

[image: Cover: The Medieval Womb: Hildegard of Bingen’s Views on the Female Reproductive Body by Minji Lee. Logo: ARC Humanities Press, Borderlines.]



Borderlines

Further Information and Publications

www.arc-humanities.org/series/book-series/






The Medieval Womb

Hildegard of Bingen’s Views on the Female Reproductive Body


by

Minji Lee

[image: Logo: ARC Humanities Press.]



British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

© 2025, Arc Humanities Press, Leeds

[image: ] This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Licence.

The author(s) assert(s) their moral right to be identified as the author(s) of their part of this work.

Permission to use brief excerpts from this work in scholarly and educational works is hereby granted provided that the source is acknowledged. Any use of material in this work that is an exception or limitation covered by Article 5 of the European Union’s Copyright Directive (2001/29/EC) or would be determined to be “fair use” under Section 107 of the U.S. Copyright Act September 2010 Page 2 or that satisfies the conditions specified in Section 108 of the U.S. Copyright Act (17 USC §108, as revised by P.L. 94-553) does not require the Publisher’s permission.

ISBN (Hardback): 9781802700398

ISBN (Paperback): 9781802703771

e-ISBN (PDF): 9781802702224

e-ISBN (EPUB): 9781802703764

www.arc-humanities.org

Printed and bound in the UK (by CPIGroup [UK] Ltd), USA (by Bookmasters), and elsewhere using print-on-demand technology.

Publisher (manufacturer) details: Arc Humanities Press, 14 Clifton Moor Business Village, James Nicolson Link, York YO30 4XG, United Kingdom.

EU Authorized Representative details (for GPSR purposes): Amsterdam University Press, Nieuwe Prinsengracht 89, 1018 VR Amsterdam, The Netherlands. www.aup.nl





Contents


	List of Illustrations


	Preface


	Introduction


	Chapter 1. Female Porosity and Sacred Flow: From Eve and Mary to Hildegard of Bingen


	Chapter 2. The Unsealer of Sin


	Chapter 3. Releasing Blood and Humours


	Chapter 4. Receiving the Spirit, Foam, and Fluids


	Chapter 5. Giving Birth to a Baby and Giving Spiritual Birth to Humankind


	Afterword. Alternative Medicine: From Old Knowledge to New Practice through the Woman’s Body


	Bibliography


	Index








List of Illustrations


	Figure 1. “Hildegard with Flaming Light of Fire.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias Codex, pt. 1, vision 1, fol. 1r, ca. 1175.


	Figure 2. “The Creation with the Universe and the Cosmic Man.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Liber divinorum operum, thirteenth century. Lucca, Biblioteca Statale di Lucca, MS 1942, fol. 9r.


	Figure 3. “Ecclesia, the Mother of the Faithful and Baptism.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias Codex, pt. 2, vision 3, fol. 51r, ca. 1175.








Preface

While I was in graduate school, I suffered greatly with my menstruation. From my undergraduate years, I had wanted to study this subject. Occasionally, people asked why I was studying menstruation, especially in South Korea, where discussing it openly was uncommon. Jokingly, I answered that it was due to my PMS—though in retrospect, I should have consulted an ob-gyn rather than making light of my condition.

My first scholarly encounter with menstruation came in 2007 during an anthropology of religion class, where we read Marla N. Power’s “Menstruation and Reproduction: An Oglala Case.”1 Power critiqued earlier anthropological approaches in which many (male) authors interpreted menstruation negatively across cultures. Through her analysis of the Buffalo ceremony—a puberty ritual for girls experiencing their first menstruation in the Oglala tribe of North America—she demonstrated that these rites did not necessarily convey negative interpretations of women’s menstruation. Power implied that menstruation cannot be reduced to a single concept of pollution.

This article illuminated for me not only that menstruation and women’s bodily functions could hold multiple meanings, but also that there existed a strong interdisciplinary need to understand women’s bodies in religious studies. What struck me was not simply that a scholar discussed menstruation—a topic normally deemed “private” and “sexual”—but that women’s menstruation could be embedded with various cultural meanings beyond taboos. Power’s study profoundly influenced my desire to explore how women’s bodies have been interpreted throughout religious history.

My own physical suffering was considerable: heavy flows, extreme premenstrual syndrome. With one week of PMS followed by a week of menstruation, I spent half my life in discomfort. I blamed my female body with its womb, especially as my male colleagues seemed unburdened by such afflictions. I failed to recognize that my body was sending an important message that my lifestyle—insufficient sleep, no weekends, long hours in the graduate office, constant stress—was unsustainable. In Hildegardian terms, my body was manifesting symptoms of imbalance. By the time I took a leave from my graduate program, I was menstruating twice monthly, each time with such profuse bleeding that no sanitary product sufficed even for an hour.

During my semester away, I consulted a physician who was my mother’s friend and a devout Catholic. She had visited European pilgrimage sites and offered not only medical treatment but also counselling and spiritual guidance. Naturally, I seized the opportunity to discuss my dissertation topic. Though she might not have agreed with all my perspectives, she listened attentively. One day, she mentioned having heard from God and seeing a fountain in her dream. This reference to a “fountain” startled me, as I had just begun discovering this imagery in Hildegard’s Cause et cure and Scivias. While it would have been gratifying to have my understanding of Hildegard confirmed by the doctor’s vision, establishing my interpretation with scholarly certainty required years of additional research.

What remained absolutely clear throughout my graduate studies was the consistent presence of women who supported me through various health issues. My friend C supplied cranberry juice when I suffered from cystitis during a visit to Taiwan. My childhood friend M sent dried mugwort tablets from South Korea when my menstruation would not cease. Y shipped various health supplements, lamenting the inadequacies of American healthcare. These women’s assistance helped me envision Hildegard’s era, when women necessarily supported one another in the absence of modern medicine. This book represents my attempt to express gratitude to these women.

I am deeply indebted to my advisors and professors at Rice University as well as Seoul National University. Where else could I have discovered such a perfect topic within religious studies? Particular thanks go to my exceptional Ph.D. advisor, Claire Fanger. I am grateful for everything you offered, including our shared experience of sampling mugwort tea. I learned immensely from you and cherish our times writing, eating, and enjoying coffee and tea together.

I appreciate my parents. As the daughter of a church minister and a nurse, with a pharmacist sister, it seems almost inevitable that I would become a joint professor in the Department of Religion and Medical Humanities at Montclair State University. The Religion Department and the College of Humanities and Social Science at Montclair generously supported work on this book, including its Open Access publication. I am grateful to my dear colleagues at Seoul National University, Rice University, and now Montclair State University. Thanks also to P for persistently encouraging me to transform my thesis into a book. Finally, I thank every woman who helps and cares for herself and others. This book exists because of your labour, whatever form of care you have provided to the world.






	1 Power, “Menstruation and Reproduction,” 54–65.









Introduction

Weakness. Vulnerability. Softness. Susceptibility. Receptibility. Versatility. Fickleness. Talkativeness. Passivity. Airiness. Permeability. Emptiness. Throughout history, women’s bodies have been described as weak, soft, leaky, and open to outside influences. These ideas of “porosity”—their bodies’ openness to flows and external forces—appear repeatedly in medieval European medical texts, religious writing, and literature. Often, these descriptions supported negative views of women as physically and morally inferior, which has contributed to modern understandings and treatment of women. Yet what if these same qualities could be seen not as weakness but as sources of salvation, healing, and divine connection?

This book examines how Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), a remarkable twelfth-century German Benedictine nun, healer, and visionary, transformed traditional ideas about women’s bodies. Rather than accepting the conventional view that women’s physical nature made them lesser beings, Hildegard reinterpreted and reimagined female porosity as a sacred gift and healing power, a divine channel through which healing and salvation could flow. In Hildegard’s writings, women’s bodies appear as fountains, vessels, gardens, and wombs, images rich with both natural and spiritual meanings. These were not merely poetic or analogical comparisons; they reflect Hildegard’s understanding of the female body as a site where divine and physiological communication occurs. In her medical work Cause et cure and her visionary text Scivias, Hildegard presents the female body, especially the womb, as a vessel ordained by God to receive, transform, and create life. Through this perspective, she reframed traditional associations of women with weakness and danger, offering instead a vision of purification, healing, salvation, and spiritual authority.

There are some major differences from the tradition in the way Hildegard of Bingen treats the woman’s reproductive body. Drawing on her gynaecological and theological writings, I show how she offers a distinctive example of a female writer representing women’s bodies as having beneficial and positive powers. I thus focus on the womb and women’s reproductive bodies as the core of understanding women in medieval culture from both men’s and women’s perspectives, contrasting Hildegard’s theories of women’s reproductive bodies with male-centred views handed down by the traditions of medicine and theology she learned. I argue that Hildegard represents the “womanly” body (despite its weakness) as having beneficial aspects not given to males because of the purgative and re-creative power of the womb. While she is neither the first nor the only theorist who sees the womb and women’s reproductive role as the core of gender difference, I present her as one among few scholars who emphasize women’s reproductive organs as having important, divinely ordained functions. I contrast her to many medieval theologians, who insist that feminine reproductive processes are a punishment brought on by Eve’s fall, and many medieval physicians, who see them as evidence of women’s inferior bodies. I support my argument by drawing mainly on two of Hildegard’s writings, Scivias and Cause et cure.

Here, my aim is not to represent her as a proto-feminist or her views as liberating women. Hildegard of Bingen still heavily depends on the contemporary stereotypical gender roles of her time, such as the popular image of females as the weaker and inferior sex, when she explains the creation and bodily conditions of human beings. However, it is noteworthy that she was not a woman who exactly fit the medieval gender stereotypes. Above all, Hildegard of Bingen was not a weak woman. Despite ecclesial limitations and difficulties imposed on her due to her femaleness, she was someone given to raising her voice in theological and political matters, as seen in her extensive correspondence with clerical and political authorities who sought her opinions. Her influence was more significant than was common among medieval women, though there are a few other cases found among saintly women who spoke from the authority of visions and mystical experience.

Hildegard of Bingen was neither a wife nor a mother, which were the roles expected of medieval women. She was brought up in religious life from an early age and remained celibate throughout her life. Nevertheless, she showed sympathy to women who were wives and mothers, understanding their reproductive processes and functions. As an older nun, she provided care for women in childbirth and remedies for menstrual pains and problems. We find no instances where Hildegard treated menstruation, conception, or childbirth as polluting or as dangerous to males, though it was common to find these attitudes in men’s writing. These less judgmental views were based on Hildegard’s fundamentally optimistic position that all men and women were created with a divine purpose by God to engage in roles that were not just hierarchical but, importantly, complementary to each other.

I build upon the work of certain pioneers in medieval women’s historical studies to support this positive depiction of the woman’s body and religious role. Caroline Walker Bynum opens the gate for the study of medieval women by showing how women’s religiosity and devotional practices need to be investigated separately, alongside those of medieval men.1 Barbara Newman continues to be the most important writer about Hildegard of Bingen’s theology of the feminine.2 Monica Green has shown in many studies that medieval medical culture was not entirely controlled by men but also included important contributions by women.3 Ruth Mazo Karras investigates how medieval women are understood, showing how, despite prevalent misogyny, they contribute to, as well as participate in, society and culture.4 And Dyan Elliot emphasizes how women’s weakness and porosity transformed into the possibility of receiving the Holy Spirit.5

This book differs from the work of these major historians by its narrow focus on one material and conceptual aspect of the distinction between women and men: the womb and its functions, representing woman’s porosity. By the conclusion of this book, I hope to show how Hildegard of Bingen appreciates women’s reproductive bodies and their functions as important small mirrors of God’s creation and salvation. Granted that the Virgin Mary’s womb was already understood as an important object of praise for its role in bringing Jesus into this world, I suggest that Hildegard of Bingen also writes about ordinary women while emphasizing the positive meanings and divine powers attributed to the womb and the female reproductive body. Even when Hildegard follows the traditional notion of women as the weaker sex, she manages to create positive interpretations. Ultimately, she always manages to show that God made women in this way for good reason, thus converting the things that were traditionally treated as signs of women’s inferiority into strong points in her well-integrated discussions of female physiology and theology.

The degree to which women’s reproductive bodily processes, such as menstruation and childbirth, were viewed with negative connotations, as signs of inferiority, impurities, or toxins, is hard to overestimate. In the Vulgate, attitudes to menstruation can be seen in the prophecy of Isaiah for people living against God’s will, “And thou shalt defile the plates of thy graven things of silver, and the garment of thy molten things of gold, and shalt cast them away as the uncleanness of a menstruous woman. Thou shalt say to it: Get thee hence” (Isaiah 30:22).6 This use of the menstrual-cloth metaphor shows how deeply ingrained such negative attitudes were.

However, these traditional attitudes do not mean that only unfavourable attitudes towards women’s bodies and reproductive symptoms existed in the Middle Ages. Although male authors tended to dominate intellectual, medical, and religious spheres, which is not surprising in a male-centred society, I focus on Hildegard of Bingen as a woman professionalized in gynaecological and theological knowledge who promoted positive understandings of the womb and reproduction by highlighting the porous nature of women. I would like to show that Hildegard not only receives conventional representations of the woman’s body but also, as a woman, uses them, even manipulates them, in woman-friendly ways by emphasizing women’s purgative and re-creative bodies in both her medical and her theological accounts.

After showing Hildegard’s medieval understanding of the woman’s porous body, I end this book with a case study of Korean women’s folk medicine, which also highlights the porosity of the female body. In presenting the porous female body not as a flaw but as a site of divine interaction, Hildegard offers a powerful reimagining of gender, medicine, and theology. This book seeks to recover and amplify that vision for both historical understanding and contemporary thought. Therefore, this book also draws a line from Hildegard’s reflections to modern Western and non-Western alternative and folk medicine to show how the porosity of female bodies remains important.



Woman’s Porous Body as Devil’s Gateway

In this book, I conceptualize a vessel’s capacity for flow as permeability or porosity, drawing from Hildegard’s medical and religious terminology. The womb is frequently characterized as a vessel in medieval texts, just as women themselves are often described as vessels. While Hildegard recognizes this porosity as a potential power for maintaining or restoring health, historically and traditionally, the same quality has frequently been deployed against women as evidence of their inferiority. To appreciate the revolutionary nature of Hildegard’s positive reinterpretation of the female porous body, it is essential to first examine how pervasively and dauntingly negative the traditional characterizations were.

In the history of medicine, women have consistently been relegated to a passive position, characterized primarily by their capacity to “receive something.” Aristotle emphasized that men are active in the reproductive process, while women are passive.7 Even Galen, despite advancing the more balanced two-seed theory, maintained that women played a comparatively passive role in conception, with their contribution considered weaker and less vital than the male seed.8 This passivity is also found in the works of Thomas Aquinas: “[a]mong perfect animals the active power of generation belongs to the male sex, and the passive power to the female.”9 This passivity is related to the weakness that women were assumed to have. Earlier than Aquinas, Isidore of Seville claims that the man’s power (Latin uis) is shown in the Latin word uir, while the woman or mulier has the softness expressed by mollier.10 For him, those etymologies justified the claim that women are meant to be subjected to men, who are stronger and unbreakable.

At the same time, this porosity is understood as being easily defeated by evil or spiritually contaminated. Women were believed to corrupt others easily as much as they can be easily corrupted.11 In the moral view of medieval Christianity, Eve is the exemplar of how women’s fleshy and porous bodies brought sin into the world. Eve’s weakness causes her to succumb to the serpent’s temptation, bringing death to human beings. As punishment, Eve’s body and those of her female descendants became even weaker, receiving the flow of menstruation and reproductive processes.

These perceptions of a woman’s body are closely interwoven with both medical and religious understandings. When certain medical ideas, widely accepted as “scientific,” are used to explain a woman’s overflowing sexuality, it becomes evident that religious language not only has the potential to take advantage of women but, in a sense, is required to do so. When gaps are found in medical knowledge about a woman’s biological body, religious meanings could fill those gaps, and vice versa. When a specific idea is widely accepted as true, both religion and medicine are often expected to explain it.

A woman’s sexuality also plays an important role in understanding her fleshy nature. In order to verify their medical ideas in religious terms, theologians sought reasons from Genesis, in the idea, for example, that Eve is born out of the body of Adam, which makes her more physical and therefore causes her body to contain a stronger physical desire.12 At the same time, the description of Eve succumbing to the deceptive plan of the serpent in scripture could be used as religious proof that women are more lustful than men. Similarly, physicians could use this reasoning to explain that the sexual drives of women are more powerful, using different means but coming to the same conclusion.

This concept of female porosity was also applied to “effeminate” men who, despite being physiologically male, were not considered sufficiently masculine to receive equal treatment as men. In medieval Christian polemic, Jews and Muslims were characterized as “less complete” through accusations of effeminacy. This gendered discourse served to position non-Christian males as fundamentally inferior. Notably, this rhetoric extended to attributing female biological processes to Jewish men, who were claimed to suffer from bloody flux or menstruation13—a physiological impossibility that nonetheless reinforced their perceived deviation from Christian masculine ideals.14

Since women in general are already viewed as lesser than men, various inferiorities are easily attached to women. As many feminist scholars point out, medieval misogynistic views not only minimize women’s contributions to economics and politics but also theorize women as lesser beings through theology, philosophy, and science. Women are not simply discriminated against. Discrimination against women is justified through the notion that women are “passive, irrational” and closer to “body, emotion, lust, mercy, and disorder.”15 The polarities that determine women’s inferiorities are supported by many different knowledge systems and disciplines.

And this disparity is understood as originating from God’s creation. Since the Fall is first caused by Eve, it establishes a scenario in which Eve and all women are bound to their reproductive roles by God’s command as punishment. In this view, it is not surprising that women are depicted as craving sex, since by divine will they are supposed to get pregnant and give birth to children.16

Seeing women as more physical also leads to other cultural impositions and prejudices. For example, women are often understood as having greater difficulty in achieving the ideal virginal state because of their stronger sexuality.17 Their craving for sex is evidence that human beings are or became weak due to original sin.18 The fact that women are weaker than men is also connected to their stronger bodily needs and militated against their ability to achieve the ideal of virginity.

But if childbirth is a punishment, it is also necessary. Since human beings were expelled from paradise and eternal life by taking the forbidden fruit, they must have children to keep humankind going. However, since generation is seen as a substitute for eternal life, coitus is to be initiated only for its proper reason, which is the re-creation of the human form. In other words, sex is acceptable only when a man and a woman have vaginal sex in order to produce a baby. Even when a person feels pleasure during coitus, the delight should not be primary but secondary in that it may help a man or woman produce the semen or fluid needed for a successful pregnancy. Sexual pleasure is legitimate only when it occurs for the sake of offspring. Seeking sexual intercourse only for pleasure is not following God’s will.

Women could then be regarded as dangerous in that they are full of more desire than is needed for human generation. As Eve shows in the creation story, women are unable to contain their bodily desires. Eve was defeated by the serpent’s temptation and consumed the forbidden fruit, thereby introducing sin into both the bodies and the souls of humankind. In this view, women are created only for reproduction, and it is problematic when they use their sexual nature for anything other than reproductive purposes. Sexual impulses and appetites overflowing from the woman’s body are thought of as capable of driving women away from the proper order, and some male theologians are concerned with the danger that women were too licentious to be properly managed. God punishes Eve and controls the evil in her by subjecting her to Adam and limiting her role to propagation. My question is thus: How did women receive these negative characterizations of their bodies, and how did Hildegard of Bingen respond to such depictions?



