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CHAPTER TWO 

HILDEGARD AND THE HUMAN PERSON 

 
“The human being exists as created from the four elements, two of which are spiritual 

and two carnal.”1 
 

In this quote from an early chapter of Causae et curae Hildegard quickly defines her 
understanding of the human body. Fire and wind are defined as spiritual, being present in the 
human’s brain and marrow at the time of creation when humanity was formed from clay and 
burning with a red heat. Earth and water are carnal, as man was physically made from earth 
and water is within the blood and moisture of the body. Summarily, Hildegard argues that 
because God made man from clay, and that blood runs like water, they are inherently carnal, 
but wind (which infuses the body with the ‘breath of life’) and fire are intangible, and 
therefore “celestial.”2 Thus, “Spirits consist of fire and air; the human being consists of water 
and clay.”3 These four elements, Hildegard decides, must exist in perfect unity with one 
another to ensure the health of a human being and their soul, and the health of the world in 
its entirety. This theory of essential balance stands as the cornerstone for Hildegard’s medico-
religious works, and indeed, her theoretical writing as a whole.  

This chapter will discuss the interconnectivity of physical and spiritual health within 
Causae et curae, with emphasis on how Hildegard rationalises the human body and its 
physicality with spiritual belief. A close reading of the text will examine Hildegard’s perception 
of the human body and the ailments which affect it, in particular, the role Adam’s Fall played 
in the formation of the human condition as Hildegard understood it; Hildegard’s merging of 
Greek humoral theory with Christian belief; Hildegard’s approach and understanding of 
mental illness (as it is known in modern times) as a bodily defect first, and a spiritual defect 
second; and Hildegard’s theories of cosmology as they relate to the worth and value of the 
human body. It the last of these points which is the most apparent in Hildegard’s medico-
religious texts, as it stands as a particularly interesting aspect of her perception of the human 
condition. Hildegard praises and elevates the physical body in a way that is unusual for her 
time, when ascetic practices and self-flagellation were readily accepted, if not necessarily the 
norm, and the human body was seen as the lesser half of what makes up the ‘human being’ 
(the other, and more important half being the soul). In fact, Hildegard’s own mentor, Jutta of 
Sponheim, so closely followed the ascetic practice of self-punishment that it is readily 
apparent why Hildegard developed this contrasting view. That is to say, witnessing the effects 
of starvation and flagellation on Jutta’s body would have certainly impacted Hildegard’s 
personal views on the worth of the human body. That Jutta ultimately died at the age of thirty-
three is testament to the severity of this self-punishment.4  
                                                      
1 CC, 4:1, The Infusion of the Soul, “Homo namque ex quatuor elementis creatus constat, quorum duo spiritalia, 
duo carnalia sunt, ignis soilicet et ser spiritalia, aqua vero et terra carnalia.” Kaiser, 64. Berger, 43.  
2 CC, 2.2, That There are Only Four Elements. Kaiser, 89. Berger, 35. 
3 CC, 2.2, Souls and Spirits. Kaiser, 41-42. Berger, 35. 
4 VJ, 4:0. 
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Hildegard communicates this sense of value through her depiction of bodily processes, 
such as pregnancy, digestion, breath and even thought. Moreover, her specific and repeated 
use of certain terms for human beings indicates that she contributed some thought to this 
elevation. For example, her preferred use of the Latin homo to refer to herself and other 
women within her texts, as well as men, infers a subtle rebellion against the more patristic 
ideals of her community, which viewed the female form as both spiritually and physically 
other. Homo, which translates to ‘human’ or ‘person’, is more general than the specific vir 
(man) and mulier (woman). In the past, translators have seen suffice to translate vir as the 
generalised ‘man’ i.e. ‘mankind’; but modern translators (such as Jane Bishop and Anna Silvas) 
shy away from this in favour of interpreting vir as gender-specific to the male sex. Therefore, 
it is telling that in her works Hildegard recounts that God and his angels refer to her as homo, 
and not mulier, inferring that Hildegard herself perceived people via the human condition 
first, and gender second. It is with this in mind that we move onto the first, and most central 
aspect of Hildegard’s medico-religious works.  

 

BODY AND SOUL 

Hildegard’s artworks are consumed by the cosmological and metaphysical. When featured, 
the human body is surrounded by multiple planes of sense, thought, sound, and even 
existence. Visions coming to Hildegard are portrayed as flames from heaven, pouring out from 
the sky and into her eye sockets. Her image of the universe as she sees it, containing God, the 
cosmos, and humanity, is an egg-like structure (Fig. 2), with the ‘flames’ of the cosmos 
surrounding the physical plane.  
 

 
Fig. 2, Scivias 1.3 God, Cosmos, and Humanity5 

 

In Causae et curae, and indeed, in many of Hildegard’s works, the human body is described in 
much the same manner. “And God made the elements of the world,” Hildegard writes, “They 
                                                      
5 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, 1:3; Führkötter, 40-41.  
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are within the human, and the human concerns himself with them.”6 As mentioned in Chapter 
One, Hildegard’s concept of the physical body creates two major distinctions. One is that of 
the “Mistress and the Handmaid”, magistra et ancilla, that is, the soul is a mistress who orders 
the flesh about, while the flesh is the handmaid who obeys the orders of her mistress whilst 
occasionally acting independently of her. The second concept is that of microcosm versus 
macrocosm, wherein the human body is simply a smaller container of the cosmic system that 
surrounds it. “For the firmament is like the head of a human being. Sun, moon and stars are 
like the eyes. The air is like hearing. The winds are like smell. Dew is like taste, and the sides 
of the earth are like arms and like touch.”7 These two concepts seem remarkably dissimilar, 
when they simply betray Hildegard’s incredibly complex perception of spiritual and physical 
interconnectivity.  
 During Hildegard’s time, interpretations of the role of both corpus (body) and caro 
(flesh) were many and complex. Corpus was understood to be a physical entity only, exempt 
from spiritual substance, whereas caro was established by St. Paul as meaning the 
accumulation of the senses outside of the spirit. That is to say, the mortal frailties of the 
human person – “For if you live according to the Flesh, you will die, but if by the Spirit you put 
to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” (Romans 813) Modern thought easily blurs the 
two subjects, but the medieval distinction between flesh and body comes down to an idea of 
senses. These senses include breath, thought, sound, movement, and so on. Just as Hildegard 
states Animam, corpus et sensus; in his vita hominis exercetur. “Soul, body and feelings; in 
these the life of man is carried out.”8 Senses are what suffuse a body with life in addition to 
the soul, thus making up the entirety which is God’s creation of humankind. It is with this idea 
that medieval Christianity viewed the corpus and its caro differently before and after death. 
If the senses of the body are necessary to consist of a human in accordance with the soul and 
the vessel it inhabits, then medieval philosophers struggled to define what was left when a 
person died, and all these senses also abruptly ceased. These senses, which are different to 
the soul but vital to the operation of humanity, “suggest a participation in divinity as a 
condition of life.”9 This idea carried a greater consequence of thought when applied to 
rigorous debate surrounding Christ and his resurrection.  

