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MANUSCRIPT INFORMATION

Following is my edition and translation into English of the Ignota Lingua.
I believe a new edition is called for given the problems in the Basel

edition, hereafter referred to as the WUS for their Wörterbuch.1 Wilhelm
Grimm has given us tentative glosses for the German words in the
Riesencodex only,2 and F.W.E. Roth and Elias Steinmeyer provide edi-
tions of both texts.3 But the English-speaking world also needs access to the
Ignota Lingua in its two extant recensions, especially its earlier one. Because
the WUS is not clear in its conflation of the Riesencodex and the Berlin
MS, or which glosses belong to which text, and as it gives obvious prefer-
ence to the latter with its corrections and spellings, it is important to offer
an edition of the earlier text and its spelling and word order. This edition,
then, privileges the Riesencodex version, but incorporates the added
glosses of the Berlin version because they assist translation. My edition
offers an English translation of the Lingua in two versions—the first listed
in the order of Hildegard’s original taxonomy and the second providing an
alphabetization of her invented words. This allows my readers to locate
more easily the words I refer to in my discussion as well as observe the fre-
quency with which Hildegard begins with any one letter or syllable.

Date, Provenance, and Relationship 
of the Manuscripts

The Ignota Lingua is found in its most complete form in two surviving man-
uscripts, both containing writings by Hildegard. The “R” or Riesencodex
(Hessische Landesbibliothek Wiesbaden MS. 2) contains the Lingua on
folios 461v–464v where it is headed in rubric by the title Ignota Lingua per
simplicem hominem hildegardem prolata. Aptly named the “Giant Codex,” this
book is far more comprehensive than the Berlin MS, and contains the fol-
lowing texts in order: Scivias, Liber vitae meritorum, Liber divinorum operum,
Ad praelatos Moguntinenses, Vita sanctae Hildegardis, Epistolae (a long section
that includes Oratio ad congregationem sororum suarum, Vita sancti Ruperti, the
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lyrics to some of her Symphoniae, and the Oratio ad congregatonum filianem
suarum), then Liber expositionis quorumdam evangelorium, followed by the
Ignota Lingua. After the Lingua we have a short text called Litterae
Villarenses, and the notated Symphonia. The three major visionary texts
head the manuscript; so in its inclusion with them the Lingua is recognized
as a prophetic work. The B or the Berlin MS (Lat. Quart. 674), formerly
known as Codex Cheltenhamensis, contains the Lingua on folios 57r–62r,
preceded by the Vita sancte Hildegardis virginis and the Epistole beati. This
recension makes helpful additions to both the Latin and the Middle High
German glosses listed in R.4

Hildegard’s script has been more often duplicated than her Lingua:
besides the glossed alphabet offered in both the R and B (along with that
copied by Michael Denis from the now missing Vienna MS described
later), one finds her invented letters curiously scattered throughout a
section of the Österreichische Nationalbibliothik, Cod. 1016 and
described at length by Michael Embach.5 The “S” or Theologische
Sammelhandschrift (codex theol. et phil. 4º 253), with its collection of her
Epistolae, contains an extended application of Hildegard’s script: three
words written in her invented alphabet are included in the address of one
of her epistles (fol. 75v). Schrader and Fuhrkötter offer a transcription:
“hildigardis xuiuild,” that is, “to Hildegard’s monks at Zwiefalten
(xiuild[ensibus]).”6 This curious passage indicates that the scribe knew at
least her invented letters, but the difficulty one has reading it is due to the
alteration of “h,” “i,” and “o,” and the disruptive punctum in hildigar.dis
(see plate 4).

One could weep over the loss of Wiener Handschrift Rec. 33, the
“Hildegard Codex” of Vienna (V). All we have left of it is Denis’s detailed
description in Latin of this manuscript of some 528 pages, set in dual
columns like the R text, and resembling in its divisions the oldest collec-
tions of Hildegard’s writings at Rupertsburg.7 According to Denis, it
contained Hildegard’s major writings, and in 1830, it resided in the
Hofbibliothek of Vienna, but thereafter went missing.8 On folio 499,
writes Denis, the Lingua begins, and it exhibited the same rubric as that
appearing in the Riesencodex: Ignota lingua per simplicem hominem hildegar-
den [sic] prolata.9 The authorship of the Ignota Lingua is attested, Denis
writes, in the Vita and the Liber vitae meritorum, and he states that this most
rare manuscript contains “substantives only, of over a thousand words
divine and human, parts of the body, dwelling places, clothing, offices, arts,
times, utensils, plants, and animals in unheard of [words] over which are
superimposed Latin and German meanings.”10 So it was as complete as the
Lingua in both R and B. Denis gives the first twelve words, and we have
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to rely on his exactness (or that of his copy-editor) to understand how it
may have departed from the Riesencodex and Berlin MS:

Deus Angelus. Sanctus. Saluator. Dyabolus. Spiritus
Aigonz. Aieganz. Zuuenz. Juuonz. Diuueltz. Ispariz.