Purpose of This Book

This book examines porosity as both a physical reality and a theological concept in Hildegard’s work. While medieval writers often viewed bodily openness as dangerous—creating risks of contamination, sexual transgression, and moral weakness—Hildegard of Bingen emphasizes its regenerative potential and power. In other words, she uses these concepts of fluidity and porosity to explain women, especially their sexual and reproductive bodies. While representations of the woman’s open body appear in different contexts, they all share the ability to receive, hold, and release to the outer world. In a similar sense, Hildegard refers to herself as a trumpet whose tune is played by God.19 This analogy emphasizes her as an important instrument of God and validates her words as directly coming from God. This vessel image seems to have helped her survive despite being magistra and despite her gender; “[t]he apostle does not permit a woman to teach in Church; but this woman is freed from this condition by the assumption of the Spirit.”20 Her vision offers an alternative understanding: one where the porous female body becomes not a liability but a mirror of the cosmos and a channel of divine vitality. Even God refers to himself as a fountain in Hildegard’s vision: “I [God] am Divine Love, the radiance of the living God. Wisdom has done her work with me, and Humility, who is rooted in the living fountain, is my helper…I am the living fountain, because all that was made existed in me like a shadow.”21 Through Hildegard’s voice, God emphasizes the vitality of water, presenting himself as both living light and living fountain. Consequently, when women’s reproductive bodies inherit God’s creative power through their fluidity and porosity, their supposed female weakness transforms into a conduit for new life and healing. The woman’s restoration of God’s order and reproduction of new life do not occur simply at the individual level but extend to all humankind, parallelling how the Virgin Mary’s womb fulfilled its sacred duty of bearing Christ in medieval theological understanding.

Continuing the trajectory of recent studies showing that women navigated their ability and power despite social and religious limitations placed on them, this book highlights how women’s physiological difference could become the very source of their spiritual and healing authority. Through close reading of Hildegard’s texts, especially her medical treatise and her theological work, I demonstrate how her view of the womb as an instrument of both bodily and spiritual renewal stands out as theologically sophisticated and historically significant. Whether it is in the womb or in God’s vessel, the notion of flow is an important one. If menstrual flow stops without proper reasons, it can lead to serious health issues, including infertility. If God’s messengers do not deliver God’s words to people, it can result in the degeneration of people’s devotion and moral behaviour, which Hildegard criticizes male priests for. The proper flows not only maintain stable conditions but also heal poor conditions. And the woman’s body is represented as a suitable vessel for this flow because it is porous.



Structure of the Book

This book discusses how the woman’s body was, and is even now, described and represented as porous and communicative. While the woman’s body was often imbued with negative connotations in medieval medicine and theology, this book focuses on Hildegard of Bingen’s medical and theological treatises that transformed the woman’s body into a place of possibilities for purgation and salvation.

Chapter 1, “Female Porosity and Sacred Flow,” establishes how Hildegard of Bingen transformed medieval views of women’s bodies from negative to positive. While traditional thought characterized female bodies as dangerously permeable and therefore inferior, Hildegard reinterpreted this porosity as a divine gift enabling purification and spiritual connection. Using the example of Hildegard’s own life as a vessel for divine revelation, alongside the theological examples of Eve and Mary, the chapter examines how Hildegard’s concept of viriditas (greening power) positioned women’s physical openness as a strength rather than a weakness. This framework bridges natural science and theology, establishing the foundation for Hildegard’s innovative understanding of women’s reproductive processes explored throughout the book.

Chapter 2, “The Unsealer of Sin,” examines how medieval Christianity understood women’s bodies as inherently porous and permeable. While Eve, as the first sinner, introduced sin and death to humankind through her vulnerability, the Virgin Mary’s receptive womb brought salvation by bearing the Saviour. These contrasting female figures provided Hildegard of Bingen with rich conceptual frameworks for theorizing the female body, allowing her to bridge natural science and theology. This chapter also introduces Hildegard’s life and works, particularly her self-understanding as a divine messenger transmitting God’s words to humanity. As a communicator between sacred and worldly realms, Hildegard emphasized women’s mediating position in both reproduction and salvation.

Chapter 3, “Releasing Blood and Humours,” investigates women’s reproductive processes, which medieval thought attributed to the physical openness of the female body. Unlike many of her contemporaries, who viewed menstruation and female sexuality negatively, Hildegard presents a more nuanced understanding of women’s embodied experiences, highlighting how these processes serve important purgative functions. Hildegard’s categorization of women by temperament further challenges medieval stereotypes by acknowledging women’s physiological diversity.

Chapter 4, “Receiving the Spirit, Foam, and Fluids,” develops the concept of female porosity to explore women’s life-giving capabilities in both biological reproduction and spiritual salvation. Hildegard’s understanding of conception emphasizes complementary male and female contributions, with the woman’s body actively purifying, warming, and transforming the male seed. This chapter examines how Hildegard connects these physical processes to spiritual concepts, particularly through her notion of viriditas.

Chapter 5, “Giving Birth to a Baby and Giving Spiritual Birth to Humankind,” elaborates on how Hildegard conceptualizes holy flows through women’s bodies. The chapter analyzes Hildegard’s vision of Ecclesia as a female figure whose perforated womb receives and purifies souls, drawing parallels between physical childbirth and spiritual salvation. For Hildegard, the female body’s capacity for flow becomes a powerful metaphor for divine redemption.

While the chapters in the body of the book focus on medieval European contexts, the afterword widens the scope by analysing Korean folk medicine practices that similarly utilize concepts of the porosity of female reproductive organs, suggesting cross-cultural continuities in understanding women’s bodies as sites of both vulnerability and power.

Throughout the book, the terms “porosity” and “flow” are central to analysing Hildegard’s depiction of women’s reproductive and spiritual bodies. “Porosity,” in this context, refers specifically to the physical and symbolic openness and permeability of the woman’s body—especially evident in reproductive functions like menstruation, conception, and childbirth—which Hildegard reinterprets from a traditionally negative vulnerability into a positive, salvational quality. Similarly, the notion of “flow” encapsulates not merely physical fluids (such as blood, humours, and milk) but also the dynamic movement of spiritual energy, grace, and salvation through the female body. Together, these concepts illuminate how Hildegard transforms the medieval understanding of the female body from passive receptivity into active engagement with divine and natural processes. Each chapter will reinforce and clarify how Hildegard applies and redefines these terms, ultimately revealing their integrative role in her theological and medical visions. This framework allows us to see how Hildegard’s innovative approach challenges conventional medieval theological and medical understandings of the female body, repositioning women’s reproductive capacities as central rather than peripheral to salvation history.
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Chapter 1 Female Porosity and Sacred Flow

From Eve and Mary to Hildegard of Bingen


Hildegard of Bingen was an extraordinary figure whose life embodied the very porosity that she attributed to the female body in her medical and theological works.1 Born into a noble family in 1098, she was dedicated to the Church as the age of eight as a tithe to God—the tenth and last child of her parents. This early surrender made her physically and spiritually permeable to divine influence from a young age. She claimed to have experienced visions since early childhood, though she initially kept these experiences hidden. As she later wrote, “From my earliest childhood, before my bones, nerves, and veins were fully strengthened, I have always seen this vision in my soul, even to the present time when I am more than seventy years old.”2 Although she started to publicly share her receipt of visions when she was in her forties, her hagiography asserts that she was so open to visions from God that she even received visions before being born.3 In other words, she was open to God’s messages even in her mother’s womb.

Hildegard was sent to live with Jutta of Sponheim, a female hermit, at the age of eight, and they entered an enclosure belonging to the Benedictine monastery of Disibodenberg with two other women on November 1, 1112. Under Jutta’s guidance, Hildegard learned to read Scripture, particularly the Psalms, in Latin. Despite her claims of being “unlearned” and “simple,” Hildegard clearly received a substantial education. After Jutta’s death in 1136, Hildegard became magistra, mother, and abbess to the women at Disibodenberg while her community was growing. In this transitional role, Hildegard’s first significant act of spiritual and physical boundary-crossing appeared, which would then continue throughout her life.

In 1141, at the age of forty-two, Hildegard had a pivotal mystical experience that transformed her relationship to her visions. She described this moment as one of profound physical permeability: “Heaven was opened and a fiery light of exceeding brilliance came and permeated my whole brain, and inflamed my whole heart and my whole breast, not like a burning but like a warming flame.”4 This divine illumination and word literally flowed through her bodily boundaries, entering not just her mind but her heart and breast as well. In her portrait along with her secretary Volmar in the manuscript of Scivias, she is receiving a flame directly to her head, observed by Volmar.



[image: Hildegard of Bingen sits in a tower, receiving divine inspiration as flames touch her head. She writes on a tablet while a monk observes. This image visualizes the transmission of visionary knowledge, symbolized by heavenly fire.]

Figure 1. “Hildegard with Flaming Light of Fire.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias Codex, pt. 1, vision 1, fol. 1r, ca. 1175. Original lost, hand-copied on parchment, ca. 1930. Rüdesheim-Eibingen, St. Hildegard’s Abbey. Courtesy of St. Hildegard’s Abbey.

According to Margot Fassler, this portrait is unique, with imagery not seen in other authors’ portraits.5 And the illustrations that depicts her writing all share a presentation of her as porous and therefore a vessel of God’s visual and verbal messages. Her own emphasis on being “uneducated,” although it seems that it was a part of her humility topos, has the effect of making her the vessel of God’s messages. The notion that religious women served as “vessels” for God was often accompanied by a topos that women ultimately had no choice but to let the words of God pour out from them. Hildegard repeatedly insisted that she was so uneducated that there was no way she could have just been pretending her knowledge originated from God, something that can be also found in the lives of other female saints in the Middle Ages. It meant that she should be open to receive and at the same time to spit out God’s words.

After receiving a divine command to “[s]ay and write what you see and hear,” Hildegard initially hesitated to follow this instruction. Her reluctance was overcome when her body manifested her spiritual struggle,6 something that can be found in the experience of other mystical women such as Angela of Foligno and Catherine of Siena. This pattern, using bodily illness to communicate divine displeasure, became a significant strategy in Hildegard’s life, demonstrating how her physical body functioned as a medium between earthly and divine realms. With Bernard of Clairvaux’s help, Hildegard received permission from Pope Eugenius III to record her visions.7 This papal approval allowed her to cross the gendered boundary that typically prevented women from working as teachers or theologians. Her body became a channel for divine knowledge, enabling her to transcend the normal limitations placed on women in the medieval Church. In a letter to her spiritual companion Elizabeth of Schönau, Hildegard described this sacred permeability that she performed throughout her life: “Human being is a vessel, which God built for himself, and which he imbued with his breath, so that he might complete his works in it.”8

Perhaps the most dramatic example of Hildegard’s bodily porosity as a strategic tool came when she decided to move her community from Disibodenberg to Rupertsberg. When the abbot resisted her plan, Hildegard fell ill, interpreting her sickness as divine punishment for her failure to fulfil God’s will, similar to her sickness when she refused to write down her visions. Eventually, her strategic “charismatic illness” convinced the Church authorities to withdraw their objections, allowing her to establish an independent female community at Rupertsberg.9 Later, she founded a second community at Eibingen, further demonstrating her remarkable ability to cross established boundaries through her claimed divine connection to her body.

Her connections reached to people, too. During her life, Hildegard of Bingen maintained a lively correspondence with the powerful figures of her time, including emperors, popes, and theologians. Her letters show her moving fluidly between the postures of humility and authority—describing herself as a “poor little weak form of a woman”10 while simultaneously delivering bold prophetic admonitions to male authorities who had “the twin advantages of formal education and gender superiority in a patriarchal society.”11 This rhetorical fluidity allowed her to speak with authority while acknowledging the gendered limitations of her position.

Hildegard’s intellectual output demonstrates a similarly permeable quality. She moved between genres and disciplines with remarkable facility, producing works of theology based on her visions, such as Scivias, the Liber vitae meritorum, and the Liber divinorum operum; natural science and medicine, such as Cause et cure and Physica; music, such as the Symphonia; hagiography; and even an invented language. Her theological and medical works, in particular, represent how she understood the female body as not merely a passive vessel but an active participant in creation, healing, and spiritual transformation.

Hildegard’s self-representation as a vessel of God’s knowledge worked well in two ways. First, it helped her build authority as a female religious figure, permitting her to channel divine wisdom without claiming personal credit. Second, it enabled her to redefine the vessel image itself, transforming it from a symbol of passivity to one of active mediation, which was not limited to her individual case but extended to all women. Just as she depicted the woman’s womb as actively purifying male semen during conception, as will be discussed further later, Hildegard presented herself as actively processing and communicating divine knowledge.

Hildegard died on September 17, 1179, having lived until the remarkable age of eighty-one. Despite popular veneration during her life, she was not officially canonized until 2012, when she was also named a Doctor of the Church—one of only four women to be formally recognized as contributing to the Church intellectually.12 Granted that the canonization process is complicated and easily influenced by social and political circumstances, Hildegard’s delayed official recognition reflects the complex position she occupied as a woman who frequently transcended the boundaries placed upon her sex, remaining, like her view of the female body itself, too fluid to be easily contained or fixed by ecclesiastical categories.


Theorizing Female Porosity: Historical Continuity

Hildegard of Bingen did not invent the concept of female porosity. The understanding of women’s bodies as fundamentally porous has deep historical roots, extending from ancient Greek medical theories through medieval theology and into modern scholarly analysis. The humoral theories that informed Hildegard’s understanding of the woman’s body represent not a medieval discovery but rather the inheritance of ancient Greco-Roman medico-philosophical traditions that continued to evolve for centuries before and after her death. These concepts of female porosity, both as physiological reality and as spiritual metaphor, demonstrate remarkable persistence across disparate historical contexts. What distinguishes Hildegard is not that she rejected these inherited ideas about women’s permeable bodies, but rather that she reinterpreted them through her unique theological vision, transforming potential liabilities into spiritual assets.

Numerous historians and philosophers have uncovered this persistent thread in Western thinking about gender and embodiment. Scholars such as Thomas Laqueur, Joan Cadden, and Monica Green have demonstrated how Galenic and Aristotelian models positioned the female body as inherently more open, moist, and permeable than its male counterpart.13 These physiological theories found profound expression in medieval religious and literary contexts. Modern feminist scholarship has further illuminated how concepts of female porosity shaped gendered power dynamics. In particular, the work of Caroline Walker Bynum on religious women’s bodily practices reveals how medieval Christian culture understood female physicality through its capacity for transformation and permeability.14 The porous female body was also believed to create vulnerability that made women more easily possessed by either God or evil spirits.15

Leah DeVun has analyzed how women were linked to softness and leakage, demonstrating how this feminine porosity became equated with moral weakness, “which might invite feminine vanity, torpor, and decadence” and potentially corrupt manly men and the entire social order in the High Middle Ages.16 DeVun points out that medieval authorities located women’s sexuality specifically in the body’s openings and pathways, citing how Isidore traced female desire to the umbilicus, while other authorities attributed it to “an anatomically open pathway to the uterus.”17 Such anatomical explanations reinforced the association between female openness and moral vulnerability.

Building on this historical view of female porosity, Vern Bullough demonstrates that misogynistic attitudes towards women’s bodies were not solely religious in origin but deeply rooted in ancient medical traditions that medieval scholars inherited.18 Bullough shows how Aristotelian notions positioning women as “incomplete men” with inherently inferior, porous bodies were seamlessly integrated into medieval thought systems, even appearing in the works of prominent theologians like Thomas Aquinas. These classical medical traditions, particularly Galen’s characterization of women as colder, moister, and fundamentally more permeable versions of the male ideal, provided seemingly scientific justification for women’s subordination. The persistence of these medical theories about female porosity—that women’s bodies were intrinsically more open, leaky, and susceptible to external influences—offered learned authorities a “natural” explanation for restricting women’s roles and mobility, one that operated alongside and often reinforced religious restrictions.

Similarly, feminist philosophers have examined how feminine fluidity challenges dominant patriarchal discourse. This concept of female fluidity has attracted significant attention from feminist scholars, particularly those employing psychoanalytic approaches. For these theorists, the metaphors of women’s instability and flow provide frameworks for understanding both historical oppression and potential resistance. In Speculum of the Other Woman, for instance, Luce Irigaray further develops this concept through her critique of the mechanics of solids that has dominated Western thought. She contrasts this with a mechanics of fluids that better represents feminine experience. Women are not fixed but constantly changing—neither open nor closed. “This incompleteness in her form, her morphology, allows her continually to become something else, though this is not to say that she is ever univocally nothing.”19 While the flowing and fluid are referred to as “shameful,” “deforming,” and “abhorrent” by men,20 this fluid discourse reflects the physical reality of female bodies that flow monthly, that change shape during pregnancy, that emit milk—all processes that Hildegard, centuries earlier, had recognized as divinely ordained rather than deficient.

While the woman’s womb was the place of human origins, it was often compared to the enclosed garden. Liz McAvoy extensively explores how garden imagery, particularly the enclosed garden, reinforces the paradoxical nature of the female body, both open and closed, both dangerous and sacred, that appears consistently throughout medieval writing about women. Through religious and literary texts, she demonstrates how the female body functioned simultaneously as theological metaphor and physical reality, its permeability serving various symbolic and practical purposes in religious discourse. Women’s logic of flux is contrasted to the “monolithic, fixed, phallic” reasoning of men, establishing a gender binary based fundamentally on concepts of containment and flow.21 Also, McAvoy points out, “these ‘feminine’ drives based on fluidity, change and renewal tend to become focused upon desire, natality and the maternal, and, like the unconscious, erupt periodically into the text via lacunae in the latter to offer challenge to the intransigence of the Law.”22 Thus, women’s supposed instability becomes reframed as a potential weapon against the male-centred Church and society. Women’s fluid nature can have transformative power.

McAvoy introduces many medieval writings on this subject, and interpretations by feminists who have adapted psychoanalytic approaches to understand medieval women’s mystical and physical experience also emphasize women’s state of constant movement as “efflorescence.”23 As McAvoy rightly points out, the close association between the woman’s body and the garden repeatedly emphasizes female porosity in medieval thought. The enclosed garden, hortus conclusus, which appears prominently in the Song of Songs and its exegeses as well as in Marian adoration, represents the paradoxical nature of the virginal woman’s body, which is simultaneously closed to worldly corruption yet open to divine influence. These gardens are explicitly described as “closed and sealed” against improper entry; yet, crucially, they remain permeable to the right influences, allowing them to flourish, create, and reproduce.24 This imagery perfectly captures the medieval ambivalence toward female porosity: a quality that required careful containment yet remained essential for fulfilling divine purposes.

In this regard, the virginal body presents a fascinating paradox in medieval thought. The Virgin Mary’s body is traditionally portrayed as sealed—the quintessential enclosed vessel. Laura Miles examines medieval interpretations of the Annunciation scene to highlight this enclosed nature of Mary’s body. Yet her body cannot be entirely sealed, as her womb both receives and delivers God. As Miles notes, in Goscelin of St. Bertin’s Liber confortatorius, “the Lord would be watching over his ‘going in,’ in his conception, and over his ‘going out,’ in his birth.”25 This tension between closure and openness creates a productive theological ambiguity that medieval thinkers like Hildegard would explore.

Even much later, in eighteenth-century Germany, Barbara Duden identifies “clear echoes and yet fleeting shadows of ideas about humours, fluxes, and the openness of the flesh” of women in medical writings that originated in archaic Greek tradition.26 This remarkable continuity demonstrates how deeply entrenched these concepts were in Western medical and cultural thought. Similarly, Hildegard’s work reveals these ancient concepts not merely as medical theories but as living traditions that shaped both practical medicine and theological understanding in the Middle Ages. However, as DeVun, Bullough, McAvoy, Miles, Duden, and many others demonstrate, “the history of the sexes is a history of the contingent, the changing, and therefore the changeable.”27 It is precisely this changeability that Hildegard seizes upon, transforming traditional notions of female porosity into a positive theological vision.

And this porosity, although it will be fully discussed in later chapters of this book, is very vividly represented in Hildegard’s concept of viriditas, the generative greening power essential to creation. Central to Hildegard’s reconceptualization of female porosity was her distinctive understanding of this greening power. While the term had precedent in theological writings—Augustine and Gregory both used it to describe spiritual vitality—Hildegard radically expanded its application to encompass physical processes, particularly those of the female body.28 For her, viriditas represented not merely spiritual vigour but the divine life-force manifest in all creation, flowing most visibly in women’s bodies through menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth. This conceptual innovation allowed her to transform traditional understandings of female “leakiness” from a liability into a privileged connection to divine creative power.