These debates, specifically those regarding Christ’s resurrection, but also regarding 
the role of his body as the consecrated host, would persist for centuries.10 In particular, 
medieval theologians questioned whether the nature of Christ’s body (corpus) changed 
before and after resurrection. They also discussed how Christ’s body was transformed 
through the words of consecration. It is important to note that consecration is the consuming 
of Christ’s body, not his flesh, thus subtly reflecting the emphasis Church fathers placed on 
the value of the corpus (the vessel by which Christ carried his absolution) from the caro (the 
weaknesses of humanity to which Christ was subject). Consequently, iconography often 
depicted the soul as a separate entity to the body, particularly in art depicting the crucifixion 
and subsequent resurrection of Christ. Often the soul appeared as a small humanoid figure 
                                                      
6 CC, 1:1, The Elements and the Firmament, “Et elementa mundi deus fecit, et ipsa in homine sunt, et homo cum 
illis operator.” Kaiser, 3; Berger, 24. 
7 CC, 1:1, The Harmonies of the Firmament, “Nam firmamentum est velut caput hominis, sol, luna et setllae ut 
oculi, aer ut auditus, venti velut ordoratus, ros ut gustus, latera mundi ut brachia et ut tactus.” Kaiser, 10-11. 
Berger, 30. 
8 Scivias, 1.4:18. CCCM 45. Führkötter, 79; Hart and Bishop 120.  
9 Karmen MacKendrick, “Eternal Flesh: The Resurrection of the Body,” Discourse, Vol. 27, No. 1 (2005), 67. 
10 Peter Biller, “Medieval Theological Concern with the Body,” from Medieval Theology and the Natural Body 
(York: Medieval Press, 1997), 5. 
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bearing a pair of wings.11 Its childlike stature infers a sense of returning humanity to its most 
blameless – that is, its moment of creation.12 From these debates stemmed natural questions 
about the human body itself, its role on the physical plane, and its relationship to the spiritual 
world. What is the body constructed of? Are female and male bodies developed differently? 
What comes first, the soul, or the body it inhabits? Early Church sentiment saw this division 
between the body and soul within the book of Genesis.  

A now-famous letter attributed to Gregory the Great claims that Eve embodied the 
flesh when she willingly accepted the forbidden fruit and Adam the soul when he ultimately 
relented to it.13 Curiously, Hildegard counters this argument by stating that Adam and Eve are 
both of the same flesh, subtly rejecting blame for the Fall being squarely placed with Eve 
whilst simultaneously protesting the disparagement of the flesh.14 Indeed, Caroline Walker-
Bynum even argues that Hildegard’s high esteem of the flesh was paramount to her 
feminisation of biblical theory. Although Hildegard states Eve and Adam were of the same 
flesh, it was Mary herself who was the ‘container’ for the flesh which was then to become the 
flesh of Christ. Thus, Christ’s flesh was innately female.15 Debates such as these were not 
limited to the Church, and infiltrated facets of art, literature, and poetry, most significantly 
within a twelfth-century poem known as the Dialogus inter corpus et animam,16 wherein the 
body and soul of a dead man argue over who is more to blame for the miseries of life, thus 
leading the body to proclaim, “The world and the devil have made a pact and have leagued 
with them wretched flesh; now if the energy of the soul ceases to hold the flesh in check, both 
in truth fall into the slough of sin!”17 The longevity of this intense debate speaks volumes 
about how central it was to Christian understanding of the self.  

And yet despite this overwhelming criticism of the weaknesses of the flesh, self-
flagellation and starvation were tempered in the twelfth century by the growing ethos of the 
Christian community that all life was precious and worthy of living.18 Bernard of Clairvaux 
argued, “The spiritual creature which we are has a body which is necessary to it, and without 
which it cannot reach that knowledge which is the only way to the knowledge the blessed 
have.”19 He agreed that the perfect embodiment of humanity is spiritual, but advised not to 
disregard or wound the physical body out of single-mindedness, as “only through the body 
does the way, the ascent to the life of blessedness, lie open to us.”20 Indeed, the twelfth 
century was witness to a particular preference for concepts of rebirth and renewal, most 
                                                      
11 Moshe Barasch, “The Departing Soul: The Long Life of a Medieval Creation,” Artibus et Historiae, Vol. 26, No. 
52 (2005), 16. 
12 Barasch, “The Departing Soul,” 18. 
13 Gregory the Great, Registrum Epistolarum, Book XI, Letter 64, ed. Phillip Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, Second Serie (Buffalo, New York: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1898). 
14 Scivias, 1:2.11, CCCM 45. Führkötter, 20. “Quapropter ut Adam et Eua caro una exstiterunt, sic et nun uir et 
mulier caro una in coniunctione caritatis ad multiplicandum genus humanum efficiuntur.”  
15 Caroline Walker-Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women 

(Berkeley, Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1987), 265. 
16 “Dialogue Between the Body and Soul”. 
17 Clark Sutherland Northup, “Dialogus Inter Corpus et Animam: A Fragment and Translation,” PMLA, Vol. 16, 
No. 4 (1901), 518. 
18 Darrel W. Amundsen, Medicine, Society, and Faith in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds (The John Hopkins 

