnacle to meet the upward rush
of “sounds on high.” It is in this dedication to Holy Church where
comparison of music and Adamic language, imitated by the Lingua, best
resonates: “according to Hildegard,” writes Embach, “the language Adam
spoke was also music that Adam heard, one that was paradisal—it was the
song of the angel choir, and it follows that if he hears it, music produces in
man a wistful memory of his heavenly home.”90

More importantly, Embach addresses the rationality of the Lingua:
“Humanity, on its part, is made a ‘rationalis creatura’ in the image of the
‘rationalis divina,’” and that the Ignota Lingua, far from being irrational, was
an attempt to provide a post-Edenic equivalent of rational and deific lan-
guage.91 This concept brings me to Augustine’s argument in De Magistro that
we speak, know, and teach not through our own agency but through the
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power most able to reveal truth: Christ. Our thoughts and words derive from
Him if we are to speak truthfully. It is unclear how much Hildegard knew of
Augustine (AD 354–430),92 but all her speech, as she claims, including her
Unknown Language, are words given to her from above. Further, Augustine
rigorously scrutinized what we now call “sign theory” and “semiotics”—his
De doctrina Christiana is filled with remarks about signification, interpretation,
signum and res—and he famously proposes in De Magistro that “the things sig-
nified should be valued more than their signs.”93 This notion provides a cru-
cial axis for contemplating the Lingua, language philosophy, and all language
invention: Adeodatus, whom Augustine instructs, objects to this argument
when it comes to the word for “filth,” insisting that the reference (caenum)
should be valued over its referent since it differs in only one letter from the
word for heaven (caelum). We are moved to ask what relationship invented
words bear to the things of the world if they have no circulation in the world.
Does the new sign transcend the thing it signifies—if it is translated but never
used? Does it render the signifier innocuous?

Hildegard found language wanting, especially in its expression of nega-
tive or “fallen” concepts, and provided supplements for diseases and sinners
along with ennobling words for the male and female genitals. This concept
did not work for the Berlin scribe. He or she recorded Uirlaiz but left out
even its Latin gloss, suggesting that it was the gloss (testiculi) that was
unwriteable. More curiously, the scribe completely omitted Creueniz and
Fragizlanz (leaving reverent spaces, nonetheless); not only the glosses
offended—ueretrum, uirile membrum (male member) and locus uerecundie
mulieris (a euphemism for “female genitals”)—but so did Hildegard’s replace-
ments for them. For the Berlin redactor, then, Hildegard’s signs could not
ennoble their abject signifieds, perhaps because they were translated. It is
largely on account of this bold transfiguration of forbidden terms, I believe,
that publication and discussion of the list was suppressed by those who had
formed an opinion of the proper decorum of a female religious. Perhaps in
efforts to establish the Lingua in a visionary or religious setting, the term
“glossolalia” was so often applied to it, and Hildegard has been compared to
(and contrasted with) her great contemporary Elisabeth, who reputedly
spoke in her trance-states a Latin she had never learned.94 It is to the subject
of glossolalia that I now turn.
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