Where her contemporaries saw female fluidity primarily as a danger requiring containment, Hildegard recognized in it a reflection of divine creative power—a means through which the redemptive “greening” of humanity could occur.29 In her book on Hildegard’s medical knowledge, Sweet has pointed out the central importance of fluidity in Hildegard’s Cause et cure, particularly how Hildegard’s positive depiction of the female body is intrinsically linked to her concept of viriditas. Sweet suggests that Hildegard would have been exposed to the concept of viriditas in the writings of the Church Fathers who adapted this word to signify the growth of good qualities such as faith or love, based on plants’ fertility and greenness.30 However, Sweet also points out that Hildegard’s usage of viriditas is unique in using this concept beyond botanical and theological studies.31 Hildegard expanded the concept of viriditas to encompass human physiology, asserting that the body itself possesses this greening power, with the female body in particular embodying this creative force.

Hildegard interprets viriditas as flowing power, causing the flow of humours, blood, and moisture so that the body can function in the right way. It grows the bodily members of the foetus. It is something that grows hair on one’s head or chin. At the same time, moisture is much needed in Hildegard’s gynaecology and can be carried by the help of viriditas. Throughout her medical and theological works, Hildegard establishes a direct correlation between women’s menstrual cycles and the concept of viriditas.

The stream of a woman’s menstrual period is her life-giving viriditas32 and her exuberant vigor. This sprouts into offspring, as a tree with its vital force sprouts and flowers, producing leaves and fruits. So a woman, from the vital force of the menstrual blood, produces flowers and leaves in the fruit of her womb.33


Hildegard’s viriditas is directly related to flowing and flowering. For example, Hildegard explains that infertility in younger and older women is caused directly by their physiological deficiency in viriditas—a condition that she explicitly parallels with arboreal biology, wherein trees lacking sufficient sap (their botanical viriditas) fail to generate flowers and fruit from their roots. This botanical–gynaecological homology exemplifies Hildegard’s emphasis on flowing as an integrated natural philosophy.

At the same time, this physiological function is presented not as mere biological necessity or fertility. For Hildegard, viriditas was also the embodiment of divine creative force, positioning the female body as a vessel of sacred generative capacity within the medieval cosmological framework, highlighting female porosity in spiritual and physical senses. Occasionally, Hildegard uses this greening power in relation to the soul when she discusses the soul’s ability to send the vital power of viriditas so that the soul can grow or maintain the bodily members.

I [soul] am the living breath in a human being, placed in a tabernacle of marrow, veins, bones and flesh, giving it vitality [viriditas] and supporting its every movement.34

…for it gives vitality [viriditas] to the marrow and veins and members of the whole body, as the tree from its root gives sap and greenness [viriditas] to all the branches.35


This viriditas, the greening power, is closely connected to the vivens fons, or “living fountain” in English, and the Garden of Eden where the first human beings were placed. Furthermore, Hildegard uses water images in association with viriditas in emphasizing its power to grow trees, in contrast to dryness and desiccation.36 Hildegard emphasized this vital greenness in her music as well and indicated that this vital greening power must ultimately be restored through salvation, returning eternal verdancy to humanity. In her illuminated manuscripts, Hildegard frequently depicted viriditas as streams of moisture flowing between divine and human realms, often coloured green to emphasize its connection to growth and fertility. This visual language reinforced her understanding that female bodily processes participate in cosmic patterns of flow rather than representing dangerous aberrations requiring containment. By associating women’s physiological processes with this sacred moisture, the same divine moisture that greens the earth after rain and sustains all living things, Hildegard created a theological framework that dignified female embodiment. As we will see, this concept became the cornerstone of her positive reinterpretation of menstruation, conception, and childbirth as sacred rather than polluting processes.



Menstruation and the Porosity of Women’s Bodies

Menstruation is the most visible example of a woman’s porous body with flow in and out, and medieval medicine acknowledges the importance of menstruation. Many medieval books claim that menstruation is needed not only for conception but also for general health. Menstruation is assumed to be necessary for a woman’s body because it does not have the same qualities as a man’s body. The female body is so lacking in heat and dryness that it has to expel its waste regularly. Because menstruation is seen as the residue of waste, it is understood as polluting, a notion that is not new in the Middle Ages. The toxic nature of menstruation can be traced all the way back to ancient Greek medicine and natural science. In the physical and medical view of medieval Christianity, women’s reproductive organs and their processes are understood as permeable in ways that are both necessary and potentially toxic.

This notion of menstruation as pollution is easily seen in the book De secretis mulierum, “Regarding Women’s Secrets” in English, composed in the thirteenth or early fourteenth century and falsely attributed to Albertus Magnus, although it is not just Pseudo-Albertus Magnus who believes in poisonous menstruation.37 As Green comments, this book is “one of the most influential documents in the history of medieval scientific attitudes toward women.”38 While the superficial purpose of the book is to instruct the reader in biological facts about human generation, the authors repeatedly emphasize women’s polluting and dangerous sexuality. The real aim of De secretis mulierum is thus to convince men of women’s evil and dangerous nature, and in so doing, make them warier of women’s sexual bodies.39

According to Pseudo-Albertus, women often cause harm even when they do not intend to because of the polluting nature of their bodies. The evidence for this notion, as Pseudo-Albertus presents it, lies in women’s menstruation. He explains menstruation according to the medieval medical understanding of it as a monthly purgation of excess food.40 However, menstrual blood is not merely residual food: it is much more toxic and harmful than dietary waste alone would be.41 In order to show that women’s menses are like venom, Pseudo-Albertus draws not only on ancient medical theory but also on popular belief, arguing, for example, that if any tree was touched by menstrual fluid, it would immediately lose its vitality.42 Also, if babies in cradles are stared at by menstruating women, it would harm them.43

Possible effects of this “venom” in women’s menstrual fluid also include a predisposition for epilepsy and leprosy in children conceived during menstruation. When Pseudo-Albertus advises men not to have intercourse with women during their period (after providing tips for recognizing whether a woman is menstruating or not), he offers the cautionary information that epilepsy and leprosy would be caused by toxic menstruation.44 The idea that intercourse with a woman during her period could cause leprosy was a widely held belief. Yet women were not affected by their venomous menses as long as they did not retain them. On the other hand, menstrual fluids could always potentially harm men and animals, even at a distance.45 The implied danger of women’s sexual fluids also sometimes occasioned another belief in the toxicity of women’s bodies. Some people suggest that certain women are fine even after they swallow poisonous materials,46 which in turn helps to explain why women are protected from their own poison even if their menstrual fluids are toxic to men.47

On the other hand, women can also become sick if they do not menstruate. According to the cultural belief that menstruation is pollution, if they experience menstruation retention, the toxins in their menses will accumulate. Apparently, however, sexual activity can help them avoid such accumulation. This sickness happens in women because they are full of corrupt and poisonous menses, and therefore it is good that these women, whether young or old, often use men, so that this matter might be expelled. This is especially helpful in young women because they are full of humidity.48 Thus, menstrual blood or menses can lead to sickness or madness in women who try to lead an ascetic life because they do not have the chance to eliminate their bodily toxins through sexual activity.49

These ideas must have been enough to drive home a negative image of the female body to male readers, as they reinforce a pervasive phobia of women’s hidden reproductive anatomy and their dangerous bodily fluids. While Pseudo-Albertus’s book was popular among medieval men, other male writers also accept the toxicity of menstruation and the polluting nature of menstruating women.



Hildegard’s Porosity of Women and the Whole World

But are only women porous? For Hildegard, human beings’ sin made not only their own bodies but also the whole world porous, too. Once humankind fell from its pure and perfect state, the offspring of Adam and Eve were impacted by the aftermath, becoming porous and adaptable to change to survive in their degenerated state. Once the first human beings became open to the original sin, they were all exposed to the need to purge themselves on a regular basis. Women have a more regular process for purging themselves: menstruation. However, men also have their own ways to cleanse themselves through sweat, although they were believed to have greater heat and did not need to have regular bleeding.

And according to Hildegard’s micro-macrocosm, the whole world had also degenerated from its original state since the first human beings. Before Adam’s transgression, the world was not movable and did not need to move, as it was perfect as it was. However, once the human body became imperfect and needed purgation, the whole cosmos succumbed to the same destiny, needing to be cleansed on a regular basis.

Before the fall of Adam, the firmament was immobile and did not revolve; after his fall, it began to move and revolve; after the last day, it will stand immobile, as in the first creation, before Adam’s fall. Now, however, it revolves, and is strengthened and firmed by the sun, moon, and stars. If it stood motionless, it would quickly flow away, having become liquid and soft.50


Previously, the firmament did not move and did not need to move.51 However, Adam’s transgression made it move. According to Hildegard’s view, it seems that the whole cosmos, including the heavens, started to suffer from venoms and poisons. Therefore, its motion works as a useful way to purge these poisons when the firmament is not in the purest state. The moving and revolving state is now required, and the firmament would have problems without it.

If it [the firmament] stood motionless, it would quickly flow away, having become liquid and soft. Because it revolves, it cleanses the elements. This cleansing sometimes consists of visible watery, dark clouds; just as water, placed in a pot on the fire, throws off a foam in the boiling heat, and is cleansed.52


For Hildegard, in this degenerated cosmos, the firmament should keep moving. Its movement allows the firmament to clean itself through “visible watery, dark clouds.” For Hildegard, the dark colour signifies the negativity.

Hildegard also utilizes the imagery of a pot during this cleansing process. In the later parts of this book, I revisit Hildegard’s concept of a vessel or pot to highlight porosity in her optimistic cosmology and anthropology. While vessel or pot images have been popularly used to explain the female body that menstruates and gives birth through an association with weakness, here it is the firmament that becomes weakened; yet, precisely due to this weakness, it achieves self-purification.



[image: A cosmic vision of creation shows a human figure at the centre of concentric celestial rings, embraced by a red, winged form representing divine presence. From Hildegard’s Liber divinorum operum, this image symbolizes humanity’s place in the cosmos.]

Figure 2. “The Creation with the Universe and the Cosmic Man.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Liber divinorum operum, thirteenth century. Lucca, Biblioteca Statale di Lucca, MS 1942, fol. 9r. By permission of the Ministry of Culture—Biblioteca Statale di Lucca. Further reproduction, duplication, dissemination, or publication of this image by any means, whether for profit or not, without the authorization of the Biblioteca Statale di Lucca, is prohibited.

For Hildegard, once humankind committed sin and fell from a pure state, it became important to keep the right balance in the human body, the economy of salvation, the Church, and the whole cosmos in her view of the microcosm and macrocosm.53 Once they become degenerate and therefore start to move, they kept moving. Just as a woman’s body cleans itself through the movement of the blood in her period, so also the firmament cleans itself. This motion is especially highlighted as a “flow” when Hildegard analyzes the woman’s body, which goes through menstruation, childbirth, and even salvation.



Hildegard’s Counter: Positive Porosity

Hildegard of Bingen advocates how and why this process of womanly purgation can become beneficial not only to women but to all of humankind and the whole world. As we have all degenerated, none of us are better off than women, according to Hildegard, a view that sharply distinguishes her from male theologians or medical theorists who discussed and explained menstrual pollution. While menstrual anxiety is also based on women’s porosity, allowing menstrual fluids to flow out to pollute men and other beings, Hildegard sees menstruation as the possibility of purgation and purification. A woman’s menstruation is the flow out of a woman’s body that cleans her body of food waste. Men do not have this flow, as their bodies burn up these residues with their strong heat.

What traits characterize a woman as a woman in the medieval Christian world? Hildegard of Bingen, like many of her contemporaries, focuses on women’s reproductive role, understanding female identity largely through reproductive body parts. Medieval physicians and intellectuals routinely emphasized women’s reproductive organs, particularly the womb, and their distinctive physiological makeup, characterized by weakness, fragility, coldness, and dampness. These discussions typically concluded that women represented inferior versions of men in virtually every respect. From both theological and social perspectives, a woman’s purpose was understood primarily as bearing children, while women’s medical issues were predominantly viewed in relation to sexual desire and reproductive function.

In these fundamental assumptions, Hildegard shares much with other writers of her time. Where she diverges—and this marks her revolutionary contribution—is in her interpretation of these physical characteristics. From contemporaneous narratives of women’s weak and leaky bodies, Hildegard uncovers what might be called positive porosity. She transforms perceived weakness into strength, reinterpreting female physical openness as a divinely ordained capacity for healing and salvation. This reframing would profoundly influence her understanding of women’s bodies and their spiritual significance throughout her work.

This examination of female porosity reveals how Hildegard integrates the physical realities of women’s bodies with theological representations of divine receptivity. For Hildegard, the body’s openness is not a weakness. Rather, it is a foundational principle that enables spiritual transformation and salvation. In this way, medical understanding and theological vision become mutually reinforcing aspects of her perspective.
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Chapter 2 The Unsealer of Sin

What is commonly represented by the woman’s body? One of the gender differences attributed to the medieval body is its openness and closedness. The body seems to be more complete, whole, and integrated if it is closed. This closedness is also related to unchangeability. If your body is complete, then because of this completeness, you do not need to change or should not be changed. In the Christian tradition, the first woman’s body was so open that she invited sin and its aftermath, including reproduction and death.

As we will see in the rest of this book, women were considered more attuned to receiving influences from outside their bodies and undergoing changes in their bodies as a result of these influences. On one hand, this can mean that the woman’s body is weaker, less rigid, and less contained. But on the other hand, the permeability of a woman’s body can also enable it to adapt to the environment, acquire what it needs, and dispose of what it has too much of. A woman’s adaptability could serve as a woman’s power to survive. Furthermore, this flexibility can represent the woman’s ability to reproduce. Lastly, it can signify a woman’s cooperation in saving the souls of others, because human beings can change their minds and redirect them towards God.


Flexible Eve, Rigid Adam

In medieval texts, Eve often represents fallen human nature and the body in general; however, Hildegard of Bingen sees the potential for human salvation in her, too. Granting that Eve was the first sinner against God’s commandment, Hildegard emphasizes instead that Eve made it possible for human beings not only to be doomed to perish, but also to be saved through Jesus.

The differences between Adam and Eve that gave Eve this role began with their creation. Hildegard describes Adam’s creation as follows:

When God created man, it was mud stuck together with water, from which the human being was formed. God sent into that form a fiery and airy breath of life. Man was formed from mud and water. The mud was made flesh from the fire of the breath of life and, from the air of that life-breath, the water which stuck the mud together became blood. When God created Adam, the splendor of divinity shone about the lump of mud from which he was created. That mud, when the form had been brought forth, appeared with the outlines of limbs on the outside, and empty on the inside. 1


Here, Hildegard describes how God created Adam with the four elements that compose the universe: not only with mud (earth), but also with water, fire, and air (spirit or breath). At the same time, the four elements are gendered. Earth and fire are more masculine, while air and water are more feminine for Hildegard.2 Although Adam is created with the four elements, earth and fire are more emphasized and are used to explain Adam’s strength and greater sexual desire, which aligns with the traditional view that men have hot and dry natures. Eve is described as more airy and watery, also aligning with the medieval notion that women are cold and wet.

When Adam was created, just as when Eve was later created, the human body did not have any inherent flaws. Adam’s bodily members and organs functioned properly. However, Hildegard describes how human beings were changed both physically and mentally after the first transgression:

God created the human being, and all animals were subject to serving him; but when man transgressed God’s order, he was changed in mind and body. The purity of his blood changed to another type, so that instead of purity, it throws off the foam of semen. If the human had stayed in paradise, he would have continued in his unchangeable and perfect state. But these all changed after the transgression into another, bitter type.3


According to Hildegard, it was after the fall that human beings became vulnerable to sickness and phlegm: “Certain people suffer various illnesses from phlegm, which abounds in them. If the human being had remained in paradise, they would not have phlegm, whence many illnesses proceed, in their body. Their flesh would be unimpaired and without darkness (livore).”4 Once fallen, human bodies lost their integrity and became ulcerated and perforated, which invited illness into human bodies.5

While the fall changed the physical and psychological conditions of both Eve and Adam, it is interesting that Hildegard lays special emphasis on the adverse changes to Adam’s seed in Cause et cure: “Partaking of evil, the blood of the sons of Adam transformed into poisonous semen, from which the sons of men are procreated.”6 It seems that in Hildegard’s Cause et cure, it was mostly Adam whose body changed after the sin and fall. Just before explaining Eve’s evil deeds, Hildegard states that Eve’s body was not changed as much because she was soft, having been born out of Adam’s flesh, while Adam was created with earthly elements. Because Eve was created second and thus indirectly, her body was less affected by the fall:

After his first sleep, Adam’s prophecy was true, since he had not yet sinned; later it was mixed with falsehood. And Adam, created from earth and roused by the elements, was changed, but Eve, created from Adam’s rib, was not changed.7


After suggesting that Eve’s bodily state was less changed than Adam’s, Hildegard seems to turn to a discussion of Eve’s sin in the next section, but she does not say much about Eve’s sin, only mentioning Eve’s softness and her role as the mother of the entire human species:

Adam was virile from the vital force of the earth and very strong from the elements. Eve, from his marrow, was soft8 and had an airy, keen mind and a pleasant life, since the weight of the earth did not oppress her. Just as she came forth from a man, so all humankind proceeded from her.9


After this passage, Hildegard goes on to explain the complementary relationship between waking and sleeping, without mentioning Eve’s evil deeds at all. According to the passage above, the primary feature distinguishing Eve from Adam is her softness, which Hildegard does not particularly blame her for. Rather, Eve’s soft and delicate nature comes from Adam’s marrow. Moreover, this softness and mild nature enabled Eve and her female descendants to have children.10

In the next section, on the other hand, about Adam’s exile, Hildegard returns to the topic of Adam’s sin and his changed state afterwards. Overall, it seems that Hildegard mentions Adam much more often than Eve when she explains the aftereffects of human beings’ transgression against God’s command. Before the transgression, the human body was able to maintain the right humoral balance. But after the transgression (Hildegard refers to Adam in particular here), people are changed: “Heat, humidity, blood, and flesh are changed into contrary phlegm in people after the transgression of Adam.”11

It was Adam’s transgression which brought darkness and shadows into the world.12 In Hildegard’s descriptions, Adam seems more responsible not only for his changed state but also for the whole world’s mutation.

Even when Hildegard explains why Eve, not Adam, was the first sinner, she does not blame Eve for being a weak woman. It was God who created Eve in this way, and it was Adam who gave her softness and malleability from his own body:

If Adam had transgressed before Eve, the transgression would have been so strong and incorrigible that man would have fallen in such greatly hardened incorrigibility that he would neither wish, nor be able, to be saved. Because Eve transgressed first, it was able to be more easily nullified, since she was weaker than a male. The flesh and skin of Adam was harder and stronger than that of men now, because Adam was formed from earth, and Eve from him. After they produced children, flesh became always weaker and weaker, and thus it will be until the last day.13


According to Hildegard, human beings would not have had any chance for salvation if Adam had sinned first, because his rigidity would have made the transgression “incorrigible.” This notion implies a negative side to his strength. In this logic, Eve’s softness makes it rather fortunate for humankind that she sinned.14 Of course, Hildegard derives this contrast of hardness and malleability from physiological explanations: Adam was made of earth, and Eve was made of Adam’s soft flesh. Eve’s softness is thus not in itself a bad or particularly female feature, considering that this softness came from Adam.