University Press: London, 1996), 75. 
19 Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermon 5 (ed. Gillian Rosemary Evans, Bernard of Clairvaux: Selected Works, New 
Jersey: Paulist Press, 1987)  
20 Ibid.  
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commonly communicated through metaphors regarding the natural world.21 These 
arguments grew largely out of the work of Augustine, Gregory, and Jerome, although were 
certainly supplemented by the contributions the like of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, wherein 
he questioned the adage of ‘you are what you eat’ by interpreting the renewal of the physical 
body after resurrection as a matter of nutrition. That is to say – is the physical body God 
resurrects the same physical body that the human person maintained all those years on the 
mortal plane, via diet, hygiene, and so on?22 If not, is it instead the image of the soul itself 
that is resurrected, reflecting the moral nature of the human being, rather than the physical? 
Peter Lombard appears to decide that the resurrected form is a combination of both of these 
things.23 Overwhelmingly discussions of the body were complicated by differing opinions as 
to what constituted as a matter, or a substance, and which of these two will be the 
resurrected item, the veritas humanae naturae.24 As such, if the body was – as many believed 
– an item of matter, and the soul a substance, then the necessary maintenance of the body’s 
flesh (caro) certainly complicates the resurrection narrative. Certainly, as Caroline Walker-
Bynum argues, the body was at the very least an instrument of salvation, if not necessarily 
the matter to be saved.25 And thus the subject of innate hierarchy of the spiritual over the 
physical permeated these debates, and would do for several centuries to come. 

Augustine clearly struggled with the distinction between soul and body. In his 
Retractions, he writes:  
 

…touching the origin of souls in individual men, I had confessed that I knew not 
whether they are propagated from the primeval soul of the first man, and from that 
by parental descent, or whether they are severally assigned to each person without 
propagation, as the first was to Adam; but that I was, at the same time, quite sure that 
the soul was not body, but spirit.26 

 
Augustine places a greater emphasis on the role of the soul over the flesh, questioning 

if human beings existed in a celestial sense before the consummation of man and woman, or 
if the soul as the Church understands it (an intangible, higher creation) existed only after the 
creation of the embryo. Platonism dictated that the soul is the clear superior of the two facets 
as it represents God’s creation in its most pure immutable form. And yet, if the soul only 
comes into creation once the physical construct is there to receive it, this complicates this 
sense of innate hierarchy.27 Hildegard’s assertion that the soul is to the flesh as the mistress 
is to her loyal handmaid certainly indicates that she too, despite championing for the value of 
the human body, believes – at least superficially - in this innate superiority.  

And yet, within Causae et curae Hildegard argues that the soul is only introduced in 
the process of creating life after the creation of a physical construct the embryo. “Then, as 
God wills and as he decreed it to happen,” Hildegard writes, “the breath of life comes and, 
without the mother knowing it, touches that form like a strong, warm wind, like a wind 
                                                      
21 Caroline Walker-Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336 (Columbia: 
Columbia University Press, 1995), 120. 
22 Walker-Bynum, “Resurrection of the Body,” 124. 
23 Walker-Bynum, “Resurrection of the Body,” 132. 
24 Walker-Bynum, “Resurrection of the Body,” 133. 
25 Caroline Walker-Bynum, “Why All the Fuss about the Body?” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 22, No. 1 (1995), 15. 
26 Augustine, Retractions, Book II, Chapter 56, ed. Phillip Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, 
Vol. 5, (Buffalo, New York: Christian Literature Publishing, 1887). 
27 G. R. Evans, Philosophy and Theology in the Middle Ages (London: Routledge, 1993), 91. 
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blowing against a wall with its roar.”28 Then, the now-human form is infused with knowledge, 
and its predisposed strengths or weaknesses, according to its parentage. This process as 
Hildegard understands it is very curious, as it infers that a physical construct must always exist 
before the individual soul of that construct comes to inhabit it. This is much like Aristotelian 
theory, wherein the soul is only the representation of a potential for life, rather than a 
certainty.29 This concept of ‘substance dualism’, that is, that the body and soul together make 
the entirety of what is human, was a subject of much debate within medieval Christian 
theology.30 In this way Hildegard appears to be taking a definitive stand on an issue of much 
consternation for medieval theologians. Later, in her Liber Divinorum Operum, she revisits 
this subject when she writes:  
 

The soul causes our limbs to germinate the same way that moisture causes the Earth 
to germinate, because the soul is infused throughout the human organism, just as 
moisture is infused throughout the Earth. And just as the Earth causes both useful and 
useless things to grow, human beings have within themselves a longing for higher 
things as well as a fondness for sin.31  
 

The image Hildegard paints here, of the body being nourished with spiritual viriditas, “for the 
soul is the green life-force of the flesh”, further supports her belief that the flesh predates the 
soul.32 This is not meant to infer that she believes that there is a particular hierarchy of the 
body over the soul, but instead that the body is not – like many of her peers believe – a 
wasteful substance, whose only function is to act as a container for the soul until it re-joins 
God and his angels in heaven. Instead, Hildegard views it much in the same way as she views 
plants – a natural thing, suffused with the viriditas of its sap (or soul), and with the potential 
for doing good or ill. It requires constant maintenance, yes, but Hildegard interprets this with 
the Benedictine ethos of ora et labora as her groundwork, seeing the maintenance of the 
human form as a matter as spiritual as it is physical, for “Indeed, the soul sustains the flesh, 
just as the flesh sustains the soul. For, after all, every deed is accomplished by the soul and 
the flesh.”33 
  There is one final interpretation of the medieval soul needing to be discussed. Some 
female mystics of the medieval period painted the image of the soul as a bride, with Christ 
the bridegroom waiting for his beloved in the afterlife.34 Hildegard does not associate herself 
personally with this romantic image, instead choosing to adopt the role of caretaker and 
                                                      
