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Alleluia! O virga mediatrix (instrumental) Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179)* 
     Reading – Cosmos, Body & Soul Liber Divinorum (Part I, Vision 4), completed 1173/4 
O quam preciosa 
     Reading – Yarrow (Smell) Physica 
O clarissima mater 
     Reading – Galangal (Taste) Physica 
O dulcis electe 
     Reading – God, Cosmos & Humanity (Vision) Letter to Guibert of Gembloux, 1175 
O viridissima virga (instrumental) 
     Reading – Wild Goose (Touch) Physica 
O virtus sapientie 
     Reading – Symphony of the Blessed (Hearing) Scivias (completed 1151/52) 
Sophia Shira Kammen (Text by Hildegard) 
     Reading – The Parts of the Earth  Liber Divinorum (Part II, Vision 1) 
O viriditas digiti dei (instrumental) 
O frondens virga 

*All readings and music are by Hildegard von Bingen (except where noted). All musical 
arrangements are by Alkemie.

The concert program will be immediately followed by a roundtable conversation with the musicians and noted scholars 
Dr. Victoria Sweet, Dr. Alisha Rankin, and Dr. Minji Lee, moderated by Johns Hopkins historian of medicine 
Dr. Mary Fissell. 



Alkemie exists to explore and share the life-affirming and alternative perspectives to be experienced 
in the sounds of centuries past. Comprised of singer-performers playing over a dozen instruments 
(including vielles, harps, psaltery, gittern, recorders, douçaines, and percussion), the ensemble has a 
particular interest in the porous boundaries between the court and folk music of the medieval 
period. Grounded in historical performance practice and fed by a love of experimentation, Alkemie’s 
performance on the Indianapolis Early Music Festival in June 2018 was lauded as “enchanting” and 
“indicating [the] future health of the field of early music.” 

Founded in 2013, Alkemie is based in Brooklyn and also performs nationally; since 2018 they have 
maintained a partnership with the Medieval Studies program at Fordham University. In addition to 
growing a series in NYC, Alkemie has appeared at the Amherst Early Music Festival (New London, 
CT), Amherst Glebe Arts Response (AGAR – Amherst, VA), Beacon Hill Concert Series 
(Stroudsburg, PA), the Cambridge Society for Early Music (Cambridge, MA), the Capitol Early 
Music Series (Washington, DC), Five Boroughs Music Series (NYC) Gotham Early Music Scene 
(NYC), Music Before 1800 series (NYC), and the War Memorial Arts Initiative (Baltimore).  

This season (despite circumstances and with much help), Alkemie debuted a recorded program of 
medieval Ashkenazi & German music (“Mirroring the Other”), as well as launched Alkemie & 
Friends – an initiative featuring experimental collaborations between medieval musicians and experts 
in diverse musical genres and traditions. Both of Alkemie & Friends’ opening concerts (“Blood, 
Booze, and Betrayal” and “Florilegium”) debuted new works from collaborators. With the support 
of the Arizona Early Music Society and Capitol Early Music, Alkemie also produced a recorded 
program of 15th-century French and Italian songs and dances featuring period dancing (“Sweet 
Friendship”) and newly-composed tunes by band member Niccolo Seligmann. 

Alkemie’s members are also committed to the lively teaching of medieval and Renaissance 
performance practice and history. Alkemie was in residence at Fairmont State University in 2016-
2017, and has presented workshops and educational outreach programs at the Capitol Early Music 
Series (VA), Ramaz High School (NY), and at Fordham University (NY). Alkemie members teach 
collegiate and amateur students at Case Western Reserve University (OH), Fordham University 
(NY), the Strathmore Arts Center (MD), Amherst Early Music Festival (CT), the Baroque 
Performance Institute at Oberlin (OH) and through the Early Music Access Project (VA).  
For more information and to hear about upcoming performances, please visit alkemie.org. 

Thank you to the Johns Hopkins Program in Arts, Humanities & Health and the Fordham 
University Center of Medieval Studies for supporting this concert. Many thanks also to Loren 
Ludwig, Yulia Frumer, Ryan Koons, Oliver Weston, Elisa Sutherland, Jim Hopkins, Esther 
Williamson, and Elliot Cole for their invaluable assistance in producing this project, housing 
musicians, and creating intersensory materials. 

Alkemie’s NYC Concerts are made possible by the New York State Council on the Arts with the 
support of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and the New York State Legislature.   

Performers in today’s concert were tested for COVID-19 immediately preceding the project week, 
with negative test results. Performers operated as a household throughout the duration of the 
project.  