Also, women were provided with a tremendous opportunity to take revenge on evil through their own bodies when the Virgin Mary bore the Saviour and sent him out into the world: “the ancient serpent was greatly terrified and astounded, because he had been wholly deceived by a woman—the Virgin.”15 Whereas the first woman’s malleable body allowed sin to enter humankind, the Virgin’s porous body brought salvation to human beings by receiving the Holy Spirit, becoming pregnant, and giving birth to the Saviour. In this history of the Fall and Salvation, the woman’s body is highlighted. It is the woman’s body that receives sin and has the opportunity to nullify sin. The woman’s body is like a garment that the Virgin Mary receives from the Saviour as a theophany, since her body has the ability to store him.16

Hildegard’s positive depiction of female bodies in Cause et cure is unsurprising in light of her positive presentation of Eve in the first book of Scivias. In Vision Two of Book One, Hildegard presents her account of the Fall.17 One interesting thing about Hildegard’s depiction of the Fall is the way that the original sin changed the entire bodily system of human beings. The beautiful bodies of human beings lost their peaceful state after the Fall. Before Adam and Eve picked the forbidden fruit, their bodies were perfect. When their bodies were perfect, they did not need to procreate. But because they were expelled from Paradise and eternal life, they began to need to have intercourse and have children. In the exegesis that follows this description, Hildegard explains it in terms of God’s creation as well as the fall of Adam and Eve. Of course, Adam and Eve disobeyed God and thus committed the original sin, but Hildegard does not necessarily blame Eve for introducing sin to humanity, although she does not deny that it happened because of Eve’s weakness. She concedes that Eve’s weakness originated from God’s deliberate creation, which begot women’s weakness in general. Women are made softer so that they can receive semen from men. Women’s weakness and softness are thus by God’s design and absolutely necessary for generation.18

Because women were created in this way, their weakness, understood as necessary softness, was not something blameworthy. This could be another reason why Adam did not blame Eve, according to Hildegard, since Eve was born weak. Hildegard interprets the story of Adam and Eve as a model for why husbands and wives have to love each other, rather than blame Eve for the origin of sin. Even though Eve introduced Adam and all of his offspring to death and sin, her horrible mistake does not separate her from her husband. What else could make a husband leave his wife, if not this, Hildegard seems to ask. Hildegard thus turns the narrative of Eve’s sin into one about marriage—a story of the love and bond between men and women.

Because he [the Devil] knew that the susceptibility of the woman would be more easily conquered than the strength of the man; and he saw that Adam burned so vehemently in his holy love for Eve that if he, the Devil, conquered Eve, Adam would do whatever she said to him . . . [the Devil acted] by first misleading Eve, so that she might flatter and caress Adam and thus win his assent, since she more than any other creature could lead Adam to disobedience, having been made from his rib. Thus woman very quickly overthrows man, if he does not hat e her and easily accepts her words.19


Hildegard here continues to highlight the love of Eve and Adam. Hildegard even suggests that the first human being’s first transgression was due not only to Eve’s weak nature, but also to Adam’s strong love for Eve. This interpretation differs from that of some theologians, who locate the reason that Eve was deceived in her own weakness. For example, Peter Lombard, a theologian and Hildegard’s contemporary, argues that Eve was deceived first due to her “less vigorous” rationality,20 and that Eve’s sin was more serious than Adam’s due to her pride.21

According to Hildegard, Adam was deceived by the Devil because he loved Eve so much that he had to listen to her. Hildegard did not see his love as something for which Eve should be blamed. Rather, it was only natural that Adam loved Eve so much, because she was born from his own body. The Devil deserves the blame, then, because the Devil abused Eve’s susceptibility and Adam’s love.

For Adam could have blamed his wife because by her advice she brought him death, but nonetheless he did not dismiss her as long as he lived in this world, because he knew she had been given to him by divine power. Therefore, because of perfect love, let a man not leave his wife except for the reason the faithful Church allows.22


What is interesting here is that Hildegard emphasizes the unbreakable bond of marriage, even in the story of the Fall. Although Eve’s earlier transgression could be, and often was, used to support the idea that women should be subjected to men, Hildegard does not see it that way. Instead, Hildegard argues that Eve’s behaviour did not make Adam blame or abandon her. For Hildegard, then, it was more important for Adam that Eve was given to him by God. The fact that Adam did not divorce Eve supports Hildegard’s logic that husbands and wives should not leave their partners.

In Hildegard’s interpretation of the creation story, the bond between men and women precedes women’s subjection. Both her vision and Genesis explain that husbands and wives should love each other. But Hildegard also uses the story of Adam and Eve to explain why married people should not cheat on their partners—namely, because wives and husbands were born from the same body, just as Eve was created from Adam’s body. Adam’s affection towards Eve sometimes appears in medieval theology as a justification for why the serpent approached Eve first and why Adam had to listen to Eve. But Hildegard is unique in drawing from the story a moral lesson about why husbands and wives must have a strong bond.23



Eve, Women, and Water

For Hildegard, the image of living water is central, especially since she uses gardens and plants literally and figuratively. For her, water is to be supplied and flow through a garden to grow plants. Moisture in the form of rain, dew, and fountains leads to viriditas, an important concept in Hildegard’s theology and medicine. In her letter to an abbot who asked for her advice regarding his office, Hildegard gives him advice in the voice of God. Moisture is opposed to bitterness, while wisdom is opposed to grossness and viridity is opposed to labour.24

But you, O friend of the grace of God, you have a garden of people, in which as the representative of Christ you seek to plant many wholesome desires and good works. And through the power of His gifts, the grace of God pours out His dynamic good will upon those desires and those works, and causes the garden to grow green through the dew and the rain of the fountain of living water.25


For Hildegard, virtues are the plants of God, and the plants need to be watered. Women can fulfil this duty, in part because their bodies are wetter, according to medieval physiology. But their knowledge can also contribute to their power, as Sweet notes when discussing the importance of the garden and the gardener in Hildegard’s medicine and theology.26 The gardener is Hildegard, who collected healing knowledge to cure people with herbs, as many women did.

On the other hand, the Virgin Mary is often referred to as an ever-flowing fountain and a sealed garden, which is not far from the watering image. In his exegesis of the Song of Songs, Honorius of Autun, a theologian and Hildegard’s contemporary, explains that the Virgin Mary was the fountain who received and emitted Jesus through her body: “As the Jordan flowed from the mountains, he who consecrated the font of baptism for the world flowed from her womb.”27 The image of the fountain is strongly tied to Hildegard’s emphasis on baptism. As Newman says, “[t]he womb” of the Church is the baptismal font, fertilized and sanctified by the Spirit—an act dramatically symbolized at the consecration of the font, when the paschal candle is plunged into the water.28

The image of the fountain is not just limited to the Virgin Mary, however, and Newman also points out the importance of fountains in Hildegard’s understanding of women.29 For example, in her response to Archbishop Hillinus of Trier, who was seeking her comforting words, Hildegard refers to women as fountains when encouraging him to perform his office in this “squalid, womanish time (squalidum tempus muliebris).” Even when man has more strength, “woman is a fountain of wisdom and a fountain of plenty of joy, which parts man brings to perfection.”30 Both Hildegard and Hillinus acknowledge Hildegard as being a woman and weak. And at the same time, both know that her weakness becomes a strong point.31 While women are weak, this weakness makes it possible for women to be filled with sacred knowledge and joy, drawing them towards perfection. Even the first woman, Eve, was compared to a fountain in relation to Adam.32



Virginity: Sealed vs. Porous

The weak body is also associated with porosity. Its weakness means that it is breakable and something that can be invaded. In medieval Christianity and medicine, this porosity caused by weakness was treated negatively. It was the sign of imperfection, always receiving and sending out something. This weak, porous image also applies to the Hildegardian physiology that women are more susceptible to health issues related to sexual activities and reproductive processes.33 But even when the woman’s body was generally considered weak and porous, there were different levels of porosity. And it was often supported by the physical state of virginity. Especially when the woman’s sexual experience was described as “rupture,” the virginal body was the one which was relatively less porous. And the virginal body of Mary before and after giving birth to Jesus was more tightly sealed.

Sarah Salih examines the complexity of meanings and practices attached to the virginal body in the Middle Ages. In her Versions of Virginity in Late Medieval England, Salih introduces different levels of virginity. She argues that virginity can be achieved through an invincible precondition, communal life, and re-imagined physical states.34 For example, the Virgin Mary’s undoubted integrity needs to be approached differently than Hildegard and her nuns’ monastic virginity. While the Virgin Mary’s keeping of her virginity before, during, and after giving birth to Christ is impossible to achieve for other women, her existence and presence in the Christian tradition opened the gates for Christian women to be centred in Christian traditions and discourses regarding the body.

Medieval Christianity emphasizes the Virgin Mary’s fertile and pure body as a sealed fountain. Mary’s virginal body is often referred to as closed and sealed against evil, sexual activity, and any form of sin. For example, Origen relates the closed body of the Virgin Mary to the closed gate in Ezekiel35 in order to support her virginity from the more profound authority of Hebrew Scripture.36 But even the most sealed woman, the Virgin Mary, has a certain level of porosity. While she is known to have had no physical contact with men, she certainly received the Holy Spirit in her body. In Marian devotion, her body is understood as sealed against the male seed but touched by the Holy Spirit. Although the body of the Saviour’s mother should be sealed, it should also be open to receive the Holy Spirit and store it until the child’s delivery. Honorius of Autun, Hildegard’s contemporary theologian, praises the sealed nature of Mary’s body in his exegesis of the Song of Songs,37 a biblical book that, despite its complicated symbolism and meanings, provides an important opportunity for women to be the centre of its allegorical interpretations.38 However, at the same time, Honorius focuses on Mary being a sealed “fountain,” suggesting that things flow in and out of her despite the seal. Similarly, the Virgin Mary was referred to as the window of heaven, which can receive the “sun of justice shone into the house of the world.”39

Miri Rubin also emphasizes the Virgin Mary’s Annunciation scene and points out the characteristics of Annunciation scenes.40 The Annunciation usually happens in a closed room where the Archangel Gabriel delivers the news. This enclosed space, however, has windows through which a dove, signifying the Holy Spirit, sometimes enters. While the windows might have various shapes and positions, some important illustrations show that the Virgin Mary receives the Holy Spirit through the window. These depictions represent the various levels of permeability that characterized even the most closed woman. The woman’s body cannot be completely sealed off even when she keeps her virginity. When women keep their bodies virginal, they are closed to men while they are still open to the Holy Spirit.



Woman as Vessel

Hildegard represents the woman’s body as a vessel, permeable to different fluids and able to contain a foetus as well as semen; her Scivias also represents the womb as a vessel, but one permeable to spiritual substances and able to contain souls. Admittedly, the idea of the physical vessel is to some extent applicable to males as well. For example, Hildegard depicts human bodies in general as containers in Vision Four of Book One of Scivias, where she describes the souls and bodies of human beings:

And behold! I saw on the earth people carrying milk in earthen vessels and making cheeses from it; and one part was thick, and from it strong cheeses were made; and one part was thin, and from it weak cheeses were curdled; and one part was mixed with corruption, and from it bitter cheeses were formed.41


Here Hildegard describes the human figures in her vision as holding vessels full of milk, which she goes on to explain represents the “human seed.” Indeed, in her exegesis of this vision, Hildegard draws an analogy between human conception and the process of milk being turned into different cheeses.

You see also on the earth people carrying milk in earthen vessels and making cheese from it; these are the people in the world, both men and women, who have in their bodies human seed, from which the various races of people are procreated. One part is thick, and from it strong cheeses are made; for that strong semen, which is usefully and well matured and tempered, produces energetic people, to whom brilliant spiritual and bodily gifts are given by their great and noble ancestors, making them flourish in prudence, discretion and usefulness in their works before God and Man, and the Devil finds no place in them. And one part is thin, and from it weak cheeses are curdled; for this semen, imperfectly matured and tempered in a weak season, produces weak people, who are for the most part foolish, languid and useless in their works in the sight of God and the world, not actively seeking God. But also one part is mixed with corruption, and from it bitter cheeses are formed; for that semen is basely emitted in weakness and confusion and mixed uselessly, and it produces misshapen people, who often have bitterness, adversity and oppression of heart and are thus unable to raise their minds to higher things.42


Hildegard makes it clear through her explanation of this vision that people with their seed are like vessels holding milk: from the nature of each one’s milk, different kinds and qualities of people can emerge. The important feature of this vision is that Hildegard represents the human bodies of both sexes as vessel-like containers of essential reproductive materials. Whether man or woman, each person has a body like a vessel containing their differently decocted seed, each with its own nature like different cheeses.

However, when Hildegard comes to the female process of childbirth, she emphasizes the womb as a vessel capable of containing more than just fluids or physical substances. The process of the ensoulment of any embryo involves a kind of spiritual transfer because the independent life of the body only begins when the soul enters the embryo. It is clear that Hildegard sees this as a divine process, and the soul when it enters the womb is in a divinely pristine state, as her exegesis indicates:

And you see the image of a woman who has a perfect human form in her womb. This means that after a woman has conceived by human semen, an infant with all its members whole is formed in the secret chamber of her womb. And behold! By the secret design of the Supernal Creator that form moves with vital motion; for, by God’s secret and hidden command and will, fitly and rightly at the divinely appointed time the infant in the maternal womb receives a spirit, and shows by the movements of its body that it lives, just as the earth opens and brings forth the flowers of its use when the dew falls on it. So that a fiery globe which has no human lineaments possesses the heart of that form; that is, the soul, burning with a fire of profound knowledge, which discerns whatever is within the circle of its understanding, and, without the form of human members, since it is not corporeal or transitory like a human body, gives strength to the heart and rules the whole body as its foundation, as the firmament of Heaven contains the lower regions and touches the higher.43


In this passage, Hildegard echoes in ecstatic terms her description of ensoulment in Cause et cure. The pristine soul, envisioned as a fiery globe as it enters “the secret chamber” of the womb, performs the mystery of its life-giving function, animating the members and touching the brain. In this way, the womb becomes almost a holy of holies, a sacred container. Having a womb, women are thus represented as permeable to the divinely pure substance of the soul as well as the normal fluids of blood and semen.

As we have seen, Hildegard also describes the human body in Cause et cure as a container of the soul. In Scivias, she places this concept in the context of the whole process of creation and embodied human experience:

The Law is ordained for human salvation, and the prophets show forth the hidden things of God; so also human senses protect a person from harmful things and lay bare the soul’s interior. For the soul emanates the senses. How? It vivifies a person’s face and glorifies him with sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch, so that by this touch he becomes watchful in all things. For the senses are the sign of all the powers of the soul, as the body is the vessel of the soul. How? The senses close all the powers of the soul. What does this mean? A person is recognized by his face, sees with his eyes, hears with his ears, opens his mouth to speak, feels with his hands, walks with his feet; and so the senses are to a person as precious stones and as a rich treasure sealed in a vase. But as the treasure within is known when the vase is seen, so also the powers of the soul are inferred by the senses.44


This vision presents the body as the vessel of the soul. A person engages with the world by using their eyes, mouth, hands, and feet. This is only possible because the soul sits in the body. The soul in turn receives sensory input through the bodily members, enabling consciousness and judgment. Hildegard describes the soul in the body as being like precious stones in a sealed vase (or container). According to Hildegard, when you see a sealed vase, you assume that there are jewels inside, because a vase is supposed to contain and protect a valuable thing. Likewise, if you see a human body, you can expect it to contain the precious treasure of a soul.

Hildegard believed that the body became a container for the soul while in the mother’s womb. When a woman receives a man’s semen and holds it until it comes into contact with the menstrual materials, the womb becomes a container for the foetus. More importantly, the womb’s shelter helps the developing foetus become a container for the soul made and implanted by God. In explaining this process, Hildegard emphasizes how the womb always serves as a container for something slightly miraculous, even in ordinary childbirth. This image of the womb as a vessel for something divine is an important motif throughout Scivias and Hildegard’s theological understanding of human beings, as it represents her sense that the womb always mediates the flow of life by receiving and emitting a soul. Hildegard treats all kinds of flow associated with birth as essentially divine and vital:

For as Man was born in the flesh when divine power created him in the form of Adam, so the Holy Spirit revives the life of the soul by the pouring out of water; It receives into Itself the spirit of the person, restoring him to life, as he is first brought into life on a wave of blood when he comes out of the vessel of the body. And just as a human form is then lovingly formed and called human, so now the soul of the person is vivified in water before the eyes of God, so that God knows that he is an inheritor of life.45


In this passage, Hildegard describes baptism as analogous to birth: the flow of water is analogous to the flow of blood during childbirth as the baby exits the vessel of the womb. Here God’s grace and a mother’s delivery of her child are drawn together as parts of a single sacred process.

These examples suggest that in Scivias, Hildegard depicts the human body, and a woman’s body in particular, as an important vessel for the soul. Of course, according to Hildegard, the most perfect example of the body as a vessel is the Virgin Mary, who conceived and bore Jesus in her womb. However, in all cases, this positive description of the human body as a vessel is strongly connected to Hildegard’s depiction in Cause et cure of the body as the container of the soul. Grounded in her medical knowledge, Hildegard presents a positive, and even sacred, image of the womb as bringing forth not only the miraculous souls and bodies of all children, but also human salvation through the body of Jesus.

Hildegard’s understanding of Eve and Mary demonstrates that the theological narrative of sin and redemption is deeply rooted in physiological characteristics. Eve’s initial flexibility and Mary’s receptive virginity both exemplify how bodily vulnerability creates spiritual potentials. Through her close theological and medical examinations, Hildegard challenges the traditional medieval view of female bodies as inherently problematic, instead recasting their porosity as divinely purposeful.







	1 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 35. “Nam cum deus hominem crearet, limus per aquam conglutinatus est, ex quo homo formatus est, misitque deus in formam illam ‘spiraculum uite’ igneum et aereum. Et quia forma hominis ex limo et aqua fuit, ex igne eiusdem spiraculi uite limus caro factus est, et ex aere eius aqua, per quam limus conglutinatus est, sanguis effecta est. Cum enim deus Adam crearet, splendor diuinitatis massam limi, de qua creatus est, circumfulsit, et ita limus ille illata forma in liniamentis membrorum exterius apparuit et interius uacua.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §76, p. 71.


	2 Sur, Feminine Images of God, 71.


	3 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 28. “Deus ita creauit hominem, quod omnia animalia ad seruitutem eius subiecta sunt; sed cum homo preceptum dei transgressus est, mutatus est etiam tam corpore quam mente. Nam puritas sanguinis eius in alium modum uersa est, ita quod pro puritate spumam seminis eicit. Si enim homo in paradyse mansisset, in inmutabili et perfecto statu perstitisset. Sed hec omnia post transgressionem in alium et amarum modum uersa sunt.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §56, p. 59.


	4 Modified from Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 30. “Quod autem quidam homines diuersas infirmitates patiuntur, hoc de flecmate est, quod in ipsis habundat. Si enim homo in paradyso permansisset, flecmata in corpore suo non haberet, unde multa mala procedunt, sed caro eius integra esset et absque liuore.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §64, pp. 63–64.


	5 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 31 “Et ideo caro eorum, ulcerata et perforata est. Quae ulcera et foramina quondam tempestatem et humectatem fumi in hominibus faciunt, de quo flecmata oriuntur et coagulantur, que diuersas infirmitates corporibus hominum inferunt.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §64, p. 64.


	6 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 31. “Nam de gustu mali uersus est sanguis filiorum Ade in uenenum seminis, de quo filii hominum procreantur.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §64, p. 64.


	7 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 38. “Post primum namque sompnum Ade prophetia eius uera fuit, quoniam nondum peccauerat, sed postea cum mendacio permixta est. Et Adam de terra creatus et cum elementis suscitatus mutabatur, Eua uero de costa Ade mutata non est.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §88, p. 77.


	8 According to Paul Kaiser’s 1903 Latin version, which has subheadings for each section, this part is introduced as “De Evae malitia,” “Regarding Eve’s malice,” which was translated by Throop as “Eve’s Disposition.” However, the passage is mainly about the soft body of Eve; therefore, it is possible that “malitia” is a misspelling of “mollitia,” which is “softness.” Hildegard of Bingen, Hildegardis Causae et curae, ed. Kaiser, 46; Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 38.