28 CC, 4:1, The Infusion of the Soul. Kaiser, 61.; Berger, 45. “Deinde sicut deus vult et sicut fleri disposuit, venit 
spiraculum vitae et formam illam matre nesciente tangit ut vehemens calidus ventus, velut ventus, qui in 
parietem cum sono flat, ac se infundit et infligit in omnes compages membrorum formae illius.”  
29 Evans, “Philosophy and Theology,” 90. 
30 Godehard Brüntrup, “Soul, Body, and Survival: The Renaissance of Christian Materialism,” Revista 
Portuguesa de Filosofia, Vol. 65, No. 1, (2009), 318. 
31 LDO, 1:4.21, ed. Derolez and Dronke, CCCM 92, 153. The Head as the Firmament of the Body, “…et hoc modo 
membra hominis quemadmodum humiditas terram germinare facit, quia per totum corpus hominis, sicut 
humiditas per totam terram diffusa est. Et ut terra utilia et inutilia germinat, ita et homo suspirium sursum, et 
gustum peccati in se habet.” 
32 LDO, 1:4.21, ed. Derolez and Dronke, CCCM 92,x, 152. The Head as the Firmament of the Body, “Anima 
quoque viriditas carnis est.” 
33 LDO, 1:4.24, ed. Derolez and Dronke, CCCM 92,x, 157. On the Effect of the Soul and the Body, “Anima quippe 
carnem adjuvat, et caro animam, quia per animam et per carnem unumquodque opus perficitur.”  
34 Frances Beer, Women and Mystical Experience in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1992), 
52. 
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guide.35 Indeed, she prefers to compare herself with male biblical figures (such as Joseph, Job, 
and Jeremiah), drawing comparisons between the trials and tribulations she suffered with the 
saintly epics of the Bible.36 However, the propensity for embellished garments and glittering 
tiaras within Hildegard’s community suggests she did not hold her followers to the same 
standard.37 Indeed, Hildegard received a vitriolic letter from magistra Tenxwind (or 
Tengswich) of Andernach for this very practice.38 “They say on feast days,” Tenxwind writes, 
“your virgins stand in the church with unbound hair when singing the psalms and that as part 
of their dress they wear white, silk veils, so long that they touch the floor.”39 Hildegard’s 
approval of grandiose adornment in both her artistic imagery and for the ceremonial 
communion within her nunneries reflects a deep personal approval of the symbolic ‘Bride of 
Christ’. This belief manifests in particular in one of her letters, wherein Hildegard argues 
against the ban placed on the women at Rupertsberg from singing the Divine Office, 
something she believed brought heaven unto earth.40 She believed the noble maidens of 
Rupertsberg had an intrinsic role in suffusing the world with spiritual viriditas.41 This concept 
reappeared with great significance in the work of Mechthild of Magdeburg (d.1282-1294), a 
Beguine whose attacks on immorality within the clergy saw her accused of heresy around 
1270. Her text The Flowing Light of Godhead echoes the traditions of German romantic poetry 
as she paints the soul as the fervent bridge of Christ, beset with an almost sensual rapture.42 
Yet another Beguine by the name of Hadewijch of Antwerp (d.1260) moves away from this 
concept to champion the soul as an embattled knight, an image much more in line with 
Hildegard’s interpretation of her personal role.43 This feminisation of the soul – and the soul 
of female mystics, in particular – is a readily apparent sentiment within Hildegard’s perception 
of the body/soul dichotomy. 
 

THE COSMIC BODY 

The Rule of St Benedict does not argue one way or the other with regards to abstaining from 
food. It of course recommends all things in moderation, but as far as restrictions go states 
only that “Except the sick who are very weak, let all abstain entirely from eating the flesh of 
four-footed animals.”44 Therefore, within the Benedictine Order at least, fasting seemed to 
be a matter of independent prerogative. The Rule of St Benedict even goes to lengths to 
describe the medical facilities necessary in the construction of a church, indicating an overall 
                                                      
35 Beer, “Women and Mystical Experience,” 54. 
36 Barbara Newman, “Hildegard and Her Hagiographers,” from ed. Catherine M Mooney, Gendered Voices: 
Medieval Saints and Their Interpreters (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 24. 
37 Beer, “Women and Mystical Experience,” 55. 
38 Sara Ritchey, Holy Matter: Changing Perceptions of the Material World in Late Medieval Christianity (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 2014), 55. 
39 Mistress Tenxwind to Hildegard (1148-50), ed. Joseph Baird and Radd Ehrman, The Letters of Hildegard of 
Bingen, Volume 1, (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
40 Caroline Muessig, “Learning and Mentoring in the Twelfth-Century: Hildegard of Bingen and Herrad of 
Landsberg,” in, Medieval Monastic Education, ed. George Ferzoco and Caroline Muessig (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2001), 93. 
41 Ritchey, “Holy Matter,” 56. 
42 Kevin Madigan, Medieval Christianity: A New History (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2015), 

422-423. 
43 Madigan, “Medieval Christianity,” 424. 
44 Saint Benedictine’s Rule for Monasteries – 39. On the Measure of Food (trans. Leonard J. Doyle, Minnesota: 
Saint John’s Abbey, 1941-2001). 
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ethos in support of living “conducive to health and not intolerant of bodily illness.”45 Yet early 
Church leaders had a tendency to praise self-denial of the flesh as a deserved punishment for 
the human condition, and extreme asceticism was a practice which in some circles reflected 
a genuine rejection of the needs of the body as inherently evil, including the Gnostics and 
Manicheans.46 Hildegard’s own mentor Jutta allegedly drove herself to starvation on multiple 
incidents, as well as inflicting “relentless torments and wounds upon her body.”47 An early 
twelfth-century theological text argued that because Christ did not have to die, and moreover 
did not have to eat, he was superior to Adam.48 And yet, Hildegard herself never practiced 
asceticism, nor denied her body food or drink when it was within her ability to do so.49 In fact, 
in Causae et curae Hildegard repeatedly recommends a healthy balanced diet in order to ward 
off maladies, including even depression.50 Given that Hildegard lived in very close quarters 
with Jutta for the formative years of her life, she would have been witness to the effects of 
extreme asceticism on Jutta’s body.51 It is likely witnessing this had a significant impact on 
Hildegard’s perception of nutrition. As it stands, Hildegard staunchly disapproves of self-
inflicted starvation, declaring: 
 

When some persons abstain excessively from food so that they do not afford their 
body its rightful and appropriate restoration through food, and when, in addition, 
some of them are fickle and imprudent and others preoccupied with immense and 
serious sufferings, then it sometimes happens that tempests, as it were, originate in 
their bodies because the elements in them are moved in an adverse way.52 