NOTES ON THE PROGRAM 

“In creatione hominis de terra alia terra sum…” – With earth was the human being created. Thus 
did one of the most unusual and influential women of the twelfth century introduce her medicinal 
work Physica, integrating her practical knowledge of herbs and plants with her understanding of 
humankind’s place in the cosmos. Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179) gained renown and influence 
far beyond her Rhineland home, known for her writings and teachings on medicine, theology and 
music. This concert program situates Hildegard’s music within her understanding of medieval 
medicine, sharing her vision of earth-bound transcendence that connects humans to the divine. 

Hildegard’s understanding of medicine, theology and art were intertwined, linked by the overarching 
concept of viriditas. Though difficult to translate, this “greenness” or “verdure” circulated as a 
Christian metaphor for the fruitfulness of virtue or for God as creator/sustainer. Viriditas also had 
ties to a classical assessment of plant humoral physiology, standing in contrast to the anima of 
animals and humans. Hildegard, however, expands both the theology of the Christian establishment 
and the humoral theory of Galen and Hippocrates to include viriditas as a sort of proto-humor that 
may be transformed into any of the four traditional humors - thereby specifically connecting the 
viriditas of medicinal plants and spiritual metaphor directly to the human body and its functioning. 
For Hildegard, science and theology were not antithetical to one another, but instead coexisted 
happily, interwoven with viriditas.  

Viriditas and healing also feature strongly within Hildegard’s music, underlining and delineating her 
cosmology and theology. In her responsory O dulcis electe she describes the viriditate pigmentariorum – 
i.e. the person responsible for finding, growing, and making medicines, acting as both a physical
healer and spiritual guide. Her song O viridissima virga places viriditate at the center of her vivid
analogy of the birth of Jesus as verdant greenery bursting into life. Verdant imagery proliferates
throughout Hildegard’s repertoire, symbolizing new life, healing, forgiveness, spiritual tending, and
the Virgin birth. In the responsory O clarissima mater, Hildegard makes supplication to Mary as the
“Radiant mother of sacred healing,” one who is capable of salving spiritual wounds. The antiphon O
virtus sapientie personifies knowledge itself as female, encompassing and encircling the cosmos with
God’s energy, power and wisdom. Hildegard beheld the cosmos as permeated with viriditas, tended
by healers, and imbued with God’s wisdom, quickening the senses of all beings with music and
jubilant praises.

NOTES ON THE ARRANGEMENTS AND THE INSTRUMENTS 

Since Hildegard’s musical corpus is entirely monophonic (written as one, un-rhythmicized musical 
line represented by neumes), many decisions must be made when expanding her repertoire for 
performance by seven musicians. All of the works by Hildegard on this concert were arranged by 
Alkemie, with the exception of Shira Kammen’s work “Sophia,” which takes its text from 
Hildegard’s writings and its musical inspiration from Hildegard’s musical style and idiom. Different 
ensemble members led arrangements of different pieces, guided by the meaning of the text, the 
shape of the melodies, and their own predilections. Arrangements were then further expanded and 
refined throughout the rehearsal process as we experimented with different sounds, textures, and 
instrumental/vocal combinations. When applying rhythm to Hildegard’s music, we mostly restricted 
ourselves to note values and combinations that could have been notated by the earliest 



forms of rhythmic notation. We want to thank Fordham student Pengwen Chen for allowing us to 
use her rhymicization of O frondens virga on this concert. 

Although we do not have concrete evidence that Hildegard used instruments in the performance of 
her works, we do know that she deeply appreciated and valued musical instruments. In her famous 
letter to the prelates of Mainz, written near the end of her life when her convent was under interdict 
for allowing an improper burial, she implores her superiors to allow her nuns to resume music-
making, saying, “Holy prophets not only composed psalms and canticles to be sung . . . but invented 
musical instruments of diverse kinds with this view, by which the songs could be expressed in 
multitudinous sounds, so that the listeners, aroused and made adept outwardly, might be nurtured 
within the forms and the qualities of the instruments, as well as by the meaning of the words 
performed with them.”  