	9 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 38–39. “Et idem Adam de uiriditate terre uirilis et de elementis fortissimus erat, Eua autem de medullis suis mollis fuit et aeream mentem ac acutam artem et deliciosam uitam habuit, quoniam pondus terre eam non pressit. Sed ut ipsa de uiro est educta, sic omne genus humanum ex ipsa processit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §89, p. 77.


	10 Sur, Feminine Images of God, 85.


	11 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 42. “Calor enim ac humiditas <et> sanguis et caro propter transgressionem Ade in contraria flegmata in homine mutata sunt.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §97, p. 84.


	12 “After Adam sinned, night began to be present, and all elements were overshadowed by great darkness; in this darkness, Adam was led into exile.” Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 39. “Sed postquam Adam peccauit, nox adesse cepit, et omnia elementa magnis tenebris obtenebrata sunt, in quibus Adam in exilium istud deductus est.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §90, p. 78.


	13 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 39. “Sed et si Adam transgressus fuisset prius quam Eua, tunc transgressio illa tam fortis et tam incorrigibilis fuisset, quod homo etiam in tam magna obduratione incorrigibilitatis cecidisset, quod nec saluari uellet nec posset. Vnde quod Eua prior transgrediebatur, facilius deleri potuit, quia etiam fragilior masculo fuit. Caro et cutis Ade et Eue fortior et durior fuit quam hominum nunc sit, quia Adam de terra formatus fuit et Eue de ipso. Sed postquam filios genuerunt, caro illorum semper et semper fragilior et fragilior facta est, et ita usque in nouissimum diem erit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §91, p. 79. It should be noted that the Berndt and Moulinier Latin edition reads “Caro et cutis Ade et Eue” while Throop’s translation only renders “[t]he flesh and skin of Adam,” omitting Eve. This discrepancy arises because Throop bases her translation on Kaiser’s edition, as she indicates in her introduction, where the text appears as “Caro et cutis Adae” without reference to Eve. See Hildegard of Bingen, Hildegardis Causae et curae, ed. Kaiser, 47.


	14 Barbara Newman’s suggestion that Jesus’s humanity originated from Eve’s weakness in fact reinforces Ecclesia by compounding strength and weakness as well as divinity and humanity. Newman, Sister of Wisdom, 182.


	15 This is Hildegard’s exegesis of Revelation 12:13–14. Hildegard of Bingen, Book of Divine Works, trans. Campbell, 286. “Quoniam [antiquus serpens] per mulierem, uidelicet uirginem, totus deceptus est.” Hildegard of Bingen, Liber divinorum operum, ed. Derolez and Dronke, pt. 2, bk. 1, chap. 16, p. 284.


	16 Newman, Sister of Wisdom, 90–93.


	17 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 73. “Deinde Vidi uelut maximam multitudinem uiuentium lampadarum multam claritatem habentium, quae igneum fulgorem accipientes ita serenissimum splendorem adeptae sunt. Et ecce lacus multae latitudinis et profunditatis apparuit, os uelut os putei habens et igneum fumum cum multo foetore emittens, de quo etiam taeterrima nebula se extendens quasi uenam uisum deceptibilem habentem tetigit, et in quadam clara regione candidam nubem quae de quadam pulchra forma hominis plurimas plurimasque stellas in se continens exierat per eam afflauit ac illam eandemque formam hominis de eadem regione ita eiecit. Quo facto lucidissimus splendor eandem regionem circumdedit, et ita omnia elementa mundi, quae prius in magna quiete constiterant, in maximam inquietudinem uersa horribiles terrores ostenderunt.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 2, chap. 73, p. 13.


	18 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 77. “Sed sicut non paruo puero sed perfecto uiro, scilicet Adae, perfecta mulier data est, ita etiam modo, cum uir in perfecta aetate sua fertilis est, perfecta ei mulier coniungenda est, uelut cum arbor flores incipit emittere debita cultura ei adhibenda est. Nam de costa insito calore et suco Adae Eua formata est, ac ideo nunc de fortitudine uiri et de calore eius semen mulier concipit prolem in mundum producere. Vir enim seminator existit, mulier autem susceptrix seminis est. Vnde et mulier sub potestate uiri manet, quoniam ut duritia lapidis ad teneritudinem terrae est, ita etiam et fortitudo uiri ad mollitiem mulieris est.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 2, chap. 11, p. 77.


	19 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 77. “Quia sciebat mulieris mollitiem facilius uincendam quam uiri fortitudinem, uidens etiam quod Adam in caritate Euae tam fortiter ardebat ut si ipse diabolus Euam uicisset, quidquid illa Adae diceret, Adam idem perficeret. Vnde et diabolus illam eandemque formam hominis de eadem regione ita eiecit: quoniam idem antiquus seductor Euam atque Adam de sede beatitudinis sua deceptione expellens eos in tenebras subuersionis misit. Quomodo? Videlicet Euam primum seduxit, ut ipsa Adae blandiretur, quatenus ei assensum praeberet, quia ipsa citius Adam quam alia creatura ad inoboedientiam perducere potuit, quoniam de costa illius facta fuerat. Quapropter mulier uirum citius deicit, cum ille eam non abhorrens uerba eius facile assumit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 2, chap. 10, p. 19.


	20 Peter Lombard, The Sentences: Book 2 on Creation, trans. Silano, dist. 21, chap. 1, p. 92.


	21 Peter Lombard, The Sentences: Book 2 on Creation, trans. Silano, dist. 22, chap. 3, p. 100. Here, Lombard argues against Augustine, who said Eve’s pride and Adam’s pride were equal and therefore their sins were equal.


	22 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 78. “Adam enim uxorem suam culpare posset quod ei consilio suo mortem intulit, sed tamen eam non dimisit quamdiu in hoc saeculo uixit, quoniam illam sibi per diuinam potentiam datam esse cognouit. Vnde propter perfectam caritatem non relinquat homo uxorem suam nisi propter rationabilem causam illam quam sibi fidelis ecclesia proponit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 2, chap. 11, p. 20.


	23 It seems that Adam and Eve’s strong bond was emphasized more after the Reformation. Kathleen M. Crowther examines German plays and poems in the Protestant Reformation to show that Adam and Eve’s partnership began to be emphasized as a new ideal type of family, partly objecting to the Catholic ideal life of celibacy. See Crowther, Adam and Eve in the Protestant Reformation. In the Glossa ordinaria, on the other hand, it seems Eve’s subordinate status was emphasized rather than Adam and Eve’s mutual love. However, Hildegard does not deny that women were subjected to men due to Eve’s first transgression.


	24 “Hildegard to Adam, the Abbot,” in Hildegard of Bingen, Letters, trans. Baird and Ehrman, no. 85r/b, 1:195.


	25 “Hildegard to Adam, the Abbot,” in Hildegard of Bingen, Letters, trans. Baird and Ehrman, no. 85r/b, 1:195.


	26 Sweet, Rooted in the Earth.


	27 Honorius, The Seal of Blessed Mary, trans. Carr, 51.


	28 Newman, Sister of Wisdom, 189.


	29 Newman, Sister of Wisdom, 98.


	30 Modified from “Hildegard to Hillinus, Archbishop of Trier,” in Hildegard of Bingen, Letters, trans. Baird and Ehrman, no. 26r, 1:88. “Mulier autem est fons sapientiae et fons pleni gaudii, quas partes vir ad perfectum ducit.” Hildegard of Bingen, S. Hildegardis Abbatissae Opera omnia, ed. Migne, chap. 13, p. 167B.


	31 “It has pleased the wisdom of God, which chooses ‘the weak things of the world that he may confound the strong’ [I Cor 1.27].” “Hillinus, Archbishop of Trier, to Hildegard,” in Hildegard of Bingen, Letters, trans. Baird and Ehrman, no. 26, 1:87.


	32 Hildegard of Bingen, Causes and Cures, trans. Throop, 111. “Magna autem dilectio, que in Adam erat, cum Eua de ipso exiuit, et dulcedo soporis illius, qua tunc dormiuit, in transgressione eius in contrarium modum dulcedinis uersa est. Et ideo, quia uir hanc magnam dulcedinem in se sentit et habet, ut ‘ceruus ad fontem,’ sic ipse uelociter ad feminam currit et femina ad ipsum in similitudine horrei aree, que multis ictibus percutitur et ad calorem perducitur, cum grana in ea excutiuntur.” Hildegard of Bingen, Beate Hildegardis Cause et cure, ed. Moulinier and Berndt, bk. 2, §283, p. 176.


	33 Cadden, “It Takes All Kinds,” 171.


	34 Salih, Versions of Virginity, 1–2.


	35 “Then said the Lord unto me; This gate shall be shut, it shall not be opened, and no man shall enter in by it; because the Lord, the God of Israel, hath entered in by it, therefore it shall be shut.” Ezekiel 44:2–3.


	36 Rubin, Mother of God, 55.


	37 Honorius, The Seal of Blessed Mary, trans. Carr, 51–52.


	38 McAvoy has focused on the symbolism of the garden in explaining the importance of women and their wombs as represented in the Song of Songs. See “Chapter One: Out of Eden: The Framing of Eve” in McAvoy, The Enclosed Garden.


	39 Honorius, The Seal of Blessed Mary, trans. Carr, 209.


	40 Rubin, Mother of God, 342–45.


	41 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 109. “Et ecce uidi in terra homines in uasis suis lac portantes et inde caseos facientes, cuius quaedam pars spissa fuit, unde fortes casei facti sunt, pars quaedam tenuis, de qua debiles casei coagulate sunt, et pars quaedam tabe permixta, de qua amari casei effecti sunt.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 4, p. 61.


	42 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 118. “Vides etiam in terra homines in uasis suis lac portantes et inde caseos facientes: qui sunt in mundo homines, tam uiri quam mulieres, in corporibus suis humanum semen habentes, de quo genus diuersorum populorum procreatur; cuius quaedam pars spissa est, unde fortes casei fiunt: quia semen illud in fortitudine sua utiliter et bene coctum et temperatum strenuos homines producit, quibus etiam magna claritas tam spiritalium quam carnalium donorum in magnis patribus et in altis personis tribuitur, ita quod in prosperitate prudentiae, discretionis et utilitatis in operibus suis et coram Deo et coram hominibus perspicue florent, quoniam diabolus in eis locum suum non inuenit. Et pars quaedam tenuis de qua debiles casei coagulantur: quoniam hoc semen in teneritudine sua inutiliter semicoctum et semitemperatum teneros homines educit, ita quod isti multoties stulti, tepidi et inutiles tam apud Deum quam apud saeculum in operibus suis sunt, quia Deum strenue non quaerunt. Sed et pars quaedam tabe permixta est, de qua amari casei efficiuntur, quia semen illud in debilitate permixtionis nequiter eductum et inutiliter commixtum informes homines efficit, ita quod illi saepe amaritudinem, difficultatem et oppressionem cordis habent, unde mentem suam multoties ad superiora leuare non ualent.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 4, chap. 13, pp. 75–76.


	43 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 119–20. “Sed quod uides quasi mulierem uelut integram formam hominis in utero suo habentem: hoc est quia postquam femina humanum semen conceperit, in integritate membrorum suorum infans in abdito cubiculo uentris ipsius formatur. Et ecce per secretam dispositionem superni conditoris eadem forma motum uiuidae motionis dat: quoniam cum in secreta et occulta iussione et uoluntate Dei infans in materno utero congruo et recte diuinitus disposito tempore spiritum acceperit, motu corporis sui se uiuere ostendit, uelut terra se aperit et flores fructus sui profert cum ros super eam ceciderit, ita quod uelut ignea sphaera nulla lineamenta humani corporis habens cor eiusdem formae possidet: quia anima in igne profundae scientiae ardens diuersas res circuitu suae comprehensionis discernit nec formam humanorum membrorum habens, quoniam ipsa nec corporea nec caduca quemadmodum corpus hominis est, cor hominis confortat, quod quasi fundamentum corporis existens totum corpus regit, uelut firmamentum caeli inferiora continet et superiora tegit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 4, chap. 16, pp. 77–78.


	44 The Latin in the footnote has “Quomodo? Sensus omnes uires animae claudit” which is missing from the English translation. I have added this omitted passage in italics: “Therefore, I placed my translation in italic: “How? The senses close all the powers of the soul.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 123. “Lex ad salutem hominis posita est, et prophetae occulta Dei manifestant, sic et sensus hominis quaeque nociua ab homine depellit et interiora animae denudat. Nam anima sensum exspirat. Quomodo? Ipsa hominem uiuente facie uiuificat et uisu, auditu, gustu, odoratu et tactu glorificat, ita quod homo sensu tactus peruigil in omnibus rebus fit. Sensus enim signum omnium uirium animae est, sicut et corpus uas animae est. Quomodo? Sensus omnes uires animae claudit. Quid est hoc? Homo in facie cognoscitur, oculis uidet, auribus audit, os ad loquendum aperit, manibus palpat, pedibus ambulat et ideo sensus est in homine uelut pretiosi lapides et ut pretiosus thesaurus in uase signatus. Sed ut uas uidetur et ut in eo thesaurus scitur, ita etiam in sensu ceterae uires animae intelleguntur.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 1, bk. 4, chap. 24, p. 83.


	45 Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, trans. Hart and Bishop, 181–82. “Nam sicut homo nascitur ex carne, diuina potestate in forma Adae illum creante, ita Spiritus sanctus recuperat uitam animae per inundationem aquae, cum ipsa spiritum hominis in se accipit eum resuscitans ad uitam, ut prius in unda sanguinis suscitatus est, cum in corporali uasculo manifestatus est. Vt enim forma hominis tunc amabiliter formatur, ita quod homo dicitur, sic spiritus hominis ante oculos Dei nunc in aqua uiuificatur, ita quod eum Deus ad hereditatem uitae nouit.” Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, ed. Führkötter and Carelvaris, pt. 2, bk. 3, chap. 30, p. 153.









Chapter 3 Releasing Blood and Humours

Supported by religious ideas, medieval medicine tends to describe women’s nature as simple and singular, often omitting discussion of their diversity or differences. This tendency especially stands out in comparison to the many medical opinions on men’s varied nature and temperaments. Medieval doctors follow the stereotypical belief that women essentially have the same nature as Eve, who was seen as so licentious, lustful, and weak that she was easily deceived by the serpent; differences of humoral composition and temperament from one female to another are often ignored or brushed aside in medieval medical literature. By contrast, Hildegard thoroughly sets out the diversity of women’s nature and temperaments, thereby departing from contemporary male medical theorists who did not distinguish among the various proportions of the four temperaments in women.

This approach is important because Hildegard emphasizes gender differences in her temperament theories. For instance, Cadden points out that Hildegard’s case is unique in that she did not ignore women in her treatment of the four temperaments or portray women’s temperaments as subcategories of men’s temperaments. What is more interesting is that her depiction of sexual differences in the four temperaments is closely connected to her view that women and men are different from and complementary to each other, raising important issues of anatomy, physiology, sexuality, reproduction, and behaviour across genders in her religious and scientific writings.1

The issue of menstruation is a clear example of Hildegard’s positive view of the female reproductive body. Some medieval theologians insisted that menstrual fluids were so harmful that intercourse with a woman during menstruation could result in monstrous, leprous, or deformed children.2 However, Hildegard’s reasoning tends to focus on the common humanity of both sexes, which gives her a more positive view of all bodies and bodily processes. Hildegard does not mention the dangerous pollution of menstruation, as male theologians do. Even when she forbids men to have sexual relationships with menstruating women, it is not about pollution; instead, she sympathizes with women who are already suffering menstrual discomfort. Although menstruation was the punishment from God when Eve transgressed, Hildegard argues that it still should not prevent women from attending church.

Moreover, Hildegard emphasizes the complementary roles of the two sexes in reproduction. In Hildegard’s cosmological understanding, Adam’s semen became poisonous after he sinned against God. By contrast, women do not have this poison in their bodies because of their menstrual flow, which is the parallel change Eve’s body underwent after the first sin. Therefore, it is the womb that has to neutralize poisonous semen. In this way, women’s bodies have the capacity to nullify men’s reproductive toxicity resulting from Adam’s fall.


Women as Complete Beings

Hildegard’s positive depiction of the female body is supported by her appreciation of the physical body of the human being that was created by God with natural elements. Hildegard’s relationship between microcosm and macrocosm is apparent in many places in Cause et cure. As Adam’s body was created from the elements, so too was God’s whole creation, and just as the cosmos contains four elements, so does the human body:

Just as they hold the world together, the elements are the framework of the human body. Their streaming forth and their functions so divide themselves within a person, that a person is held together; just as, poured through the world, they busy themselves. Fire, air, water and earth are in a person, and from them a person is composed. From fire a person has heat, from air, breath, from water, blood, and from earth a person has flesh.3


After this assertion, Hildegard continues her discussion of this analogy by detailing the various symptoms and diseases that people may acquire if the elements in their bodies, based on the four elements of the world, fall out of balance. The key to staying healthy is maintaining the proper proportions of the bodily humours. People become ill when this balance collapses.4 However, the correct proportion of the four humours can be different for each person, as expressed in the medical theory of the four temperaments. A person’s specific temperament is determined according to which humour is dominant within them. This medical belief prevails among ancient and medieval medical theorists; Hildegard, however, is interesting because she distinguishes women’s four temperaments from men’s.

Hildegard presents four types of temperament in women after explaining the same four types in men: sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric, and melancholic. Just like men, women have variable bodily humours that determine the degree to which they have different temperamental qualities. In this perspective, even strength of sexual desire (which was often represented elsewhere in medieval writing as uniformly strong and uncontrollable in all women) is different in each woman. Not all women are filled with lust, and not all women desire men equally. Certainly, some women may want sex and need men; however, others do not. In Hildegard’s writings, women tend not to fall into one stereotypical type; where males are variable, women are variable, too. Here she describes the sanguine temperament in women:

These [sanguine] women have a clear, white face and are in the embrace of love. They are loveable and exacting in their skills. They are continent in mind and suffer moderately flowing blood in their streams of menstruation. The vessel of their womb is strongly positioned for child-bearing, whence they are fertile and able to receive the male semen. Nevertheless they do not produce many children. If they are without husbands, and do not give birth to offspring, they easily ail in their body.5


Judging from this passage, we can infer that sanguine women may have relatively strong sexual desires for men, since they are happy when they have husbands. The sanguine woman’s menstruation is not severe, and her womb is particularly suitable for reproduction, so it seems that these women are the best at having babies. We might say that the sanguine woman benefits from being a wife and mother rather than an ascetic practitioner.

Like sanguine women, phlegmatic women are also described as suitable for reproduction. In the case of the phlegmatic woman, according to Hildegard, childbirth and a sexual life are much desired and encouraged. These women’s strong yearning for a sexual life is stated up front in Cause et cure. In order to support her characterization of the phlegmatic woman’s strong sexual drive and desire to reproduce, Hildegard lists this woman’s physical and social characteristics: wide veins, a strongly placed womb, and popularity among men.

They [phlegmatic women] have a stern face of swarthy complexion. Vigorous, useful, with a somewhat virile mind, they sustain neither too small nor too great, but moderately flowing, streams of blood in their menstrual period. Since they have large veins, they are very fecund for offspring and easily conceive. Their womb and all the internal organs are strongly positioned. They attract men and lead them behind them, and men love them. If they wish to keep themselves from men, they are able to refrain from joining with them, which debilitates them a little, but not much. If they avoid joining with men, they become hard to deal with and serious in their behavior; if they are with men, and refuse to hold themselves back from union, they become incontinent and overflow with lust, just like men.6


In this view, just like sanguine women, or even more so, phlegmatic women enjoy their sexual lives. They are happy with children and can even become sick if they cannot have intercourse with men, and men like them in return. Certainly, they may experience difficulties if they choose the monastic life.

These women are too fertile to reject husbands and sexual activity; abstinence can make them sick. Also, phlegmatic women are good at giving birth. Like sanguine women, they have wombs that are securely positioned in their bodies. What is more notable, phlegmatic women can deliver a number of children. They release a moderate amount of blood during menstruation. It is interesting that phlegmatic women are desired by men even though they have “manly” souls. In every sense, they seem very apt for reproduction.