 
Diet and nutrition, therefore, are central to Hildegard’s medical works. Anything that cannot 
be solved with a poultice or potion may certainly be solved with an adjustment to a patient’s 
diet. For the body, Hildegard argues, is like the earth. It needs nourishment so that it can grow 
and develop and, once developed, stay strong.53 Of course, all things must be in moderation, 
but “if, however, [the earth] was touched by only a little moisture or none at all, it does not 
empower the earth to be fruitful.”54  
                                                      
45 Florence Eliza Glaze, “Medical Writer” from Voice of the Living Light: Hildegard of Bingen and Her World 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1998), 126. 
46 Darrel W. Amundsen, Medicine, Society, and Faith in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds (Baltimore; Maryland: 
The John Hopkins University Press, 1996), 83. 
47 Life of Jutta: IIII, (from Anna Silvas, Jutta and Hildegard: The Biographical Sources, Pennsylvania: Penn State 
Press, 1999). 
48 Walker-Bynum, “Resurrection of the Body,” 128. 
49 With the exception that her numerous infirmities caused her to be bedridden at times during which she took 
little food or drink.  
50 CC, 10:1, Intemperateness in Summer and the Diversity of Foods. Kaiser, 117-18; Berger, 87. “But, when a 
person suffers from great sadness he ought to eat a significant amount of food that agrees with him, so that he 
becomes invigorated anew from food, since sadness weighs on him.” 
51 Julie Hotchin, “Enclosure and Containment: Jutta and Hildegard at the Abbey of St. Disibod,” Magistra, Vol. 
2, No. 2 (1996), 121. 
52 CC, 13:1, Indiscriminate Abstinence. Abscesses. Kaiser, 135; Berger, 100. “Cum vero quidam homines supra 
modum in cibis abstinentes sunt, ita quod instam et congruentem refectionem ciborum corpori suo non 
tribuunt, et cum etiam alii instabiles et leves in moribus suit sunt et alii multis et magnis languoribus occupati, 
tunc aliquando contingit, quod velut tempestates in corporibus illorum oriuntur, cum elementa, quae in eis 
sunt, in contrarium modum vertuntur.” 
53 CC, 13:1, Diet. 
54 CC, 13:1, Diet. Kaiser, 165; Berger, 105. “Si terra nimiam humiditatem habuerit, inde laesionem incurrit; si 
autem modica vel nulla humiditate tacta duerit, ei ad prosperitatem non valebit.” 
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As Hildegard promotes the restoration of viriditas to the earth, its plants, and its 
animals, so too must viriditas be restored in the human body.55 But whereas the earth can be 
restored through water, sunlight, and the contribution of animals, viriditas is largely restored 
to the human body through food.56 It is interesting that Hildegard equates the body to the 
earth in a community which generally viewed the flesh as inherently ‘lesser’, as it required 
constant maintenance. Instead, Hildegard abjectly disagrees with this, and practices such as 
self-emaciation are considered anathema to her medical ethos. However, what Hildegard 
regards as essential nourishment is not just restricted to the food which people eat. She 
believes nourishment extends to all matters of restoration of the body, including sleep, 
prayer, light, fluids, and exercise. Therefore, anything that is a depletion of this nourishment 
– drunkenness, sloth, immorality, poor diet – are all believed to be equally sinful. Essentially, 
to degrade the body was to degrade the soul that inhabits it, and thus, the world entirely.  

Hildegard’s assertion that the body is like the earth contains an additional layer of 
meaning, especially with regards to gendered spirituality, evident throughout her works. 
Although she agrees with traditionally patriarchal concepts of the Church (for example that 
Adam’s Fall was the fault of Eve most prominently, and Adam to a lesser extent) nonetheless 
Hildegard’s perception of spirituality is shaped by an unusual number of feminine images. 
Indeed, some of her assertions may have been a gentle rebuke against certain popular 
theories that woman was to the man as the body was to the mind.57 That is to say she is an 
important, but base, lesser form. Hildegard’s rejection of these tropes is evident within 
Causae et curae as she praises the role of women throughout each stage of their bodily life, 
from menarche to their role in conception and, most importantly, childbirth. “For as ether 
contains all the stars,” Hildegard writes, “so she [Eve], pure and uncorrupted, carried 
humankind within herself when she was told: ‘Be Fruitful and Multiply.’”58 Regardless of her 
personal commitment to chastity, Hildegard frequently praises mothers and the role of 
motherhood, even at times explicitly equating childbirth with the moment of Creation. In her 
hymns, for example, she describes images such as that of Lady Wisdom, a driving force of 
creation and love, who enfolds the world with her protection and motherly affection.59 Much 
of this celebration of the feminine is born out of Hildegard’s perception of Mary. She 
interprets Mary’s role in the birth of Christ as bestowing him with his intrinsic humanity. Not 
the humanity of her patristic forefathers, which debases the body and is intrinsically tied with 
immorality and the weaknesses of the flesh, but the humanity which allowed Christ to pardon 
all humankind upon his crucifixion. As Eve bore humankind, so too did Mary bear Christ, who 
would allow humankind to begin again. Consequently, Hildegard views the female body as 
vital to the healing of the world, and the rebirth of the original blameless humanity. In 
essence, a cosmic body.  

This cosmic body that Hildegard speaks of has been a subject of much scholarly 
interest. It has its origins in Plato’s Timaeus, which argues that humans both embody, and 
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dwell within, the cosmos.60 “So to think of the human body,” writes Andrew Louth, “(as a 
whole informed by reason, not as a mere piece of matter: that would be simply a corpse) is 
to think of something that is an analogy of the cosmos, a key to understanding the cosmos 
itself.”61 Hildegard’s artwork of the cosmos itself is in the shape of an egg (Fig. 2), which, aside 
from explicit connotations of pregnancy and motherhood, contains traditionally feminine 
symbols such as curves, circles, and ovals.62 Andrew Weeks argues that this sense of 
feminisation came about from the chaotic period in which Hildegard lived, which she decried 
as the weaknesses of tempus muliebre, a ‘womanish time’.63 And yet, Weeks insists, it is this 
same feminisation which Hildegard sees as being necessary to correcting the world around 
her. Issues of ‘Cathar’ heretics, immorality within the Church, political tensions between the 
German kingdom and the Papal state – all could be assuaged with the intuition and maternal 
instinct of women.64 This conflicting perception of women’s bodies as being battlefields of 
both inherent weakness and celestial inspiration is a common and well documented feature 
of the works of medieval female mystics.65 Within Hildegard’s texts this contradiction is 
embodied by the character of Synagogue, a monolithic womanish figure who holds the 
prophets within her womb and Moses within her breast, yet also represents the sins of the 
Jews before the arrival of Christ.66  