Homo. Vir. Femina. Patriarcha. Propheta. Vates.
Inimois. Jur. Vanix. Peuearrez. Korzinthio. Falschin.11

Zuuenz (Ziuienz) could be a result of minim confusion, and Juuonz
(Liuienz) could have resulted from confusing notable letter L with I (along
with further minim confusion); the “t” in Diuueltz is probably a publisher’s
misprint for “i,” but the rest, I suspect, are common reader’s errors. These
departures are frustrating, because there is no way of telling whether Denis,
the printers, or the scribe erred in copying. Nor can we examine its
orthography for proof of date, although Denis puts the manuscript in the
thirteenth century.12 Of some significance, though, is the “i” in Aieganz
for “angel,” which puts B’s Aleganz in the minority here, and suggests a
closer relationship of R and V, especially since there are no German
glosses. Denis gives a sample of the names for the months:

Januarius. Zivariz. Februarius. Scantido. Martius. Omischo.
Aprilis. Amnizo. Majus. Tiriszinthio. Junius. Archindolis.
Julius. Zigionz. Augustus. Gargischol. September. Scandidos.
October. Oscilanz. November. Holischa. December. Denizimo.13

Omischo seems a misreading of R and B’s Ornischo, and in Tiriszinthio Denis
makes the same error Grimm does in mistaking notable Z for notable T,
which in R, especially, has an extended bottom crossbar. Other than these
errors, the text seems to cohere with the R version, but there is no way of
knowing whether it served as exemplar for or copy of that manuscript.
Denis concludes with a beautifully bold rendition of Hildegard’s Litterae
Ignotae, which more closely matches R’s alphabet than it does B’s. Because
the manuscript is missing, however, and because we must rely on an omis-
sive and possibly faulty source for information about it, it cannot play much
part in a discussion of the relationship of all three manuscripts.

The date of the Riesencodex is now generally believed to be late twelfth
century, circa 1182–1187 or even earlier. Schrader and Führkötter write
that the compiler of the letters in R may have been Provost Wezelin of
Cologne who died in 1185, and who took over after the death of Volmar
(Hildegard’s original amanuensis) in 1173 to produce the manuscript.14

Embach suggests that this important codex invites the question whether its
arrangement was monitored by Hildegard as a compendium of her major
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works before her death in 1179, which would explain her identification
in the Lingua’s rubric.15 Copied in Rupertsburg and later moved to
Wiesbaden, it stayed within its Rhineland origins, whereas the Berlin
Manuscript wandered further afield. This latter codex exhibits the work of
two scribes: the first and crucial one completed folios 1 through 62, includ-
ing the Ignota Lingua, and it is the same hand, claim Schrader and Führkötter,
that is exhibited in the early-thirteenth-century Lucca-Codex (Biblioteca de
Statale, MS 1942) wherein we find the richly illuminated version of the
Liber divinorum operum, circa 1220.16 Embach views this fact as an important
indication of its date, closer to 1220.17 There is evidence that the B text
may have been harbored in the Cathedral Chapter of St. Maria of Pfalzel
near Trier, procured by the Jesuits of Agen-on-Garonne after 1676 and the
dissolution of the cloisters by the French.18 From there it found its way
eventually into the possession of antiquarian and bibliophile Thomas
Thorpe who sold it to Sir Thomas Phillipps in 1836, who in turn added it
to his immense collection in Cheltenham. When Phillipps died in 1872, his
collection was auctioned off, and the Hildegard-Codex was purchased by
Max Wächter who donated it to Kaiser Wilhelm II. This fact explains why
neither Grimm, Pitra, nor Roth knew about it. In 1912 it was given to the
Berlin library, then known as the Königlichen Bibliothek zu Berlin.19

Conventional opinion regards these manuscripts not to be copies of one
another. The possibility that the B scribe worked from an unknown exem-
plar is suggested by several facts: the presence of the extra word Magriz
(889) is missing from the Riesencodex. The minim mistake made in B’s
Duziluiz: the word Duziliuz in R 883 is split at the end of the line on folio
464r—Duzili-uz. No copyist could have missed that. Finally, the confused
order in eight items (1,003–1,010): Cruza/wibel to Boiz/bruchus. In the B
text, brucus, “grasshopper,” is brought back from its position after Boiz (in
the R text) to gloss Cruza, shifting seven other glosses to the right in the
manuscript (or down in my edition). As a consequence, Hildegard’s word
Luxzia in B is glossed by papilio, “butterfly,” instead of locusta as it is in R.
In my opinion, the former is the better fit for concept. Luxzia, in its resem-
blance to Luzeia (eye), is obviously based on Latin lux, and given her
penchant for the visionary and the visibly beautiful, it is aesthetically more
suitable as “butterfly”—with its “eye” spots—than the commonplace Ariz
(which in the B text is glossed by wibel). If an exemplar with R’s ordering
provided the source for B, then the B scribe “corrected” this mismatch by
shifting the meanings of eight words. But that seems a little excessive. Why
eight words? It is simpler to think that the B scribe missed a word, especially
as the divergence occurs at the beginning of the very last line on folio 62r.
On the other hand, the penchant in the Ignota Lingua is to duplicate the first
syllable of the original word in the relex, in which case R’s Luxzia is the
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logical gloss for locusta as it starts with “l,” and especially since the ending -zia
tends to accompany feminine Latin nouns.