Choleric women do not seem unhappy with their sexual lives; however, their mode of behaviour is slightly different in that men tend to avoid these women, although men love them, too. After discussing their physical characteristics, Hildegard turns to the topic of choleric women’s love lives:

They [choleric women] are shown respect by men, and are feared. They suffer in menstruation with very much blood. Their womb is strongly positioned, and they are fertile. Men love their ways, but avoid them a bit. These women do not draw men behind them, alluring them. If they are joined to husbands, they are chaste and observe wifely fidelity. With husbands, they are physically healthy, but if they lack them, they will feel pain in their body, and they will be weak, as much from not knowing to whom they might show womanly fidelity, as from the fact they do not have husbands. If the flows of the menstrual period ease before the due time, they will easily be paralytic and they will be enervated and infirm in their humors, or they will feel pain in their liver, or easily incur the black tumor of dragunculus, or their breasts swell up from cancer.7


Choleric women have a bit of a complicated character. Men generally love these women, but they are reluctant to be near them, since choleric women do not let men chase after them, unlike phlegmatic women, who seem to easily draw men to them. However, once choleric women are married, Hildegard states that they are loyal to their husbands. In addition, choleric women have active sexual lives, and they are healthier when they have husbands. When they are not with men, their bodily systems develop issues that weaken them.

On the other hand, choleric women do not seem to benefit much from reproduction. While Hildegard explains that sanguine and phlegmatic women may have many or few children, she barely discusses reproduction in choleric women, emphasizing instead that choleric women might experience a good deal of pain and copious bleeding during menstruation. However, the good thing about the choleric woman’s reproductive system is that her womb is securely positioned in her body, and she has minimal reproductive health issues.

In drawing such distinctions, Hildegard introduces the idea that qualities of temperament vary greatly among women. Sanguine and choleric women have similarities in that both types of women need men in order to remain healthy. They are likely to fall ill if they lack husbands. They are good at having babies, as their wombs are securely placed. But their reproductive strengths also suggest that they may not be well suited for ascetic life, in which women have to avoid all men but Jesus.

At the same time, there are some interesting women who do not need men according to Hildegard’s physiology. Or rather, they are healthier when they avoid men. These are the melancholic women. The melancholic woman is different from the other female temperament types, which have strong sexual appetites or a high degree of attractiveness to men. According to Hildegard, melancholic women tend to be busy with their own pursuits and less interested in men. They are easily lost in thought and easily tired. These women are not only indifferent to men but are also ignored by men in return. Furthermore, their bodily characteristics are not the most suitable for conceiving and delivering babies.

They [melancholic women] suffer very much blood in their menstrual period, and are sterile, since they have a weak, fragile womb. Whence they are not able to receive, retain, or warm the man’s semen. They are healthier, stronger, and happier without husbands than with them since, if they are with husbands, they are enfeebled. Men turn away from them and flee them because they do not address men affably, and they love men very little. If these women at any time have delectation of the flesh, it quickly ceases.8


These women are not well suited for reproduction, which is the primary duty of women in medieval society outside the monastery. Hildegard argues that many melancholic women can be infertile. It is not their fault, nor is it unnatural. Rather, it is the natural result of their physical disposition and character given by God. These women do not have strong wombs like sanguine and choleric women. Also, melancholic women do not need men as much as sanguine or choleric women. Melancholic women are not happy when men are around them, because they do not want to talk to them, and they become rather sick if they have husbands. Even when melancholic women get a taste of carnal pleasure, they do not enjoy it for long. Hildegard concludes that they are not well suited to conceiving and having babies in general, although there is one exception: even melancholic women can be happy with sanguine men. They can have a happy marriage, as they have natures that correspond and balance each other’s temperaments. Otherwise, melancholic women are better off living alone.

Even though Hildegard does not make this explicit, she implies that melancholic women are well adapted to remaining virgins and pursuing a religious life. Since they do not have strong sexual impulses, and these diminish rather quickly when they appear, they have fewer issues with monastic life than sanguine or choleric women, who are known for their inclination towards men. Even better, men do not care much for melancholic women in return. These women could be understood as less dangerous for males in monasteries, since there is less of a chance that they will seem attractive to religious men or lead them to sin. Indeed, as Hildegard comments elsewhere, licentiousness is a problem of individual temperament, not gender-specific.9 This understanding is contrary to ancient and medieval male writers’ view that women were so incomplete that they might need intercourse with men to stay healthy. For example, the popular gynaecological book De secretis mulierum falsely cites Galen to explain that a woman’s mysterious symptoms were caused by a lack of sexual activity with men.10

Clearly, Hildegard does not judge women’s nature as though it had one singular characteristic, namely, strong sexuality; instead, she introduces different types of women according to their physiological temperaments and psychological complexions. Just as with men, the intensity of their sexual desire varies, depending on their temperaments. Though she refers to herself as “weak” and “inferior,” she writes in a way that shows that women are not any less complex than men, and because they have very different qualities among themselves, they cannot be understood as comprising a single category of licentious, naive, and ill-natured beings.11 Nor can women simply be reduced to one half of the Aristotelian dualistic physiology that casts them as cold and passive.12 Just like men, some women are more sexual than others. Some are well suited for religious and solitary lives, while others are better suited for various social activities, childbirth, and family life. Women are not equally filled with sexual desire, nor equally licentious, nor equally born to have children. Her account of women’s differing temperaments indicates Hildegard’s own interest in and dedication to the study of women’s physiology. Rather than assigning one nature or one duty to women, she suggests that women, like men, have different physical and psychological characteristics that make them suited for different possible ways of living.



Menstruation as Punishment

In canon law compilations and commentaries, there was debate about whether women should be allowed in church during menstruation or after delivering a child. Hildegard is different from other canonists before her in that she does not particularly distinguish between men and women in ritual purity. Unlike Gratian, Rufinus, and Paucapalea, Hildegard applies one criterion to both women’s and men’s bodies—whether they are whole or not. Moreover, Hildegard is interesting because her views are supported by her medical accounts, which we have seen in Cause et cure. In her eyes, just as there is no physical reason to see menstruation as polluting, there is no reason to forbid menstruating women from entering the church in Scivias. Even when defloration and childbirth seem to justify reading the body as corrupt, Hildegard finds a physical basis for comparing such women’s broken bodies to the wounds of men. This distinguishes her views from those of Gratian and Gregory, who allowed women’s entrance into the church only because women had already been punished by childbirth despite their “fleshly delight” and Eve’s transgression.13 Therefore, it is meaningful that even when Hildegard forbade women from entering the church after childbirth, she did not attribute her reasoning to women’s sinful or physical nature.

Gratian, a contemporary of Hildegard, took menstruating and postpartum women’s side on this issue. Like Hildegard, Gratian argues that men should not approach menstruating women sexually, and that women should not stop nursing their own babies just because they want to have intercourse with their husbands again. Here, he does not give a specific reason for this prohibition, such as women’s pain or their polluting nature, other than Leviticus: “For the sacred law [Lev. 20:18] inflicted death on a man who approached a menstruating woman.” However, following Gregory the Great, Gratian still argues that menstruating women should be permitted to enter the church.14 Gregory argued that if these women were forbidden to enter the church, it was like punishing them twice, considering that they already suffer from the punishment of Eve.15 Moreover, according to Gratian’s understanding of Gregory, the church already had an example in the woman with bleeding issues from the Gospel who was healed by touching Jesus’ garment. Jesus was not angry with her; rather, he complimented her courage.

On the other hand, a few theologians did not show mercy to women during menstruation or the postpartum period. Rufinus, a twelfth-century commentator on Gratian who was also an influential figure in the later tradition of canon law,16 disagrees with Gratian and Gregory on whether postpartum women could enter the church. His commentary on the Decretum relies more on the old purity laws and Theodore’s Penitentials to support his position against permitting women entrance into the church right after childbirth.17 Rufinus refers to Julius Solinus on the harmful effects of menstrual blood.18 Furthermore, he also saw women’s pregnancy as polluting because “every unformed foetus displeases God,” meaning the female reproductive processes are harmful in general.19

These debates reveal a negative attitude in the theology of Hildegard’s time towards women during or immediately after the loss of blood, showing that Hildegard was on the cutting edge of issues regarding whether women should be permitted to enter the church during menstruation and after childbirth. The ancient belief in ritual impurity to see menstruation as polluting and dangerous lingered in medieval society. Even when theologians granted entrance to the church to menstruating women, they could still blame women’s bodies for polluting men, as Gratian’s pupil Paucapalea did, citing the Penitentials of Theodore in his argument.20 Even when women were admitted into the church after childbirth, they were allowed to enter only under certain conditions, such as the women’s humility and prayer. This implies that women’s bodily characteristics were still seen as going against the church’s teaching—as something that required penance. Even when male theologians such as Gratian allowed women to enter the church during their periods or after delivering a child, they were not entirely free of negative views towards menstruating or postpartum bodies. According to male theologians, women were allowed into the church “despite” their bodily defects.

In Hildegard’s discourse on what women should or should not do, she often omits discussion of pollution, which sharply distinguishes her from male theologians. Even when Hildegard explains why menstruating women should not have intercourse, it is not about pollution but about their physical distress. She argues, in God’s voice, that menstruating women should not have intercourse with men—not because they are polluting but because they are already in pain. As women are not polluting but in pain, it is not fair if they are not allowed in church, especially during the time when women need care.21 Women with their periods should keep themselves “in hidden knowledge,”22 but this does not mean that they should be prevented from entering the church. A woman’s church visit, guaranteed by her faith, is for salvation.

While Hildegard, like Gratian, does not see menstruation as a sufficient reason to keep women from church, she differs from him in viewing childbirth as a valid reason for keeping women away from church. Her view is unique. For example, Gratian, following Gregory, sees no reason to keep women from giving thanks in church after a successful childbirth. Hildegard does. Her reason in God’s voice for this has to do with bodily wholeness: whether women undergo any processes which might bring about serious injury. It does not specifically concern women’s issues. As we have seen in her Cause et cure, menstruation simply takes advantage of natural openings in the womb to rid the body of surplus fluids; it does not break a woman’s body apart. Childbirth, however, is a more serious event for Hildegard, as it involves a rupture of a woman’s wholeness.

In either case, Hildegard does not focus on the polluted or polluting nature of the woman’s body in reproductive processes. In particular, menstruation is far from being a matter of pollution, because it does not rupture or wound the female body. Hildegard suggests that a woman’s body has a pathway that allows air to enter, which benefits the release of menstrual blood and allows a baby to breathe when needed.23 When God opened Eve’s body after she ate the forbidden fruit, God also opened the bodies of her female descendants. Therefore, menstruation became a routine part of the earthly existence of women. This accounts for why, except when they are pregnant, women are bound to menstruate monthly. Hildegard, like other medieval theologians, understands this “small portion of the pain of childbirth”24 as a part of women’s penance; however, she does not portray the bodies of menstruating women as dangerous to men but rather emphasizes women’s need for nurturing tenderness in times of menstruation or pregnancy.

However, postpartum women are different because their bodies have such “open” wounds that they should not be allowed in church. Yet, this is not because they are women and have to go through reproductive processes. The reason is physical and not limited to women. Hildegard says that a broken body could be a pollution, but this is not exclusive to women. Pollution from a broken body can happen to men.25 Hildegard elaborates by referring to Leviticus, which says that a man with wounds is also prohibited from entering a holy place. The wounds that women receive from childbirth and that men receive from “the impact of a blow”26 are treated in the same way. This openness from childbirth is not the same, however, as the openness that enables the menstrual flow in the woman’s body. The former is more like a rupture.

For Hildegard, a rupture matters. She goes on to explain the reason why a person with an open wound is not allowed in church, which is to preserve the wholeness of the Ecclesia; for Hildegard, as she repeatedly emphasizes, this wholeness is analogous to virginity and the wholeness of the Virgin Mary. A rupture of the physical body, which Hildegard traces all the way back to the broken body of Abel slaughtered by Cain,27 meant a schism of the Church, like the schism that Hildegard faced in her time.28 This interpretation is valid because the human being’s physical body is not only analogically but literally the temple of God. Just as the temple of God should not be divided, the ruptured human body should be kept away from the healthy church.

And even for Hildegard, deflowering and childbirth are not very different from the physical bruises and wounds of men. Hildegard sees them as representing the same level of loss of bodily integrity; wounds are thus treated as corruptions. As she writes: “Therefore, let a woman who breaks the wholeness of her virginity with a man also refrain from entering My Temple while injured by the bruise of her corruption, until the injury of that wound is healed.”29 Hildegard did not treat women’s bodies after intercourse and childbirth as polluted or polluting because they were undergoing uniquely feminine processes; rather, her prohibitions are based on the commonalities between men and women. Corruption from bruises could happen to anyone. And once their wounds were healed, whether earned through sexual activity or physical combat, both men and women needed to re-establish contact with the community of the faithful and could enter churches to do so. From this perspective, women’s bodily processes were no more polluting than men’s. In fact, in the context of its necessity as a part of the perpetuation of humankind, sexual intercourse was not dirty. Hildegard thus focuses on the wounding nature of deflowering, without making intercourse itself problematic. For Hildegard, the most important factor in deciding whether someone should be accepted into the church was whether their bodies were wounded or whole.

On a related note, it is also interesting that Hildegard juxtaposes Eve and Cain in explaining whether or not women should be allowed to go to church during menstruation or after childbirth. In some sense, Eve—who introduced original sin and therefore death, and was punished with painful childbirth—and Cain—who committed homicide for the first time, and therefore breached the temple of the body and threatened the wholeness of the church—could be considered similar insofar as they were the first sinners, and thus prompted the association of certain bodily states in men and women with parallel penances. As these passages of Hildegard’s Scivias show, she promotes ideas that tend to equalize male and female problems; she does not emphasize the polluting or inferior nature of the female body when she (in God’s voice) allows menstruating women to enter the church.




Menstruation as Purgative

Hildegard states that women’s menstruation functions to cleanse their bodies by expelling unnecessary blood and humours. However, Hildegard goes further than her contemporaries by suggesting that women’s blood also functions to detoxify men’s semen, which changed after Adam’s transgression; in describing the process of emitting seed and conception, she reverses the normal polarity of heat and cold that characterized women and men in medieval physiology. Describing the condition of the parents’ bodies at conception, she writes:

These all create a tempest, from their excessive superfluity. From the blood, they bring forth a poisonous foam, which is semen. When it falls upon its place, the blood of the mother joins with it, from which it will be bloody. Conception of a human being arises from pleasure, which the serpent, in the first fruit, blew into the human; the man’s blood is spurred on by pleasure. That blood sends cold foam into the woman; the heat of the maternal flesh coagulates it, spreading it out into a bloody form. The foam, remaining in the heat, soon grows dense, to the stature of a small human being, from the sweat of dry foods of the mother; until the writing of the creator, which formed the human being, overlays a consistent density on the human stature; just as a workman forms a tall vessel.30


In this passage, it is not women’s menstrual material but men’s semen which is toxic. This idea of poison in the semen is repeated:

In Adam’s transgression, the strength in the male’s genital member changed into a poisonous foam, and the female’s blood changed to a contrary effusion. Because men’s flesh was made from earth, his blood has semen of a strong and correct nature. A woman’s blood is also of a correct nature. Because she is weak and tender she does not have semen, but emits merely a tiny, watery foam, since she is not of both earth and flesh, as a male, but was taken only from the flesh of the male. And so she is weak and fragile and is the vessel of a man. From the love of the male, her blood is aroused and she sends it, as if a foam, more bloody than white, to the semen of the male.31


Hildegard argues that women’s wombs have the power to heat men’s semen and to neutralize semen’s poisonous nature in the complementary process of conception. This view is interesting because traditionally, women’s bodies were considered colder than men’s. Hildegard also acknowledges this, and she generally follows this Galenic conception of male and female physiology. However, Hildegard emphasizes the complementary relationship between the two sexes to such a degree that she still envisions interactions between women and men during reproductive processes.

It joins with it and shapes it, making it warm and bloody. After it has fallen into its place, and lain there, it grows cold. It is as if a poisonous foam until fire, that is heat, warms it and until air, that is breath, dries it; and until water, that is liquid, allows pure dampness to enter; and until the earth, that is a membrane, constrains it. And then it will be bloody—not totally blood, but combined with a bit of blood. The four humors, which she32 draws from the four elements, remain in moderate balance around this semen until, as if flesh, it is coagulated and firmed so that the shape of a human can be configured in it.33


Men have to heat women’s bodies with their love, and women’s foam, the female version of semen, will then warm men’s semen. Rather than fixing the binary nature of women and men, Hildegard values the fact that women and men exchange qualities in order to reproduce. Both sexes work together because women and men are made to become one flesh; their natures are complementary (in strength and weakness as well as in heat and cold). However, when Hildegard analyzes the actual process of conception, she reverts to this gendered hot–cold polarity. At the moment of conception, it is the woman’s womb that is hotter and does the work of warming men’s semen, which is colder.

Hildegard’s suggestion that men have poisonous semen represents another major departure from Aristotle, Galen, and their medieval followers, who hold that semen is the purest and most distilled form of blood. During the organic process of conception, semen is joined with women’s foam, surrounded by women’s humours, and heated by the womb in order to grow into a human form.

Because the womb nurtures and strengthens, the mixture of men’s semen and women’s foam allows the embryo to develop into a child by eliminating semen’s dangerous nature. In this sense, the womb provides not only a nutritive but also a purifying environment for babies. Carrying this idea further, it is ultimately the womb that nullifies the result of Adam’s sin in God’s creation story by re-creation through the Virgin Mary, who conceived Jesus as a part of God’s plan to purify the entire human generation; more on the purifying role of female bodies will be discussed in the next chapter. What is important here is that every woman to some extent engages in a purifying process during conception.

By reframing menstruation as a purgative process rather than the cause and result of pollution, Hildegard ties a medical perspective on female physiology to a theological understanding of redemption. Her appreciation of physical flows as divinely intended mechanisms of balance contrasts with her male predecessors and contemporaries who viewed these reproductive processes primarily as manifestations of Eve’s curse. This integration of medical and theological perspectives reinterprets the premodern understanding of the womb and women’s bodies through a woman’s voice.
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Chapter 4 Receiving the Spirit, Foam, and Fluids

Who contributes more to making a baby, men or women? Against the prevalent view of her time that men provided the essential elements for creating new life, Hildegard emphasized the complementary relationship between the sexes. She saw reproduction as a collaborative process where neither men nor women could create offspring alone, just as God and human beings were inseparable. While the woman’s body is often represented as a passive entity, Hildegard’s understanding is quite the opposite: the female body not only receives but also purifies and creates the living. At the same time, it also kindles, nourishes, and develops the reproductive materials. Additionally, the birth of a baby is comparable to God’s creation of Eve. Just as God created the first human beings using the four elements and breath, the woman’s body uses its four elements and humours and the soul sent from God. The woman’s body is optimized for this because it is already acclimated to flow. The foetus’s soul flows in through the womb just like God’s breath flowed into Eve. The elements of the universe flow and are present in the form of the humours in a woman’s body, which nurtures and grows the embryo. These processes occur only within the woman’s body.


Women’s and Men’s Complementary Roles in Intercourse

Hildegard’s writings maintain the view that men are stronger and women are subordinated to men.1 However, a woman’s relative weakness is an equal part of a complementary relationship, just like a man’s virility. Men are stronger because women are weaker.2 Eve is a reservoir of the prophetic knowledge that God sent to Adam in his sleep, and she is also the reservoir of future offspring.3 Hildegard describes women and men as so complementary that they cannot exist without each other.