Most of the instruments used on this concert are instruments Hildegard would have been familiar 
with. Vielles were the most common bowed instrument of the Middle Ages, capable of playing 
single or multiple notes either sustained or plucked, encompassing the musical gamut (the full range 
of notated music). Nothing about the vielle was standardized, from the number of strings, tuning, 
and playing position to even the instrument’s shape and construction. Harps were likewise extremely 
popular throughout medieval Europe, bearing biblical symbolism that conferred an air of regality on 
the player. As you can see in our program, medieval harps were also made in a variety of shapes and 
sizes – some of them, like Tracy’s larger harp, had brays, which are small wooden pins at the bottom 
of each string that cause a buzzing sound with each pluck. Medieval flutes were simple cylindrical 
tubes stopped at one end, with mouth-holes and six finger-holes – they were particularly popular in 
medieval Germany. The somewhat later-designed recorder was similarly keyless, with a clear tone 
throughout its range of an octave and a sixth. The buzzy but sweet-sounding douçaine is a quieter 
relative of the shawm, an ancestor of the modern oboe. Gitterns were one of the many pre-lute 
European plucked/strummed instruments – they can trace their lineage from the Central Asian 
komuz, as can the Arabic oud, which was “Europeanized” into the lute over the course of the later 
Middle Ages. Scheitholts are German drone zithers, domestic instruments commonly bowed or 
strummed while resting crosswise on the lap or on a resonating table. Percussion in medieval music 
can be largely broken down into two categories: membranophones and idiophones – both of which 
exist in many shapes and sizes. This program utilizes both frame drums (with and without “jingles”), 
and a much larger rope-tension drum: a Bolivian instrument called a bombo. Despite being from 
South America, bombos are probably closer to medieval European rope-tension drums than the 
oldest extant European models from the sixteenth century.



TEXTS AND TRANSLATIONS 

O quam preciosa est virginitas 
virginis huius 
que clausam portam habet, 
et cuius viscera 
sancta divinitas calore suo 
infudit, 
ita quod flos in ea crevit. 

Et filius Dei 
per secreta ipsius 
quasi aurora exivit. 

Unde dulce germen, 
quod Filius ipsius st, 
per clausuram ventris eius 
paradisum aperuit. 

Et Filius Dei  
per secreta ipsius  
quasi aurora exivit. 

Priceless integrity! 
Her virgin gate 
opened to none.  
But the Holy One 
flooded her with warmth 
until a flower  
sprang in her womb 

and the Son of God came forth 
from her secret chamber 
like the dawn. 

Sweet as the buds of spring, her 
song opened paradise 
from the cloister 
of her womb 

and the Son of God came forth 
from her secret chamber 
like the dawn. 

O clarissima mater 
sancte medicine, 
tu ungenta per sanctum Filium tuum 
infudisti 
in plangentia vulnera motis, 
que Eva edificavit 
in tormenta animarum. 
Tu destruxisi mortem, 
edificando vitam. 

Ora pro nobis 
ad tuum natum, 
stella maris, 
Maria. 

O vivificum instrumentum 
et letum ornamentum 
et dulcedo omnium deliciarum, 
que in te non deficient. 

Ora pro nobis… 

Radiant mother  
of sacred healing! 
you poured salve on the sobbing 
wounds  
that Eve sculpted 
to torment our soul. 
For your salve is your son and you 
wrecked death forever, 
sculpturing life. 

Pray for us 
to your child, 
Mary, 
star of the sea. 

O life-giving source 
and gladdening sign 
and sweetness of all 
delights that flow unfailing! 

Pray for us… 



O dulcis electe, 
qui in ardore ardentis 
effulsisti, radix, 
et qui in splendore Patris 
elucidasti mistica, 
et qui intrasti cubiculum castitatis 
in aurea civitate 
quam construxit rex, 
cum accepit sceptrum regionum: 

Prebe adiutorium peregrinis. 

Tu enim auxisti pluviam  
cum precessoribus tuis, 
qui miserunt illam 
in viriditate pigmentariorum. 

Prebe adiutorium peregrinis. 

The fire you flashed 
from the blaze of God! 
Chosen and tender you struck root in light, 
in the Father’s splendor you 
enlightened depths. 
You who had entry 
to the bower of chastity  
in the golden city the king built 
when he came to his throne: 

Guide us wayfarers home. 

With the eleven before you 
you sent torrents from heaven, 
you brought rain to the garden 
where spices grow green. 

Guide us wayfarers home. 

O virtus sapientie, 
que circuiens circuisti, 
comprehendendo omnia 
in una via que habet vitam, 
tres alas habens, 
quarum una in altum volat 
et altera de terra sudat 
et tercia undique volat. 
Laus tibi sit sicut te decet, 
O Sapientia. 

O energy of wisdom, 
you of the whirling wings, 
circling encompassing energy of God: 
you quicken the world in your clasp. 
You have three wings: 
one wing soars in heaven 
one wing sweeps the earth 
and the third flies all around us. 
Praise to Sophia! 
Let all the earth praise her! 

O frondens virga, 
in tua nobilitate stans 
sicut aurora procedit: 
nunc gaude et letare 
et nos debiles dignare 
a mala consuetudine liberare 
atque manum tuam porrige 
ad erigendum nos. 

Morning bursts into light, 
the golden bough into green. 
Let grief be put to flight— 
Exult, virgin queen! 
Lend your hand with a shout 
of high auroral praise, 
And let us frail ones out 
of our old bad ways. 

Translations by Barbara Newman 