There are other significant differences. The B scribe has resituated the
word Ranzgia in the section on body parts between Kolezia (collum/hals) and
Firanz (saliua/speichaldra). In R, it ends folio n. 461v, given prominent posi-
tion right after the repeat of Nochziz, which is missing in B. I count sixty-
seven departures from R in the spelling of Hildegard’s words, too numerous
to list here in full, but many of them omit letters or are minim reversals, such
as Meginz for R’s Menguiz (161). Here are the significant ones: R’s second
use of Peuearrez (patriarcha, 10) occurs as Peuearzet (192) between Karinz
(cardinalis) and Arrezenpholianz (archiepiscopus). The B scribe offers R’s
original spelling in 10.Where “rz” are juxtaposed in R, B sometimes writes
“iz” (Noizka for Norzka [456], Haizima for Harzima [563])—but R’s
juxtaposition of “r” and “z” is notoriously difficult to detect given its orthog-
raphy. B often changes “x” to “z” (and vice versa), which suggests that these
letters were pronounced alike; B lacks the first “l” from R’s Glogglizil in 383
and the second “ph” from Phamphziolaz in 290 (both words seemingly
marred by dittography); and Schalmindibiz in 754 becomes Schalmindibuz,
“almond tree,” in keeping with the repeated calque for -boum. However,
the word preceding it, Pazimbu (“medlar”), was clearly meant to have the
suffix -buz, something the B text does not correct.

Despite these differences, there is some reason to believe that the Berlin
MS is an update of the Riesencodex or its exemplar. The B scribe, while
giving the spelling hoibet/hobet for “head” (Haupt) in three places (glossing
caput, sinciput, and occiput in 61, 62, and 63), repeats the spelling of R’s hou-
betlovc in 618 (“opening for the head”). In fact, most of the R scribe’s sin-
gle German glosses are repeated with nearly unchanged spelling. Nascutil,
Nascuriz, and Nascumisil in 88, 89, and 90 repeat the pattern of notable “N”
variants in R, described in my notes to the translation. A possible explana-
tion for the extra word Magriz is that the B scribe merely added a word by
accident, anticipating Gragiz (893) four lines to the right (prominently fea-
tured at the end of the line in R), and then forgot to cross the former out.
I would be more convinced of an independent source if there were also a
gloss attached to Magriz, but there is none. The repetitions of the R-text’s
Pidago and Wizianz (neither recension glosses them) offer further evidence
of scribal copying. Of course these variations may have been included in an
exemplar—but without glosses?

Dialect and Orthography

The only proof we have of provenance rests in the spelling of the German
words. The dialect for both the R- and B-scribes’ German seems to be of the
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Middle Franconian–Rhineland/Moselle region with evidence of low
German influence. So Grimm writes of the R text, granting that its German
could easily be a dialect of Bingen.20 There are obvious similarities between
the spelling and dialect shown in the summarium of the eleventh-century
Codex Trevirensis (Trier), and this influence may account for the “look” not
only of low German spellings but of anachronism in both R and B: the
prevalent use of initial c for initial k, final ch for final ck; sc instead of the more
courtly sch; OHG final a or o where it has become final e in the later and
courtly tradition; the absence of marking in the German except for
suprascripts o and v and the i-Strich or “tick” (í). Grimm lists other peculiar-
ities and inconsistencies that indicate vacillating low German influence, espe-
cially in the treatment of umlauting: e for a in greno (“mustache”—granun in
the B text); i for ie in dich (“thigh”—dieho in the B), but the high German
spelling is shown in vierdel, “quarter,” in R. He notes the vacillation as well
among the initial and medial consonants: th for t: rathdich (“radish”); and pp
instead of pf in appel “apple,” but craphfo for “spearhead.”21 This same vacil-
lation occurs as well in the B text. Here are twenty-six of the sixty spelling
differences shown by R and B among the shared German words.