Male and female are joined together, therefore, in such a way that each one works through the other. The male would not be called “male” without the female, or the female named “female” without the male. For woman is man’s work, and man is the solace of woman’s eyes; and neither of them could exist without the other.4


The interesting point here is that the relationship between women and men is compared to the relationship between humankind and God. Granted, hierarchy defines both the relations between men and women and those between God and humankind,5 since God (compared to human beings) and men (compared to women) are so strong that they can destroy the universe and other beings in irreversible ways, as indicated in Hildegard’s interpretation of original sin; if Adam had sinned first, then humankind would not have had any hope, because of his stubbornness. God and men are like fire.

It is only women and humankind that can mitigate the destructive power of men and God. In the Book of Divine Works, Hildegard says, “fire burns with such force that it would spare nothing if it were not tempered by the water. And as water attends to fire by sparing, so too humanity was joined to divinity to be spared”6 Of course, fire and water are both necessary. Fire gives humankind light and warmth, while water provides people with blood and flow. “Water manifests heat in a person’s blood, air in his breathing, moisture in his perfected state, inundation in cleansing, quickness in vivification, sap in strengthening, predilection in bringing forth fruit, vital force in erection, moisture in strength, and dampness in all joints.”7

Interestingly, men and God are similar in that they are fire. “For God, who is fire and light, vivifies the human person through the soul and moves him through rationality.”8 Men in Hildegard’s Cause et cure have sexual desire like fire, which is stirred inside the man’s body. The testicles attest to the heat, and the penis has fire, which can be overabundant or too violent.9 “Delectation in a man is similar to fire, which sometimes is extinguished, sometimes flames up; constantly burning fire would consume many things.”10 On the other hand, women and humankind are strongly characterized by water, which is often represented as purgative. The Great Flood in Genesis was created to wipe out sinful creatures. “and it [creation] is sustained by the water that washes all things clean.”11 In particular, the female body is known for its strong moisture, while the male body is drier. And of course, women’s menstruation, the peak of blood, is a purgative process, stressing women’s watery nature.

Along the same lines, sexual desire and pleasure function differently according to sex and gender, and they have to be mutual. Hildegard sees the proper exchange of fluids and emotions as positive, and even necessary to health and reproduction. For Hildegard, sexual pleasure itself is not merely a necessary evil, as we saw above. Rather, Hildegard sees it as a necessary good for both men and women to have enough pleasure to emit semen or foam and conceive a child. Pleasure is important not just because it arouses but also because it affects the partners through their bodies. Without partners, sexual desire falls into nothing. There should be a consensus and mutual arousal between partners. If only one or the other enjoys sexual intercourse, or neither of them does, it does not provide the proper physical environment needed to produce healthy babies.12

According to Cause et cure, sexual pleasure is produced from the marrow; then, it travels around the body. The genitals of women and men receive it. However, the mechanism is slightly different in the two sexes. For men, lust is like a storm and fire, which are poured into the genitals.13 On the other hand, women’s lust is gentler and similar to wind, which is not dissimilar to Eve’s airy nature.14 The female libido goes through a more complicated process because the womb into which it falls is “spacious” and resembles an “open space” (apertum locum) so that it can be expanded.15 It is to receive the flow of semen and hold the fertilized egg.

Hildegard argues that women’s lust is more flexible and adjustable to circumstances. First, women’s lust is weaker for physical and societal reasons. Women’s bodies are smaller; therefore, their bodily desires are smaller. And women’s desire is easily controlled “either through fear or shame.”16 The physical needs of women are open to change more easily, according to their circumstances, and can result in a lack of ejaculation when there is no physical contact with men. Hildegard says, “Her wind is windy [volatile], her veins are open, and her body parts are more pliable than a man’s,” after asserting that “[t]he woman is only a vessel, so that she might conceive and give birth,”17 emphasizing flow.

These sex and gender differences are applied to the different sex and gender roles attached to women and men, still emphasizing women’s role as vessels. However, this vessel imagery does not represent women as empty, passive entities, but as active in conceiving, moderating, and empowering God’s words and new life.18 Men’s sexual and reproductive roles are like summer, to effuse and fructify, just as because Adam was made of earth, so he produces from earth. Their sexual acts are circular, flowing constantly through each other in the same way that “[t]he air is moved by the wind, and the wind is mingled with the air, so that in their movement all verdant things are subject to their influence.”19 Woman was created from the body of man, and men are born from women’s wombs.20 On the other hand, women’s equivalent role resembles what winter does; women keep and save the elements produced by earth and men.21 While women’s and men’s roles are reciprocal, the female body functions more like a container. This container is physical because through it women bear offspring. At the same time, this container is spiritual in that women bear prophetic knowledge.22

According to Hildegard, reproduction is possible only when absorption and release happen properly through the parents’ bodies, in particular the woman’s body. During intercourse, the male partner has to send his semen to the female partner, while the female needs both actions—bringing in and sending out.23 In medieval physiology, it was controversial whether women have semen or not. Hildegard did not believe in women’s semen. Instead, she argues that women release a kind of foam when they are aroused during intercourse. Sexual pleasure itself is also the result of sexual desire coming out of the designated organ. In fact, sexual pleasure itself is the aftermath of original sin, when the first human beings swallowed the forbidden fruit and received sin and its harmful effects in their bodies. As a result, women must endure the reproductive process, eventually sending a baby out from their bodies into the world.

In the process of intercourse, the woman’s and man’s affections and sexual fluids flow into each other so that they can intermingle and become one flesh. The woman’s blood draws and embraces the man’s seed by the power of love, so that it can mix with the semen. At the same time, the male partner’s body is warmed by the female partner’s arousal and drawn to the woman’s body, while his blood, “liquified, flows about and is turned around like a mill.”24 This process of attraction, liquification, and blending is necessary to make the partners’ blood and body one, as the Scriptures describe: “For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh” (Ephesians 5:31). And this one flesh will be embodied as a baby with one flesh.

The fact that the man and woman have become, and are one flesh, was lying hidden in the man’s side, from which the woman, taken, was made his flesh. The man and woman more easily flow together for conceiving in their blood and sweat. The power of eternity, which brings forth the infant from its mother’s womb, makes the man and woman one flesh.25


Eve flowed out of Adam’s body, becoming one body. A legitimate couple should become flexible and melt like water in terms of flesh and blood, which will enable them to flow into each other. Like Adam and Eve, if the partners are already one body, they can flow into each other more easily to become one flesh and one blood.26 In this description, the flesh should be so softened and blood should be so flowing that both sexes can mingle with each other, when the images of softness and flow are much closer to the characterization of women. Eve and her female offspring have softer flesh than Adam and his offspring. Women also regularly experience the flow of blood during their fertile years: menstruation. Then, this softness and flow are required for two partners to become one blood and one body and produce children in Hildegard’s view.




Women’s Contribution in Re-creation

Hildegard does not think that women have semen like men, but there is nevertheless a feminine contribution to conception. For her, the woman’s blood is too weak to produce seed. Instead, women make “a small thin foam.”27 However, she does not quite echo Aristotle and his followers, who thought that women simply provided the material for the embryo while men donated vitality and motion; it is clear that a woman’s role matters in reproduction, affecting the outcome in various ways, even if Hildegard still accepts the popular image of sex as an agricultural process in which men are the farmers and women are the fields to be ploughed.28 Even as women were traditionally regarded as having a simpler task, such as supplying materials to a baby or carrying a baby until delivery, Hildegard sees their contribution in various aspects, including their emotional state, making affection a condition of successful reproduction.

Even at the moment of conception, Hildegard relates the health of the baby both to the condition of the semen and to the affection of the partners. And she continues to focus on the importance of flow in this process as well. She describes the moment of conception in this way:

When a man, approaching a woman for pouring forth his strong semen, has correct loving esteem for the woman, and the woman at the same time holds the man in loving esteem, a male is conceived, because it has been so ordained by God. It cannot be otherwise, since Adam was formed from mud, a stronger material than flesh. This male child will be prudent and virtuous, because he was conceived from strong semen and correct loving esteem of both parents.29


She then continues to explain different cases according to these conditions. Whether the man’s semen is strong or weak determines the sex of the baby. If the man’s semen is strong, a male child is made; if the man’s semen is weak, a female child is born. Likewise, the strength of the woman’s love for the man during intercourse establishes the bodily condition of the child. Only if the woman truly loves her partner in coitus is a healthy child born. If the woman does not have strong affection and love for the man during coitus, the baby is weakened. A baby is born with a gender and character influenced by the different conditions of the parents.

If, however, love for the man is lacking in the woman, so that only the man has the correct loving esteem for the woman at that time, and if the semen of the man is strong, a male is nevertheless conceived, because the loving esteem of the man is pre-eminent. But that male child will be weak and not virtuous, since love for the man was lacking in the woman. If the semen of the man is weak, even if he has the proper love for the woman, and she for him, a virtuous [strong] female is produced. If only one parent has the proper love for the other, and the semen of the male is weak at the time, a female is born because of the debility of the semen.30


It is interesting that Hildegard considers the feelings of the woman towards her husband as well as her physical condition as important factors in the character of the offspring. Whether or not the woman is fond of her partner is considered to be a critical aspect of the production of healthy children.

After noting that women do not have semen but a foamy fluid that is expelled when they are aroused during intercourse, Hildegard goes on to explain how women contribute to the formation of the embryo by providing a space for its development and nutrition until it develops into a baby. The uterus is not a motionless, functionless, empty room. Instead, a woman’s body closely engages with the fertilized egg so that it can fully develop into a baby with new life. In this process, the four humours present in the woman’s body (which originate from the four elements of the universe) surround the mixture of female foam and male semen, which will be more fully discussed later. The important aspect to note here is that Hildegard appreciates that the process takes place in women’s reproductive bodies.

The mother’s importance to the growing foetus is discussed by other medieval writers; however, the mother’s function is often limited to contributing the matter from which the foetus is formed. Aristotle saw the mother’s body only as a house for its storage and the father’s semen as providing the generative power and form to the embryo, blaming the cold nature of the woman’s body for its inability to produce a seed.31 It might be easier to find appreciation of women’s reproductive role in medieval texts than in ancient ones,32 but medieval men still dismiss the life-giving part of women’s contribution. For them, it was men who performed more essential work in giving life to a foetus. For example, Pseudo-Albertus Magnus seems to neglect the mother’s role when he talks about the three stages of the embryo’s development.33 By contrast, Hildegard provides readers with detailed descriptions of what occurs during pregnancy, emphasizing the close connections between the mother and foetus. Hildegard argues that the womb is the place that provides the egg, foetus, and baby with physical modification, spiritual preparation, and God’s power of eternity, and although Hildegard emphasizes the non-material functions of the woman’s body in reproduction, she also acknowledges the importance of the womb as a provider of material contributions such as nutrition.

In her section on conception, Hildegard describes how when men’s semen is intermingled with women’s foam, semen’s toxic properties are neutralized by women’s foam and the four elements surrounding it, and as a result, it becomes an embryo and eventually a baby with bodily members and organs. Here, a woman’s reproductive role is important in providing not only the place for development but also the foam, elemental composition, and nutrition for the embryo. Although Hildegard refers to a woman’s body as a “vessel,” it is not just that: it is an active entity that has a crucial role in developing the mixture of semen and foam and forming it into a substance that will become a fully formed baby.

From the mother’s heat the fetus, not yet alive, develops in the rich matter of coagulation, while staying in the already mentioned heat. This is the work of one month, namely the time during which the moon waxes and wanes. The coagulation grows and becomes fatty. If it were not animated in this rich matter, it would be totally dried up. From the mother’s dryness it would become slow and sorrowful.34


Hildegard emphasizes the interactions between the mother and the embryo. The mother’s condition is important in providing the necessary care.

First, the woman’s body is responsible for detoxifying the poisonous nature of semen to generate new life. Contrary to the theologians and medical theorists of her time, Hildegard finds pollution in the man’s body, not the woman’s, as God’s punishment. In medieval medicine and religion, it was commonly believed that women’s menstrual blood was not only polluted but also polluting, a belief that originated in ancient Greco-Roman medicine. For example, Pliny the Elder lists the harmful effects that women can cause with their periods. Possible consequences of this “venom” in women’s menstrual fluid include a predisposition for epilepsy and leprosy in children conceived during menstruation. When Pseudo-Albertus Magnus advises men not to have intercourse with women during their periods (after providing tips for recognizing whether a woman is menstruating or not), he offers the following cautionary information:

And let any man watch out that he does not have sex then [at the time of menstruation], because children who are conceived during the menstrual flow will have a greater tendency to epilepsy and leprosy. And these sorts of infirmities are inflicted more quickly than any other leprosy, for which reason due to the toxicity of such women it is harmful to go to bed with them.35


Commentary B supports Pseudo-Albertus Magnus’s view in detail, explaining that menstrual substances are composed of pure and impure elements. While pure elements have no issue of pollution and can feed the foetus, impure menses are dangerous, as they are made from a certain superfluity and impurity caused by non-digestion of food. Menstruation occurs because of the woman’s inferior body, which lacks dryness and, above all, heat. The menstrual fluids are excrement produced after the humours have gone through physical processes. As Pseudo-Albertus Magnus emphasizes in his popular book, which was circulated among men, menstrual blood is known for its power to cloud mirrors and kill plants, animals, and even young babies.

Hildegard argues quite the opposite, although she does not list all of the side effects that noxious semen might bring. She suggests that the first human transgression had a much greater impact on the male body, turning semen poisonous. Hildegard justifies this argument by reminding readers of God’s creation. God creates Adam with four elements, including earth with its hard nature, while Eve is born out of Adam’s flesh. Therefore, Adam ends up with the stronger body, which comes with hardness and stubbornness. Due to this virile obstinacy, Adam receives the full blow of the aftermath of original sin in his body. Just as Eve’s daughters inherit God’s punishment of menstruation, Adam’s sons inherit the punishment of polluted semen: “[p] artaking of evil, the blood of the sons of Adam transformed into poisonous semen, from which the sons of men are procreated.”36

In order to create new life from this polluted semen, Hildegard suggests that detoxification is needed. For her, reproduction is repeated creation. Recalling the pure state of the first human beings, the fertilized egg should be pure to receive a soul and fully develop. This essential process happens in the womb, immediately after intercourse when the semen falls into the woman’s body. Here, the woman’s heat cures the man’s problem, inherited from Adam.

These [uprisen humours] all create a tempest, from their excessive superfluity. From the blood, they bring forth a poisonous foam, which is semen. When it falls upon its place, the blood of the mother joins with it, from which it will be bloody.37 The same degeneration did not happen to Eve because her flesh was not strong enough. In Adam’s transgression, the strength in the male’s genital member changed into a poisonous foam, and the female’s blood changed to a contrary effusion. Because man’s flesh was made from earth, his blood has semen of a strong and correct nature. A woman’s blood is also of a correct nature.38


While both Adam and Eve once had a correct nature, Adam was the one whose reproductive power became degraded, due to his strong semen. Eve could avoid this degradation because she did not have semen, but instead, she ended up with menstrual and reproductive flows.

In the following paragraph, Hildegard provides additional explanation. Semen’s poisonous nature originated when Adam committed the first sin. Semen is produced from the blood when it is stirred by pleasure, which originates from the forbidden fruit offered by the serpent. According to Hildegard, the disturbed blood sends out a “cold foam,”39 which contains pollution. Fortunately, however, this cold is mitigated by the female partner’s heat, which is relatively secure from the degenerate nature that the male partner gives to the egg. Moreover, it is not just the woman’s heat that helps conception. The four elements and the humours in the woman’s body are all engaged with the semen. After warming the semen and making it bloody, the woman’s heat (derived from fire) warms the fertilized egg, while her breath (derived from air) dries it. Her liquid (derived from water) sends pure moisture to the egg, and her membrane (derived from earth) constrains it.40 This process represents the important role played by the various aspects of the female body in conception.

As many ancient and premodern theorists assumed, Hildegard also believes that menstrual blood provides the necessary nutrients to the foetus. The menstrual substances are commonly described as food for the foetus, which also explains why menstruation does not occur during pregnancy. Interestingly, however, Hildegard describes this process as mediated by flow. The pregnant woman’s blood is drawn all the way to her breasts and turns into milk, supplied by what she eats and drinks.41 The woman’s body is described as the vessel itself, through which different fluids and ingredients travel vertically.

Hildegard also notes that the womb is the place where the soul enters into the embryo so that it can grow as a human being. The soul does not accompany men’s semen. It is the second month when the soul, the “breath of life,” contacts the fertilized egg in the womb. The soul’s work is fundamental at this point, because the soul divides the egg so it can progress into a more developed form. Therefore, this description implies that the man’s semen was not entirely equipped with all of the required elements:

Then, as God wills and has arranged to happen, comes the breath of life and, without the mother’s knowledge, it touches that form, as a strong, warm wind; just as a wind noisily blowing against a wall. It pours itself in and dashes against all the joints of its limbs. The separate parts gently divide from each other; just as flowers divide themselves in the heat of the sun. There is still great weakness in this form. It cannot be moved, but lies, so it might sleep, and breathes slightly.42


After this section, Hildegard gives readers a more detailed description of how the embryo grows each month once the soul enters it. According to her, even after the embryo receives the soul, it cannot survive alone, since it is rather a formless lump. Therefore, the embryo continues to have a close connection with the mother until it fully develops and is released from her womb:

Because the soul is sent into the body, it is breath. Sent by God, it receives merit through physical works, whether good or bad. These works are like a framework of merits. Just as, at first, a child does not know what they understand; when they are more mature, they receive intellect, which understands all things. And just as they embrace their works, examining and kissing them, and later are fatigued by old age; so the soul, advancing toward a more perfect state, goes forward. It is encircled by good deeds, as if by a royal cloak, and obscured by bad deeds, in the same way the earth is suffused with waters; and the same way waters flow in certain places, so the soul suffuses and excels the baby. The soul often sees future events through prophecy, when the outer eyes are closed, since it remembers it lives without the body.43


This section may remind readers of God’s creation story: God sent his breath into Adam to vivify his creature. In Cause et cure, the soul is often identified with breath in this way. This is just one instance of how Hildegard views women’s re-creation process (not just conception but also childbirth) in relation to God’s creation. In particular, the moment of childbirth resembles the moment when God created Eve from Adam’s body:

With childbirth imminent, the vessel in which the infant had been enclosed, is split. The power of eternity, which brought forth Eve from Adam’s side, arriving soon, is present and overturns every corner of the dwelling place of the woman’s body. All the joints of the woman’s body become involved with that force and they assist it and open themselves. They hold themselves while the infant emerges, and then resume their former arrangement. While the infant emerges, his soul feels the power of eternity, and is happy.44


Hildegard emphasizes that it is the “power of eternity” which opens and closes the mother’s whole body. This power not only releases the baby but also restores the compactness of the woman’s joints after birth. Additionally, this power is felt by the newborn and makes the infant happy. It is the same power that God used to create Eve from Adam’s body. This scene was the prototype of the birth that happens to every human being. However, once the power of eternity enters Eve’s body, it is passed on to her female offspring. Here, Hildegard suggests that women are conduits of God’s eternal creative power through the birthing process.



Woman’s Life-Giving Body

Hildegard’s descriptions of conception, pregnancy, and childbirth thus present the idea that a woman’s body is active in receiving life-giving substances: semen and the soul. This active role should also be understood in relation to her concept of viriditas, which represents regenerative and salvational qualities embodying the moisture, flow, and fecundity essential for conception and growth. While this concept was adapted by other theologians before Hildegard, it is so central and widely accepted in Hildegard’s theology and medical treatises that it becomes an overarching category for regenerative and salvational qualities.45 She viewed viriditas as a regenerative and salvational quality, embodying the moisture, flow, and fecundity essential for conception and growth.46 This contrasted with the male-centred gynaecological explanations of her time, which often reduced women’s role to a mere container.

For Hildegard, viriditas often appears in opposition to ariditas, “dryness” or “being withered.”47 Like the medical theorists who preceded her and those of her own day, Hildegard also related moisture and humidity to women and dryness to men. This moisture, along with the flow of blood, which I regard as a highly characteristic feature of women in her view, was a guarantee of female fecundity.