For medieval theologians and philosophers, the human body embodied everything 
there was to realise about existence.67 Despite concepts of inherent guilt and the pains 
associated with maintaining the physical body, this idea of centrism remained. What is of 
interest is how Hildegard adapts and feminises these concepts within her works to elevate 
the human body beyond its previous role in medieval and Christian philosophy, so that it was 
no longer caught between its physical and cosmic status, but was representative of cosmology 
as a whole. Therefore, maintenance of the body – which requires a balancing of its humours, 
qualities, and elements – is reflective of maintaining the balances of the world itself. Thus, at 
least to Hildegard, it is vitally important and a subject of serious concentration within her 
works. In the words of Brianna Marron, “The body in Hildegard’s medical writing was a 
container that was filled to the brim with the imprint of God.”68 To inflict unhealthy lifestyle 
choices such as poor diet, immoral intercourse, alcoholism, or unhygienic behaviours on such 
a creation was anathema to Hildegard, and it this central belief which appears most 
frequently within her medico-religious works.  
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LIVOR, FLEGMATA, AND ADAM’S FALL 

In Causae et curae Hildegard proposes a theory that is quite unique within the spiritual 
community of her time, claiming that the origins of Black Bile – or flegma as she calls it – are 
intertwined with Adam’s Fall. She writes 
 

But when the human transgressed God’s command he was transformed both in body 
and mind. For the pureness of his blood was turned into something different so that 
he emits the foam of semen instead of pureness. Had the human stayed in Paradise, 
he would have remained in an immutable and perfect state. But after his transgression 
he was turned into something different and bitter.69 

 
Ideas surrounding the true nature of Adam’s (and therefore humankind’s) transformation 
following the Fall were not uncommon during Hildegard’s time. Many theologians argued the 
specifics of the transition from life in the Garden to life on Earth. Hildegard’s version of the 
events of Genesis describe how Adam was given the chance to avoid the forbidden fruit by a 
spirit who offered him a flower suffused with viriditas instead, but failed to do so. Thus, the 
viriditas of the Holy Spirit was drained from him, and Adam became “a parched, desiccated 
creature, dried out through sin.”70 Augustine famously declared that the consequences of 
what he called ‘Original Sin’ were transmuted to humans through birth, standing by this 
concept of natura vitiata even after the reception of baptism.71 Within this treatise Augustine 
attempts to justify the relation between sexual practice and sexual desire, that is to say, “the 
categorical split between the physical and the mental, body and soul, and emotions and 
rationality: ideals on the one hand and physical reality on the other.”72 However, whereas 
Augustine attempts to justify that diversity with relation to moral and immoral procreation, 
Hildegard instead examines it with relation to the condition of men and women, respectively. 
Whether this is an intentional split from Augustinian theory is unclear. Hildegard’s fascination 
with the biological and her desire to rationalise the spiritual results in a particularly unique 
perspective of a vital component of medieval Christian theory. It is in this way that Hildegard 
gives shape to the livor (bruise, or wound) of Augustinian theory, and rationalises the nature 
of the human body as it was in her time: fragile, diverse, and easily susceptible to illness.  

Pier Franco Beatrice divides natura vitiata into two forms: that of the sinless natura 
of man at birth, and that of the physical construct of the body itself, which is “… mortal and 
subject to ignorance and to the flesh.”73 More tellingly, he describes how the body of pre-Fall 
Adam was pure and ‘blameless’, but was now tainted and in need of a physician.74 Yet the 
rhetoric surrounding Adam and Eve’s fall from grace does not usually follow with the 
anatomic detail Hildegard describes, particularly surrounding certain ‘medical’ ramifications. 
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Indeed, it appears that Hildegard’s understanding of the debased nature of humanity after 
the Fall was similar to that of a debilitating illness, one that required constant attention and 
treatment. Rather than allowing spiritual belief to dictate why humankind suffers various 
ailments, she instead chooses to patiently lay out her entire process of thought regarding the 
structure of the human body. And thus, she begins Causae et curae, quite sensibly, with the 
events of the Book of Genesis.  

Hildegard does not mark Adam’s susceptibility to illness as simply due to divine 
influence, but instead describes how the nature of his body was changed; specifically, the 
introduction of various and sinister flegmata to the human condition.75 This anatomical shift 
caused a permanent livor to Adam’s body, one that is not necessarily physical, but perhaps 
spiritual in nature. Thus, her qualifier that Adam was transformed in body and mind, corpore 
quam mente. This is an important distinction. Although Hildegard uses livor frequently 
throughout Causae et curae, a term typically used for physical wounds, the way in which she 
employs it infers that the livor is in fact the ongoing punishment for Adam’s Fall – that is, the 
loss of immortality which came with life in the Garden. Like Augustine, Peter Abelard (1079-
1142) argues that this punishment is passed from human to human through the act of 
procreation and the event of birth.76 He argues that it follows the livor – the inherent 
weakness of humanity, as Abelard describes in his Ethics – is passed too.77 It is a passive 
wound, which affects all of humankind indiscriminately. The flegmata Hildegard describes, on 
the other hand, are entirely physical, and more Galenic in concept. Yet the two are intrinsically 
linked. She emphasises this connection by explaining:  
 

With the taste for evil the blood of Adam’s children was changed into the poison of 
semen from which the humans’ offspring are propagated. Therefore their flesh is 
ulcerous and perforated. Those ulcers and perforations cause some kind of storm and 
a vaporous moisture in human beings. From this develop and coagulate flegmata that 
affect the human body with various infirmities.78 

 
Generally speaking, Hildegard agrees with the concept of inherent guilt being passed through 
conception. However, she makes a point to note in detail how exactly this is done. Most 
significantly, she claims that women’s bodies in general contain more livor and ‘noxious 
humours’ than men due to Eve’s guilt, and these are generally shed during menstruation.79 
This seems to indicate that she finds the woman slightly more responsible for transferring the 
punishment for Adam’s Fall through to her child. Marcia Kathleen Chamberlain argues that 
this belief does not reflect the contextual misogyny of medieval theology, but instead reflects 
the elevated level of importance Hildegard places on the female body, as the excess 
menstrual foam in turn travels upwards through the body to become breast milk - “a blessing 
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in disguise.”80 Augustine, conversely, argues that children are biological copies of their father, 
and as Adam was the first of fathers, all of humankind (and men, in particular) contain the 
same inherent punishment.81 Despite addressing humankind as ‘Adam’s children’, Hildegard’s 
theory instead focuses largely on the female womb, and the role pregnancy and childbirth 
play in the formation of the injurious human condition.  