R B R B
67 sceidela scetdela 687 punthl:ch puntloch

167 dich dieho 820 sitderuurz sitderwurz
264 scella schella 826 zucker zucger
278 rochlog rochloch 831 quuenela kwenela
552 cadevize catevizza 854 nebeta nebetda
616 nethde netde 859 steivvarn steinuarn
636 scheida seida 874 natscado nahtscato
637 buckela buchgela 879 hircescunga hirzeszunga
646 craphfo crapfo 886 priselouch pfriselovch
664 addermince aderminze 893 rathdich radich
666 suuella swella 911 fridelesocha fridele ovga
670 ingebutden inchebutden 967 nathdegala nahtegala
675 uierdel uirdel 997 hozduba holzduba

Note the low German spelling of scella (264) in R but the high German in
B; but then note the high German spelling of scheida (636) in R and the low
in B. In the glosses for the plants, B differs primarily from R in updating
the suffix -wrz to -wurz. Many of the differences are minor, and some are
errors in R that B corrects (hozduba [wood dove], 997, for instance).
Obviously, German spelling in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was not
regular, but sixty departures in the B text is only about 20 percent of the
German provided in R that B reproduces unchanged, half of the differences
occurring in the section on plants.
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The orthography of both texts is late-twelfth- to early-thirteenth-
century caroline miniscule, which does not surprise. The Berlin hand that
copied the Lingua differs from R in that the litterae notabiliores (or enlarged
initial letters) for each of Hildegard’s words are more embellished with
double strokes (or Haarstriche): the dropped or “h-N” is very elaborate: 
and the L has a “whipped” ascending finish that is imitated in Hildegard’s
symbol for “l” in her alphabet. Final “s” is miniscule instead of tall, the
“two-r” is used more often especially where it clarifies a following “z,” and
the ticks over the “i” are more prominent than they are in the Riesencodex,
which is why Grimm read dríun in R as drum and thereby missed its mean-
ing. R has a slightly more disorderly look to it; it is written in two columns
per page with about five words per column, many of them spilling over
onto the next line. There is evidence of correction in the insertion of let-
ters, as though someone labored to get the spellings of Hildegard’s words
right. Over each invented word a Latin or less frequently a German gloss is
written in the same hand and of nearly the same size as the unknown word
it glosses. If both a Latin and a German gloss are given in R, the German is
squeezed above the Latin line in smaller letters. (This double glossing is
infrequent.) In B, the script is much easier to read: there are no columns to
cramp writing space, no interlinear divisions of words, fewer abbreviations
and curls—the B scribe has more room to write out Latin endings—and
the superscripted glosses are reduced in size making Hildegard’s words
stand out as they do not in R. The R text by comparison is a real challenge
to read, and Grimm confused the glossary line with the Lingua line in one
instance: witness his Oirclaia,22 a divided word the beginning of which is
Hildegard’s invention and the ending of which is the second half of the
gloss for it on the next line. He worked, granted, without knowledge of
the Berlin MS.

The Carmen Figuratum in the Berlin 
Manuscript: kirio prespiteri deest

Presentation of the Ignota Lingua differs oddly in B. In R, Hildegard’s list
begins with the rubricated introduction in the second column of folio
461v, following closely on the heels of the previous text (Expositiones
Evangelorium) and clearly announcing Hildegard as the author. The B text
makes no such clarification, choosing to hide Hildegard’s authorship of the
Lingua in what is called a carmen figuratum (“shaped poem”; mod. G.
Figurengedicht) that references in disguised writing the story told about her
divinatory powers in her Vita (see my rendition in plate 6 and my descrip-
tion of the story in chapter three, pp. 58–59). On the verso side of a blank page,
there is an elaborate frontispiece that appears to set the Lingua apart from
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the rest of the manuscript. If one opens to page 57v and spreads it out, one
finds that it faces the opening page of the Lingua with its cryptic alphabet
and strange words on 58r. On the left-hand page is drawn a square within
which are five elaborate capitals in bright rubric: K at the top, D at the bot-
tom, A to the left, H to the right, and P in the middle, making a cross, as
written in the margins of the Riesencodex Vita:

K
A P H

D

This puzzle, however, is much more elaborate than that described in the
Vita: around each capital letter are written words (vertically and horizon-
tally) that begin with that letter, like an odd acrostic: kirio, kristum, kristo is
written vertically around K; habet, hauriendo, habet written horizontally
around H; altare, ascende, alas written horizontally around A; de est, derisit,
de crimine written vertically around D; and poculum, prespiteri, primum,
pupille, plangitur around the middle P both horizontally and vertically. In
order to read these sentences, one must turn the page to the left and then
back to the right:

Vertically (turned to the left):
kirio prespiteri deest. kristum primum derisit. kristo plangitur decrimine.
Horizontally (turned back to the right):
altere poculum habet. ascende pupille hauriendo. alas prespiter habet.

The incription refers to the salvation of an errant priest through the power
of Christ:

For the Lord (kirio) there is lack of a priest (who) first mocks Christ. For
Christ’s sake is he struck down by accusation. The altar has the chalice. Arise,
O orphan, by drinking! The priest [now] has wings.

What intrigues is the separation of this text from the prior Hildegard mate-
rial in B, and without attribution, such that I wondered at first if it had been
inserted. Indeed, B’s Figurengedicht starts on the verso side of a folio that
is blank on the recto side. At the end of the B Lingua, 62v is also blank and
bears someone’s signature in a later hand.

Embach reports that this same Figurengedicht is found in the
Florentiner Handschrift (Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS. Plut. 22.4,
fol. 145r) situated not before, as in the Berlin MS, but directly after a repro-
duction of Hildegard’s Litterae.23 Whoever the B scribe was, he or she
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followed a tradition that announced Hildegard’s invented script by empha-
sizing the Abbess’s involvement with mystical, riddlic letters and language.
In so doing, the B scribe has expressed an interpretation of Hildegard’s
invention that explains his or her meddling with the text: if the language is
to be a mystical lesson hidden from the scrutiny of the non-cognoscenti,
then it can have no errors (Glogglizil, Phamphziolanz), much less obsceni-
ties (politely left out). But if the project of the B scribe was to make
Hildegard’s unknown language better known by adding the German glosses,
there is a contradiction here: the more it is explicated, the more we wonder
why her authorship is hidden in this way, her words omitted. We, too, are
cast as interpreters, and the riddle is much harder in the Figure than it is in
the Vita, for it requires us to touch the book.

In order to read the first three sentences, one must turn the page to the
left, the sinister side, which suggests the “turning away” of the false priest
from Christ’s teachings. Then, once the priest has been chastized, one turns
the page back to the right, as in true “conversion,” and reads the last three
sentences about the salvation and ascent of the priest through draining the
cup. Poculum (cup) is in the center of the page, as the chalice would occupy
the center of the altar. Pupille (ward/orphan) is in the center of the space
made by the P, and is intersected by the vertical primum, describing another
cross and suggesting that the orphan, and all those in need of the Church, is
the “first” concern of Christ. The errant prespiter(i) of the first sentence is ver-
tical, and under it the redeemed prespiter is horizontal, corrected and given
wings. One wonders if there is also a correct and incorrect way of reading the
Lingua and its letters, and that we risk being struck down if we err.

The Translation “Project” 
Then and Now

In touching this book, one finds oneself asking why, if Hildegard had a
copy of the Trier Glossary, or one similar, she provided only German
glosses a third of the time instead of Latin glosses all of the time. However,
lacking Hildebrandt and Ridder’s convenient index, a person can only
readily find the Latin term for an item with its German gloss (either
through the headings or the alphabetizations), but not so readily find the
German gloss with its Latin original.24 It seems clear, then, that Hildegard
did not merely copy a glossary, but only part of one; she must have had a
list of words in mind, many for which she only knew the German. The
Riesencodex has a ratio of about seven hundred Latin translations to about
three hundred detectable German words, and for a few glosses it is uncer-
tain whether the word is Latin or German (witness narua, for instance,
glossing Zizinel—which Grimm regarded as German and Steinmeyer as

M A N U S C R I P T  I N F O R M A T I O N 153



Latin). It must be remembered that many technical terms were adapted
from Latin into the vernacular and vice versa. Hildegard herself, and who-
ever copied her work, belonged to a community who used both languages
everyday and with varying degrees of confidence and uncertainty. Case is
often erratic in the Latin words, and German words in R seem to be
resorted to most frequently in those parts dealing with weapons, farming,
professional tools, and herbs. These items, unfortunately, are the hardest for
contemporary translators to find meanings for, partly because the B scribe,
who has helpfully provided German translations for the first half of the
Lingua, begins to lose steam in the second half.

Let us assume for the moment that B copied R. B translates about
50 percent of R’s Latin. The project seems clear when you look at it: R
offers only one word per item, German or Latin, with only a few excep-
tions of double glossing that can be counted on one hand. Why not, said a
patron, perhaps the one who sponsored the Lucca MS version of Liber divi-
norum operum, commission a complete double glossary of Hildegard’s
Lingua, providing not only German translations of the Latin, but Latin
translations of the German? So the B scribe starts out enthusiastically gloss-
ing every word, even the most obvious; he or she comes to item 465
(where the days of the month are listed) and stops, probably because the
months in German are the same as they are in the Latin and her writing
hand is getting sore. She picks up again tentatively at Duneziz (484),
“shirt,” and carries on with some omissions for implements such as serra
(512), foruex (515), subula (524), stilus (525), hamus (526), andena (527), sul-
catorium (529), craticula (535), lebes (536), rastrum (539), and so forth, pre-
sumably because she does not know them and cannot locate them in a
glossary. Her contributions in this section on technical items is sketchy,
partly because the R scribe increasingly provides German words for which
the B scribe has even more difficulty finding the Latin. Signs of real apathy
begin to show when mensa is not glossed, or even aqua or panis in the
kitchen items. Perhaps the scribe felt these words were obvious, even
though she glossed Deus, and some of these Latin words may have been
commonly used. Starting with the list of trees, the B scribe stops providing
German words entirely and merely copies the glosses given in the R text
with a few spelling changes.