Hildegard argues that women who lose their virginity have even more livor in their 
blood than before, and that their menstruation becomes heavier.82 When the child is ready 
to be born, “the vessel in which the child is enclosed is torn, and then comes the eternal 
power that took Eve from Adam’s side, and is present and turns upside down all the corners 
of the woman’s body.”83 This vis aeternitatis is a curious turn of phrase. Does Hildegard mean 
the power of God, infiltrating and encouraging the woman’s body to give birth, the same force 
which literally took Eve from the ribs of Adam’s side? This seems probable, given that 
Hildegard also created a sequence with the title O vis aeternitatis which contains the lyrics, 
“and then your very Word / was clothing within that form of flesh / from Adam born.”84 
Therefore, this energy could be both negative and positive. Negative because it brings 
punishment in the form of childbirth pains, but also positive because it assists the woman in 
bringing forth life. Hildegard then adds that the child itself feels this vis aeternitatis and 
rejoices. But this reception to “the knowledge to learn and to comprehend everything to the 
fullest when stimulated by wish and desire” is both a blessing and a curse, Hildegard warns, 
because “the Devil, seeing this, blows onto the human’s knowledge with perversity and 
cunning so that the human learns quickly whatever evil he desired to learn.”85  

Knowledge for its own sake is something in which Hildegard repeatedly and 
enthusiastically rejoices, and yet, it is this same knowledge which brought about the expulsion 
of Adam and Eve from the Garden. Therefore, this energy which resides, dormant, in the 
female body to bring about childbirth, and encourages the child itself to gain consciousness 
and receive its soul, may yet be an aspect of Augustine’s livor of the human condition: the 
ability both to have knowledge, and to use that knowledge for sinful means. By contrast, 
Hildegard rationalises how this livor came about by following the biological history of the 
human body (that is, the human condition before and after Adam’s Fall) by determining how 
men specifically were biologically predisposed to contain negative flegmata, and pass that 
flegmata on to their children. It is just one of the many subtle ways Hildegard protests 
longstanding patriarchal narratives regarding sex and gender within the Church, as she 
continues to elevate the role of the female body in creation and the healing of the world in 
her other literary works. These sorts of contradictions are common within Hildegard’s texts. 
It is likely that she knew she had to adhere to certain expectations, whilst still desiring to 
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communicate her own personal ideals. Thus, Hildegard’s comments on the body and gender 
are occasionally hidden alongside adherence to existing biblical narrative.  

Because of this, Causae et curae discusses menstruation on two, curiously contrasting 
fronts. Hildegard argues that a woman’s menstruation is the result of Adam’s Fall, and that 
the nature of an individual woman’s menstruation depends entirely upon her sexual 
proclivity. Hildegard makes no personal judgements with regards to sexual women, and 
indeed offers several methods for treating both the absence of menstruation and the 
abundance of it, as well as ways for treating menstruation flow and pain. These include 
applying a cold compress about the inner thigh with warmed celery; taking a tonic mix of wine 
and betony (common hedgenettle); avoiding “hard or bitter” foods which might complicate 
digestion; as well as general therapeutic massage to the legs, stomach, and arms.86 Many of 
these methods aim at soothing the inordinate warmth of menstruation pain, as with the cold 
compress, or contributing a more healthy warmth, as with the celery.87 It is likely that 
Hildegard’s pragmatic attitude towards dealing with such issues comes not only from her 
personal experience as a woman, but as her experience growing up in (and fostering her own) 
all-female communities. Much like Physica and Causae et curae themselves, Hildegard’s 
approach to and strategies for menstruation seem borne out of genuine necessity. It is 
interesting to contrast Hildegard’s rationalisation of menstruation with that set forth in the 
Trotula, a late twelfth-century text composed of three separate tracts of women’s health from 
the Salerno school of medicine. Within this, menstruation occurs simply because “Nature 
established a certain purgation especially for women, that is, the menses, to temper their 
poverty of heat.”88 This argument follows on from the Galenic belief that women were 
particularly cool and airy, in comparison to the warm dryness of men. There is no spiritual 
theology attached to this section, and indeed, the Trotula only reiterates that menstruation 
occurs fully naturally, because “Nature, if burdened by certain humours, either in men or in 
women, always tries to expel or set aside its yoke and reduce its labour.”89 Inasmuch as 
Hildegard agrees that menstruation is a natural biological function that must be dealt with 
pragmatically, she goes to a greater length in order to explain its origins, and indeed 
rationalise it, with relation to her own spirituality.  

Hildegard acknowledges that Adam’s body was changed after the Fall, but in a 
different way than Eve’s. “In Adam’s transgression,” she writes, “both the great love that he 
felt when Eve proceeded from him and the sweetness of the sleep which he then slept were 
turned into a contrary mode of sweetness.”90 It is this contrary nature which causes men to 
lust violently, rather than sweetly, as Adam did for Eve. Therefore, women were changed far 
more physically, whereas men were altered in a greater sense more spiritually with their 
emotions, thoughts, and instincts. The exception to this is, of course, the nature of Adam’s 
semen, which Hildegard writes was adversely changed into a type of ‘foamy’ poison. And yet, 
as with women and their menstruation, Hildegard offers several remedies for sexually active 
men who are experiencing troubles. For infertility she recommends covering the liver of a 
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sexually mature goat with hasenzeppun (catkins), ertpeffer (water pepper) and wina 
(bindweed), before removing the herbs and eating the liver with some raw pork fat.91 For 
incontinence she suggests a potion mix of rue, wormwood, sugar, honey, and wine, warmed 
over a stove, which will cause “the noxious livor that remained in him [to] leave together with 
urine and feces.”92 Hildegard also differentiates between virile and sanguine men, and the 
type of children they propagate. On the matter of melancholic persons Hildegard states quite 
firmly that “It [livor] produces black bile that first originated from Adam’s semen through the 
breath of the serpent, since Adam heeded its counsel in taking food.”93 Hildegard’s unique 
interpretation of the natura vitiata appears frequently within her medical works, clearly 
defining her stance on a matter of much consternation within medieval theology and 
philosophy.  