Although a few of B’s added German words are written first, with the
Latin above them, the most intriguing hint that B copied R (or perhaps V)
is the space that is often left in B between the German gloss above and the
invented word below: it suggests that the B scribe meant to write the Latin
word in the middle where it is missing in R. A few of these raised words start
midway through the parts of the body (I give B’s spellings): after nuolla (71),
ougappel (79), ougrinch (80), orsmero (86), orcrosla (87), naselouch (89), and
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nasecrosla (90), which are not raised, the following words are elevated, but
not provided with Latin translations: rist (120), cnugel (124), brustleffel (133),
hegedruose (165), dieho (167), cursere (312); and then a whole line of items in
the shoe and winepress section (657–687, especially noticeable in B on
folios 60r–61v): drath bursta, scuoba, lo, swerza, slif, aderminze, pin, swella,
pressere, gebutde, zubeda, inchebutden, sruba, bersihe, seckere, gelleda, wirdel, zober,
sestere, trehdere, reis, duga, bodun, kuofa, punthloch; and then from the beer-
making and farmyard section (692–705): gruz, hopfo, malz, schufa, bercorn,
rappo, pfal, sepes, stecco, curtis. This raising seems to indicate a confidence
that the scribe can go back and supply the Latin equivalents. But as the text
continues in the seven hundreds, and possibly as the scribe fatigues or runs
out of time, the single German gloss stops being raised to its secondary
position and is copied as it appears in R. Of the nearly three hundred
German glosses in R, I count thirty-one Latin contributions by the B
scribe: cilium for R’s ouglith (81); yuula for huobo (103); alenus for elenbogo
(118); ulcus for suero (182); fesica for bladera (183); subucula for scurliz (324);
superhumerale for umbral (325); manica for hermel (485); mitra for huba (502);
bipennis for bihelin (521); temo for disla (547); axis for assa (548); allodium for
eigen (568); linea for rigelstab (576); linum for flahs (598); fusus for spilla (601);
charsupium for soum (617); occrea for lederhosa (629); forma for leist (655); broca
for zapfo (688); area for denne (716); uentilabrum for wanna (718); scapus for
scoub (719); stramen for stro (721); palea for spriu (722); pabulum for futder
(724); stips for branch (730); olla for dupfen (732); beccharium for becher (738);
nucas for nuzboum (796); and aquila for aro (938). It seems, then, that the
“project” of translating Hildegard’s unknown words proved to be a diffi-
cult one for both her scribes.

Some of the unglossed Latin, however, is due to a redactor who seems
more prudish than the Riesencodex scribe. Uirlaiz (“testicles”) is without
translation. However, even Hildegard’s invented words— Creueniz (“male
member”) and Fragizlanz (“a woman’s place of bashfulness”)—are left out
entirely, although a space remains for them.25 This is a sad development,
since it seems to assign Hildegard’s Lingua to the level of the words she was
endeavoring to replace and dignify. R seems, by comparison, a more hon-
est record of her language and its philosophy.

The question is whether we can ever hope to arrive at Hildegard’s orig-
inal meanings. If the early German word in either R or B has an obvious
and common descendent in modern German, I leave it unannotated in my
notes. Because it is a taxonomy and Hildegard and/or her scribe put these
words in some kind of hierarchy, we have the context of the list to tell us
that stilus in a group of words about gardening means “stake,” not “writing
instrument.” I have also made use of Hildebrandt and Ridder’s Register, and
have listed this source where it has been useful, but since many of the
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German words lead to even more obscure Latin words in the Summarium,
it is often easier to look them up in Old and Middle High German dictio-
naries. For ease of access and for the diplomatic spellings, I prefer Gerhard
Köbler’s online Althochdeutsches Wörterbuch to that by Starck and Wells,
although I have consulted both dictionaries. So there are many resources
available to me, and for Hildegard’s natural world we have her Physica. Her
trees, her herbs, her birds, and her flying insects are represented about
90 percent of the time in the Physica, with different spellings or with a
German instead of a Latin gloss. I do not reference these sources except
where they clarify the meaning of an obscure word.

The numbering in WUS is erratic. I have renumbered the entries, fol-
lowed the spellings of the Riesencodex, omitted the Raizgia [sic] of the
WUS edition (105a) and put its Berlin gloss after the only appearance of
Ranzgia in the R text in number 59. I have also added Magriz, bringing the
famous tally from 1,011 to 1,012. Three words are unglossed, though, so
the Lingua actually contains 1,009 glossed words, and, if one further dis-
counts the repeated Nochziz, Ziginz, and Zinz/Zonz, then 1,006. An illus-
tration of Litterae Ignotae (“unknown letters”) also accompanies both the
Riesencodex and Berlin MS, at the end and at the beginning of each,
respectively.

Hildegard’s Taxonomy in 
the Ignota Lingua

I provide the following numbered division of the items in the Lingua for
the benefit of those using the alphabetized list. Since several items have the
same translation (“patriarch,” “stylus,” “compass,” “plowshare,” etc.), it
would be helpful to know into what category these words fall when one
consults them out of their original order. The redactor of R appears to have
started a division of the manuscript into parts indicated by a large capital in
rubric, and then abandoned it: Aigonz (“God”) starts the subdivision (1–58)
on spiritual entities, members of the family, and sick people; Hoil (“head”)
starts the second subdivision (59–189) on parts of the body; Kelionz
(“pope”) starts a third large subdivision that includes words for church
offices and physical items associated with the monastery and the village;
Dilzio (“day”) starts a fourth subdivision on time; Duneziz (“undergar-
ment”) starts a fairly confusing fifth section on items of clothing, tools (of
the cutting, hacking sort), and kitchen items, which belong to a known
category of iron implements in the Summarium; and Ziginz (“plowshare”)
seems to start a sixth subdivision of words that should belong to the fifth
one. Where there should obviously be headings for the plants and the birds,
there are none; no further capitals can be detected, but there is a space after
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Kachzia (ending the plants), and Argumzio (“gryphon”) with an undeco-
rated capital begins the section on birds. So there are actually seven sections
where WUS indicates six, and Grimm lists eight. The Berlin MS has six-
teen: Aigonz (“God”), Hoil (“head”), Kelionz (“pope”), Ophalin (“tem-
ple”), Scarinz (“tunic”), Pereziliuz (“emperor”), Fraizola (“lodger”), Dilzio
(“day”), Duneziz (“undergarment”), Ziginz (“plowshare”), Spurz (“shoe-
last”), Auizel (“water”), Lamischiz (“fir tree”), Florisca (“balsam”), Cachxiz
(“wheat”), and Argumzio (“gryphon”) are all capitalized. My headings in
the edition and translation that follow are my own. Where the
Riesencodex version demarcates a new section with a rubricated capital
(see plate 2), I put the whole word in capital letters.

My taxonomy is not thorough; there are even more minute categories
under “kinship relations,” for instance, and especially under “plants,”
showing that Hildegard gives some order to her list of vegetables (“the
onion family,” “the turnip family,” “salad vegetables and herbs”), which
further contextualizes their meanings. This section was the hardest to find
English equivalents for, since even American and English common names
for plants differ, and they change from one century to the next. The reader
should remember that many of these words and others in Hildegard’s
Lingua have only approximate translations. What subtle, technical distinc-
tion she or her redactors in the Riesen- and Berlin codices are making
between Zichzimil: bipennis/bihelin (521) and Galschiriz: bipennis/—
(542)—or all the variations for “jar,” “pail,” “jug,” “container,” “hoe,”
“plowshare,” or “cutting implement”; or between the Latin and German
translations given separately and for the same items among the plants—still
remain a little foggy.

I. WORDS FOR THE SPIRITUAL REALM (1–18)

A. Spiritual Entities (1–6) AIGONZ
B. The Human Being as God’s Creature (7–9) INIMOIS
C. Patriarchs, Saints, and God’s Servants (10–18) PEUEARREZ

II. WORDS FOR THE HUMAN REALM (19–751):

A. Kinship Relations and the Human Body: KULZPHAZUR
1. Members of the family (19–45)
2. Sufferers of disease or accident (46–58)
3. Human body parts (59–179)
4. Skin diseases (180–189)

B. Church Offices and Structures: KELIONZ
1. Offices (190–219)
2. Structures and Equipment (220–341)

a. architectural details of the church (220–281)
b. items used in the mass or its preparation (282–304)
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c. liturgical books (305–323)
d. liturgical clothing and cloths for the altar (324–341)

C. Secular Trades, Titles, and Activities: PEREZILIUZ
1. Noble and military officials and groups (342–368)
2. Innkeepers and craftsmen (369–409)
3. Entertainers, sinners, and criminals (410–428)
4. Hunting or military expeditions (429–438)
5. Members of the noble household (439–447)

D. Temporal Elements: DILZIO
1. Days of the week, words for month, year, dawn, dusk (448–465)
2. The twelve months (466–477)
3. The canonical hours (478–483)

E. The Monastery Household and the Village: DUNEZIZ
1. Clothing (484–503)
2. Iron implements: professional and farming equipment (504–560)
3. Types of land (561–569)
4. Items needed for the scriptorium (570–584)
5. Tools needed for sewing, spinning, and weaving (585–609)
6. Types of clothing, again, and jewelry (611–628)
7. Arms and armor (629–654)
8. Tools for the crafts, and for wine and beer-making (655–704)
9. The house, household tools, and the farm (705–725)

10. Items needed for the kitchen (726–742)
11. Basic foods (743–751)

III. WORDS FOR THE NATURAL REALM (752–1011)

A. Trees (752–802) LAMISCHIZ
B. Plants: medicinal herbs, spices, flowers, vegetables (803–936) ZIZRIA
C. Birds, a bat, and a gryphon (937–1,000) ARGUMZIO
D. Insects (1,001–1,011) SAPIDUZ
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1. Wörterbuch der unbekannten Sprache, ed. Unknown (Basel: Verlag Basler
Hildegard-Gesellschaft, 1986). Elsewhere, scholars refer to Marie-Louise
Portmann and Alois Odermatt as the editors of this edition, but the preface
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erroneously applied despite the many useful aspects of this edition.