 

CONCLUSION 

A close examination of Hildegard’s theories on the role of the human body in the nature of 
humanity itself reveals theories distinctly at odds with that of her contemporaries. Unlike 
philosophers such as Augustine and Abelard, Hildegard does not seek to rationalise or 
comprehensively justify the natural hierarchy of the soul over the body, however minor. 
Instead, she resolutely argues for the value in the human body in all aspects of humanity’s 
existence. She exemplifies this through various metaphors, most significantly comparing the 
relationship between soul and the flesh (or the senses) as that between mistress and 
maidservant (magistra et ancilla). Hildegard interprets the value of soul and the flesh or 
senses in their relation to one another, arguing that although the soul exists on a higher plane 
of being – as the ‘Mistress’ – the senses are a necessary part of human existence, with the 
duties of suffusing, and being suffused by, cosmic viriditas. As such, she does not see the 
physical form as a lesser state of being, but instead views it as the centre of the cosmos, 
through which the soul interacts with all of God’s creation. Moreover, although Hildegard 
recognises the soul as the purest form of God’s creation, she seems personally invested in the 
workings of the human form, passionately explaining the process of Adam’s Fall and how it 
shaped humanity physical, emotionally, and spirituality for the rest of time.  
 Most significantly, Hildegard states that Adam and Eve share a common flesh. This 
seemingly innocuous clarification is in fact highly important as it counters the narrative set 
down by the Church regarding the relationship between the sexes and the blame for Adam’s 
Fall. Many of Hildegard’s predecessors asserted that as Eve was made of Adam, her flesh was 
innately weaker, and more susceptible to influence and sin. Hildegard rejects this and insists 
that although Eve contributed to Adam’s Fall, he was also partially responsible, and so Eve’s 
flesh was only as weak as Adam’s, and equally as holy. Therefore Mary, Hildegard argues, 
being descendent of Eve, created Christ with a body made of Eve’s flesh. By placing such 
importance on the role of the female body with relation to Christ, Hildegard rejects some 
patristic narratives that women represented the flesh inasmuch as they were physical 
creatures prone to base instincts of the flesh, whereas men represented the spirit in that they 
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were rational and superior in mind and temperament.94 Without Mary, Hildegard argues, 
there would be no Christ, and in fact no ‘humanity’ at all. It was Mary who bestowed Christ 
with his humanity, just as Eve was bestowed life from Adam’s flesh. To dismiss the one would 
mean to dismiss the other. Hildegard distances herself from interpreting the flesh and body 
as innately sinful, and instead elevates them to a holy level.  
 Her investment in the human body is strengthened in her medico-religious writing by 
her incorporation of various feminine images, such as Lady Wisdom and Synagogue. 
Hildegard’s fascination with the human body extends to the female body, particularly when 
she argues that the results of Adam’s Fall are most apparent in the womb of Eve and that the 
duty of restoring the cosmic imbalance caused by the Fall resided with all women. Hildegard 
takes the contemporary discourse of her time surrounding the female body and its faults and 
reinterprets them to argue the case of female responsibility, and therefore, power in restoring 
the faults of their bodies and of the world around them. Hildegard’s body of work, and indeed, 
her medico-religious works, are a natural result of this sense of innate responsibility. Causae 
et curae and Physica are a method by which Hildegard could aid her immediate community, 
and indeed, supply the world around her with viriditas. Through the healing of others 
Hildegard saw her actions inadvertently as a response to Adam’s Fall, and as an expression of 
spiritual and physical authority.  

Moreover, Hildegard’s medical works acted as an argument in favour for the 
importance of maintaining the human body. She claimed that achieving perfect balance for 
the body benefited the world around it and helped ‘restore’ the damaged nature of humanity. 
She describes this process in Causae et curae when she states: 

 
In the way that the elements, as has been said before, hold the world together so they 
also are the fastening of the human body. Their perfusion and operating in human 
beings is apportioned in such a way that they are held together. This is similar to the 
way the elements perfuse the world and affect it. Fire, air, water, and earth are 
present in human beings, who consist of them. […] The world prospers when the 
elements fulfil their tasks well and in an orderly manner, so that warmth, dew and rain 
apportion and descend separately and moderately at the proper time to provide earth 
and fruits with proper weather and to bring much fruitfulness and health. For if they 
sudden fell onto the earth simultaneously and not at the proper time, the world would 
break asunder and its fruitfulness and health would perish.95 
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calore, humiditate, sanguine et a carne in hominem descendentes et in eo existentes, si cum tranquillitate et 
iusto temperament in illo operantur, sanitatem habent; si autem eum simul indiscrete tangent et super eum in 
superfluitate cadunt, illum debilem faciunt et occident. Calor enim ac humidiates <et> sanguis et caro propter 
transgressionem Adae in contraria flegmata in homine mutate sunt.”  
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Hildegard’s understanding of the perfect maintenance of the body is fused with that of the 
maintenance and order of the earth. Therefore, to debase the body was to debase the world 
itself. Her frequent imagery of the natural world and its plants, fruits and earth also reflect 
the nature of her upbringing in the convent, like tending the small garden and attending to 
the poultices and potions of the convent infirmary. For Hildegard, the natural world was the 
source of healing and the arbiter of balance. Hildegard’s understanding of the role of the 
human body so complexly intertwined the physical and spiritual planes that ongoing debates 
about the relationship between body and soul were too dichotomous as to fully encapsulate 
her unique (and sometimes incomprehensible) worldview. 
 