2. Wilhelm Grimm, “Wiesbader Glossen: Befasst sich mit den mittel-
hochdeutschen Übersetzungen der Unbekannten Sprache der Handscrift C,”
Zeitschrift für deutsches Alterthum (Leipzig: Wiedmann, 1848), pp. 321–340.
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texts (which he calls the codices Wiesbadener and Cheltenhamensis: “Glossae
Hildegardis,” in Althochdeutsche Glossen, vol. III, ed. Elias Steinmeyer and
Eduard Sievers (Berlin: Wiedmann, 1895), pp. 390–404.

4. Apparently, “C” was used even before Wilhelm Grimm to designate the
Riesencodex, but the custom now is to use an abbreviation that reflects the
first letter of the named manuscript.

5. See Michael Embach, Die Schriften Hildegards von Bingen: Studien zu ihrer
Überlieferung und Rezeption im Mittelalter und in der Frühen Neuzeit (Berlin:
Akademie Verlag, 2003), pp. 282–283. Folios 116r–121r of this manuscript
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staves of some of her songs.

6. Marianna Schrader and Adelgundis Führkötter, Die Echtheit des Schriftums der
heiligen Hildegard von Bingen: Quellenkritische Untersuchungen (Cologne:
Böhlau-Verlag, 1956), pp 52–53.

7. Michael Denis, Codices manuscripti theologici Bibliothecae palatinae Vindobonensis
latini aliarumque occidentis linguarum, Vol. 2 n. 721 (Vienna: Wiener
Hofbibliothek, 1793–1802), cols 1723–1729. I am indebted to Friedrich
Simader at the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek for directing me to this
text. Denis: “per duas columnas scriptus, et rubricis distinctus ad vetustissimas



pertinet collectiones Scriptorum Hildegardis Virginis Antistitae Montis S.
Roberti prope Bingham” (col. 1723).

8. WUS remark that it vanished before 1830, a disappearance that cannot be
explained (p. vii). Steinmeyer confirms its missing status in his “Glossae
Hildegardis” (p. 390); so also does Embach in Die Schriften (p. 61). We face
another possible disappearance of the Lingua: in the introduction to her edi-
tion of the Liber vite meritorum (CCCM, vol. 90 [Turnhout: Brepols, 1995],
lviii–lix), Angela Carlevaris notes that a manuscript copy of Hildegard’s
entire work (vollständige Sammlung aller Werke), compiled by the Acta
Inquisitiones for her canonization and cited in the Analecta Bollandiana II,
1883, p. 697, has never been found.

9. Denis, col. 1728.
10. Ibid.: “Utrumque habes in rarissimo hoc Codice, et primum quidem lin-

guam, Nomina nempe substantiva millenis plura Rerum divinarum et huma-
narum, Partium corporis, Aedium, Vestimentorum, Officiorum, Artium,
Temporis, Utensilium, Plantarum et Animalium inaudita supraposito singulis
significatu latino vel theotisco.”

11. Ibid., col. 1727–1728.
12. Ibid., col. 1723.
13. Ibid., col. 1728.
14. Schrader and Führkotter, Die Echtheit des Schriftums, p. 178.
15. Embach, Die Schriften, p. 36.
16. Schrader and Führkotter, Die Echtheit des Schriftums, p. 80; qtd. by Embach,

p. 278.
17. Embach, Die Schriften, p. 279.
18. Ibid., p. 252.
19. I am indebted to Dr. Renate Schipke at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin for

directing me to this information; it is also described by Embach (Die
Schriften, p. 61).

20. Grimm, “Wiesbader Glossen,” p. 338.
21. Ibid., p. 337.
22. Ibid., p. 321.
23. Embach, Die Schriften, p. 279. He notes that the text of the Unknown

Language is, however, missing in the Florentiner MS.
24. Reiner Hildebrandt and Klaus Ridder, ed., Summarium Heinrici: Register der

deutschen Glossen und ihrer lateinischen Bezugswörter auf der Grundlage der
Gesamtüberlieferung, vol. 3 (Berlin and New York: de Gruyter, 1995).

25. Steinmeyer (Glossae) reports in both cases that a gap is left (Lücke gelassen).
If the word has been passed over but a gap left (instead of scraped off) it
suggests an interesting mixture of reverence and embarrassment. The word
will not be written, but the scribe lets us know that a word was there. Or,
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