Here, I argue that man’s poisonous nature and woman’s therapeutic role work together to make reproduction possible. Although Françoise Charmaille insists in her analysis of intersex in Cause et cure that the engendering power of viriditas is more closely attached to men,48 I see the opposite in Hildegard of Bingen’s gynaecology. I agree with Charmaille that the concept of viriditas is related to greenness and vigorousness,49 but I do not see it as necessarily limited to virtus, the manly quality. Hildegard’s interpretation of viriditas is closely tied to women’s reproductive power and the Virgin Mary, rather than solely associated with men or virility. For Hildegard, viriditas was closely associated with the feminine power that nurtures babies in women’s bodies.50 This power extends to the Virgin Mary and is directly linked to the motherly Ecclesia that contains and saves sinful souls in Hildegard’s visions. Moreover, Hildegard introduced herself as “materna viriditas.”51

While Charmaille see the airy as the opposite of vigour and considers both airiness and lack of vigour to be female characteristics, I suggest that air is not far from vigorous power. In explaining the moon’s effects on crops, Hildegard categorizes winds according to the different powers they receive from the moon. On the one hand, there is the wind that dries up plants in winter; on the other hand, there is the wind that brings forth viriditas, the greening power of growing plants.52 Air is essential in germination, which is also connected to the airy nature of women in reproduction.

Air has four powers: emitting dew, stirring up all greenness [viriditas], moving the breeze with which it brings forth flowers, and spreading heat with which it makes all things ripen, in the same way air itself is spread through the four parts of the world.53


This fecundity of the air is also related to Hildegard’s emphasis on the relation between air and soul. After mixing earth, fire, and water, God blew air into the human form to vivify it with the spirit. Therefore, air functions to give vigour to plants: “[a]ir is the breath which, in dew, pours forth moisture to budding things, so that they all turn green. Through its breeze, it brings forth flowers and, through its heat, strengthens all things for maturity.”54 Even in her description of air’s fecundity, Hildegard highlights flow. Air should blow and flow to make things germinate. The air whose nature it is to dry up trees and plants is an obstacle to fecundity in the same way as women whose bodily conditions are desiccated.

Just as the Hildegardian understanding of physical flow is closely connected to its salvational role, her concept of viriditas extends to the spirit, which is again related to air. Beverly Mayne Kienzle examined Hildegard’s references to viriditas, which Kienzle translates as “the life-giving and animating force of greenness,” in the Homilies.

A taste of this richness can be savored in a brief summary of how the Homilies on the Gospels portray the Holy Spirit. The Spirit’s circular motion guides all of salvation history with its life-giving power (Hom. 34). It directs the creation, moving with God across the waters (Hom. 34), tracing circles like the flight patterns of birds (Hom. 1), moving into the fastenings of the human body (Hom. 23) and whirling in the tempests of the soul within (Hom. 56), and, in several homilies, sending the virtues to rescue the sinful soul. The Spirit’s light works miracles (Hom. 9), the small as well as the major events of salvation history. It animates the power of greenness in the universe, touching and kissing the sinful soul in need of healing (Hom. 19). Hence the Spirit participates in the work of creation and redemption. It also directs the transformation of history, which Hildegard saw as the transformation of the Scriptures from the Old Law to the New, accompanied by their interpretation according to spiritual understanding (Hom. 47).55


As seen in this concise overview of viriditas in Hildegard’s teachings, this green power is deployed by the Holy Spirit to stimulate movement and regeneration in the bodies and souls of creatures. For Hildegard, viriditas is both renaturing and salvational, which I consider the power of the woman’s reproductive body.

Hildegard’s medical descriptions of conception and pregnancy provide the foundation for her theological claim that women are active, transformative participants in divine creation. Where male medical authorities emphasized women’s passivity, Hildegard’s careful attention to the womb’s purifying and nurturing capacities reveals how physical processes embody broader spiritual truths. This medical–theological synthesis is central to her unconventional understanding and representation of women’s bodies.
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Chapter 5 Giving Birth to a Baby and Giving Spiritual Birth to Humankind

In Scivias, Hildegard adapts the operations of a woman’s body to represent the work of Ecclesia. Furthermore, the woman’s reproductive role and its physical characteristics are used allegorically to explain the salvational function of Ecclesia. Hildegard’s exegesis is somewhat novel insofar as it depicts women’s reproductive processes more vividly than other theologians do, although she still relies on the traditional image of Ecclesia as a female figure. In medieval writing it is not difficult to find certain abstract Christian concepts or symbols, such as the Synagogue or Sophia, described as female characters.1 Hildegard, however, adds a new dimension to this tradition by carefully exploring the allegorical potential of women’s reproductive systems, providing her with new images showing how holiness may be contained in women’s physical bodies. Scivias, specifically in the second book where Hildegard’s vision depicts the present condition of human beings, shows in detail how Hildegard works with and changes standard conceptions of the woman’s body as a vessel. In this vision, Hildegard describes Ecclesia as a female body and Ecclesia’s salvational role as a distinctly feminine process of re-creation.

In her major vision in Scivias, Hildegard represents Ecclesia as having a woman’s body going through purgation, pregnancy, and childbirth comparable to its salvational process. This vision highlights the medical notion of female porosity and religious ideas of female vulnerability, turning them into possibilities of redemption. Also, this femaleness in salvation is linked to Hildegard’s understanding of God as a motherly figure, feeding people with milk. The holy representation of the female body, including the Virgin Mary’s body, manifests the tension between porosity and integrity. While the virginal body of Jesus’s mother had to be sealed, the possibility of pregnancy and childbirth in the lives of all women is seen by Hildegard as enabling the flows needed for health, salvation, and the celestial order by keeping the right balances and allowing motion to continue. In other words, the weaker female body allows flows so that it can conceive and be purged not just in physiological processes but also in cosmological and salvational ones.


The Salvational Flow of Ecclesia

Following medieval theological tradition, Hildegard represents Ecclesia in Scivias as female and identifies her with the Virgin Mary, as we have seen in the commentary tradition of the Song of Songs. However, what is unique about Hildegard’s version of Ecclesia is her particularly vivid description of childbirth. While others may represent Ecclesia as female and compare Ecclesia’s pain to labour, Hildegard’s representation includes an unusual amount of detail and—even as an inversion of a normal process—shows she is thinking like a person with gynaecological knowledge. For her, the womb offers an important space to enable purification and to give people new life, in other words, salvation. Hildegard not only uses the traditional praises of the womb drawn from the Song of Songs but also develops this conventional and salvational idea into a more vividly physical representation.

Hildegard’s description of Ecclesia characterizes her at once as a building, a queen, and a strangely perforated body. In this passage, the woman’s body is not only positive but also redemptive. Here is Hildegard’s description:

After this I saw the image of a woman as large as a great city, with a wonderful crown on her head and arms from which a splendor hung like sleeves, shining from Heaven to earth. Her womb was pierced like a net with many openings, with a huge multitude of people running in and out. She had no legs or feet, but stood balanced on her womb in front of the altar that stands before the eyes of God, embracing it with her outstretched hands and gazing sharply with her eyes throughout all of Heaven.2


But this is not a normal figure of a virgin queen:

And that image spreads out its splendor like a garment, saying, “I must conceive and give birth!”

Then I saw black children moving in the air near the ground like fishes in water, and they entered the womb of the image through the openings that pierced it. But she groaned, drawing them upward to her head, and they went out by her mouth, while she remained untouched. And behold, that serene light with her figure of a man in it, blazing with a glowing fire, which I had seen in my previous vision, again appeared to me, and stripped the black skin off each of them and threw it away; and it clothed each of them in a pure white garment and opened to them the serene light.3


Here, Hildegard reports that she saw Ecclesia as a womanly figure whose womb has many openings just like a net. In the same way that conception occurs (i.e., via uptake into the lower parts), in this passage Ecclesia draws sinful souls into her belly, or her womb, through its openings. When the souls pass through her body, they are cleansed and finally sent onwards to heaven through Ecclesia’s mouth. These processes strongly evoke an image of childbirth; however, they are an alternative vision of it. We might also call this scene an inversion of the Virgin Mary’s childbirth, perhaps relating to certain medieval beliefs that before delivering Jesus from her womb, Mary conceived through her mouth.4

While the womb is traditionally seen as a space of physiological vulnerability or danger, Hildegard inverts this view. The same permeability that once symbolized Eve’s weakness now enables Ecclesia’s redemptive labour. Through the act of receiving and transforming, the womb becomes a theological site of sanctification. And though Hildegard underscores Ecclesia’s intact virginity—aligning her with the Virgin Mary—this does not contradict her openness. Instead, it reinforces the paradox at the heart of Hildegard’s vision: a sealed virgin who is simultaneously a conduit, an ever-flowing vessel of divine grace.



[image: A quadrant miniature from Scivias shows Ecclesia enthroned, depicted both as a city with inner stairs and as a female figure before Christ and the altar. She receives sinful souls, cleansing them through her body, with Christ above and Hell below.]

Figure 3. “Ecclesia, the Mother of the Faithful and Baptism.” In Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias Codex, pt. 2, vision 3, fol. 51r, ca. 1175. Original lost, hand-copied on parchment, ca. 1930. Rüdesheim-Eibingen, St. Hildegard’s Abbey. Courtesy of St. Hildegard’s Abbey.

Compared to actual bodily childbirth, this process in Hildegard’s vision can be seen as soul rebirth. The difference is that this salvational process is done in the reverse order from physical childbirth. Still, the processes are similar in many respects. The lower part of Hildegard’s Ecclesia and the actual wombs of normal women are both spaces for containing something related to life. Ecclesia receives and nurtures the floating souls inside her, as the normal womb accepts semen, grows an embryo with a soul, and nurtures it within its inner space. In Hildegard’s vision, Ecclesia provides the sinful black souls with a process of rebirth by purifying them, or causing them to become white, and then setting them free. A normal woman grows a new human life in pregnancy and then “sets it free” through labour. These two processes are also related through their involvement of the mouth, through which Ecclesia sends out souls and through which mothers feed an embryo.

In addition, the salvational procedure of Ecclesia and the reproductive course of the womb are necessarily accompanied by physical pain. In Scivias, while Ecclesia cleanses the black souls by drawing them from her stomach to her mouth, Hildegard describes her as groaning. The salvational process is “the true ablution”5 that allows Ecclesia to guide the souls to God. This purification is painful since the souls have to travel through her body from the bottom to the top. It goes without saying that even normal childbirth can be physically tortuous. It is well known that medieval childbirth was so dangerous that many women died in labour due to lack of nutritional and medical resources. In both cases, however, pain was treated as an essential part of accomplishing these female duties.

These similarities between Hildegard’s vision of Ecclesia and the actual childbirth process point to Hildegard’s view of the salvational or new-life-giving function of women. Hildegard’s representation of the reproductive body does not evoke the inferior or degraded status of women. Rather, a woman’s capacity for generation, labour, and maternal care is foregrounded and symbolizes the concrete operation of God’s will to save people from sin and cleanse their souls for eternal life. This salvational process uses the woman’s body as an important metaphor for the holiness of the entire dispensational process governed by God and for its material and immaterial parts working together.

Although the direction of spiritual rebirth is opposite to that of actual childbirth, both processes signify a new birth. Hildegard’s use of the female body has two positive aspects. First, the woman’s body is not defiled but purifying. Hence, the physicality of the female reproductive organs and their specific processes become a metaphor for salvation. Second, the body of the woman is not simply a vessel that remains passive when it receives semen or while it allows the baby to develop. Rather, the womb has an ongoing and active role in purifying the woman’s body. The womb is not just a passive place of containment; it is an active living organ with important work. For this reason alone, the womb also becomes an allegory of soul cleansing.



God’s Maternal Love with Fluidity

Ecclesia’s care for her children also does not end with birth but continues with the provision of both love and milk. God’s divinity is fluid, and sometimes Ecclesia stands in as a figure of maternal love. But the imagery is very similar. God’s maternal love is inherited by the Church, also the mother of believers in Scivias. Hildegard often uses the analogy of a mother’s love, especially when describing unconditional love. The following passage from Scivias compares the Church’s love to a mother’s breast milk.

And as a baby is nourished in its body by milk and the food another grinds up for it, so also a baptized person must observe from his inmost heart the doctrine and the faith given to him in his baptism. But if the baby does not suck at its mother’s breast or take the food ground up for it, it will die at once; and so also if a baptized person does not receive the nurturing of his most loving mother, the Church, or retain the words his faithful teachers proposed to him at baptism, he will not escape a cruel death for his soul, for he has refused his soul’s salvation and the sweetness of eternal life.6


Here, the Church’s teaching regarding God is presented as being like milk, which even babies can swallow and digest without difficulty.7 Babies, lacking teeth and having sensitive stomachs, cannot consume solid food like adults; they need milk or predigested ingredients. If they do not receive food in this way, they will die of hunger. Hildegard explains that the church’s teachings are so soft and easily understood that even those who lack high intelligence or education can easily grasp them and so receive the benefits of salvation. God provides the Church as a means for humanity’s survival. His teachings through the Church are conceived of here as a person’s very first source of nourishment. Hildegard uses this analogy to foreground the motherly nature of God’s love by emphasizing that he made the Church’s teaching simple and basic so that anyone can receive it.

In her exegesis of Vision One in Book Two, when Hildegard presents God’s process of creating humanity, she compares the mud moistened by God to a baby fed with mother’s milk. As she describes the vision:

Then the same flame was in that fire, and that burning extended itself to a little clod of mud which lay at the bottom of the atmosphere, and warmed it so that it was made flesh and blood, and blew upon it until it rose up a living human. When this was done, the blazing fire, by means of that flame which burned ardently with a gentle breath, offered to the human a white flower, which hung in that flame as dew hangs on the grass. Its scent came to the human’s nostrils, but he did not taste it with his mouth or touch it with his hands and thus he turned away and fell into the thickest darkness, out of which he could not pull himself.8


Then Hildegard presents her readers with an exegesis.9 The mud in this vision was at first weak and fragile, and it remained motionless until God heated it. Then, the body became flesh from the mud, and blood flowed through it. In order to fully become flesh, however, the mud still had to be nourished with moisture, which Hildegard compares to mother’s milk. Or we might say that mother’s milk enlivens a baby through nourishment, as God made mud into flesh through the animating power of heat. In this sense, both women’s moisture and their milk, which are flows in their bodies, were understood as qualities with creative power.

Hildegard represents the woman’s reproductive role through language that foregrounds God’s provision of support and loving care.

“And the children of those who afflicted you shall come and bow down to you, and all who slandered you shall worship your footsteps” [Isaiah 60:14]. What does this mean? O You Who are celestial Peace and the purest Sun. By You shall burst forth the living root, which is regeneration by the Spirit and water, and those who had lain prostrate under the heaviest curse in the filth of horrible impurity shall come eagerly to acknowledge You and thus bowed down, they will rise at last to truth and justice. How? They will suck the maternal sweetness of the true faith, not knowing it by sight but grasping it by faithful belief. And who are they? Those who sprang in sin from a race that never saw You in Your burning charity but persistently afflicted and oppressed You as if You were not their destined ruler; but who came to their senses and most sweetly loved You.10


In this passage, Hildegard provides readers with her exegesis of a portion of Isaiah. She presents this passage as signifying how people were to come back to God from their sinful life. Although God was betrayed by his own creatures, he still loves them. Hildegard thus describes his love as maternal. As mothers feed their babies with milk, God feeds them with the “maternal sweetness of the true faith.” According to Hildegard, the unconditional love of God is like a mother’s love because God loves all his children, even the sinners, as a mother loves her children. Also, human beings suck in God’s love without knowing what it is, as babies suck in their mothers’ milk even though they do not intellectually understand what it is.



The Porous Womb, the Sealed Womb

There are certainly differences between Ecclesia and real women regarding the giving of life. Normal women were not considered “intact” after intercourse and childbirth, but Hildegard emphasizes that Ecclesia is still intact although she constantly draws in and emits souls through her body. In her virginity, she is linked to Mary. Hildegard relates Ecclesia’s breasts glowing red to the heart of the Virgin Mary glowing with fiery devotion; both are to be praised, “like the dawn, greatly sparkling,” for their virginity.11 There is again a further exegesis of this vision in which Hildegard explains how Ecclesia’s virgin body represents the wholeness of the Church:

But she groans, drawing them upward to her head, and they go out by her mouth, while she remains untouched. For this blessed mother sighs inwardly when baptism is celebrated by the sacred anointing of the Holy Spirit, because the person is renewed by the true circumcision of the Spirit and water, and thus offered to the Supreme Beatitude Who is the Head of all, and made a member of Christ, regenerated unto salvation by invocation of the Holy Trinity. But in this that mother suffers no hurt, for she will remain forever in the wholeness of virginity, which is the Catholic faith; for she arose in the blood of the true Lamb, her intimate Bridegroom, Who was born of the untouched Virgin without any corruption of integrity. So too that Bride will remain untouched, so that no schism can corrupt her.12


For Hildegard, Ecclesia’s virginity is not just about physical or spiritual integrity. Her unbroken body demonstrates the unbrokenness of the Catholic Church, just as Mary was the virginal mother of the Saviour.13 Hildegard equates Ecclesia with the Virgin Mary and Ecclesia’s giving birth to cleansed souls with Mary’s giving birth to Jesus. This means not only that Ecclesia has to remain virginal like the Virgin Mary, but also that both virginal bodies serve as symbols of the integrity of the Church.

While schisms have been viewed as deeply problematic throughout Christian history, maintaining the unity of the Church was of special importance in Hildegard of Bingen’s time. The importance of Church unity was often emphasized through symbolic representations, mystical interpretations, and biblical exegesis, which all appear in Hildegard’s writings. In the period of Hildegard’s lifetime, the Church experienced major ruptures, such as the East–West Schism of 1054, earlier in the century of her birth, the effects of which continued to shape the ecclesiastical climate she inhabited. Her era also saw numerous papal resignations, with twenty-four popes elected and stepping down, though not all were considered legitimate. Among them, Hildegard particularly criticized the papal schism of 1130–1138 following the death of Pope Honorius II, when two popes were appointed and created confusion in religion and politics.14 Hildegard of Bingen advocated for Church reform. She perceived that the Church and its male authorities were not fulfilling their responsibilities adequately.15 As noted above, this led her to characterize her era as “effeminate,” and she did not hesitate to critique male clergy not for being “manly” enough. Her visions of Ecclesia, on the other hand, highlighted its integrity, just like that of the Virgin Mary.

Not only did Hildegard warn about schismatic tribulations in her lifetime through her writings, but she was also later regarded as one of the major apocalyptic figures who foresaw the coming ecclesiastical divisions. Later, her works gained particular relevance during the Western Schism (1378–1417), underscoring her enduring importance in Church history and her role in advocating for ecclesiastical reform.16



Imperfection and Wounds Enabling Flows

At the same time, however, in Hildegard’s vision, openings and flows are integral parts of Ecclesia. Her body is not closed off or sealed like the ideal female body of the Virgin Mary. Hildegard highly valued the virginal body of women and understood sexual experience as rupture or a higher degree of openness.17 These open features of Ecclesia might be viewed as inferior and incomplete. Nevertheless, they allow her to receive, purge, and release sinful souls. Ecclesia’s imperfection enabled her to save humankind, although it caused her to suffer in the fight against evil.

A woman’s body, compared to a man’s body, is weaker in Hildegard’s religious and medical accounts and thus is often understood as imperfect. Eve was created out of Adam’s flesh, having the softer and weaker body. Eve was already breakable and permeable to sin, which we see through her being tempted and deceived first by evil. What is even worse, Eve’s original sin made her body open to flux, such as menstrual flow and the reproductive process. The perforated bodies of women and the flow of blood and childbirth were used to support belief in the weakness of women.

However, as I have already discussed, the less perfect bodies of Eve and women helped them to avoid the aftermath of original sin. And this imperfection allows women to menstruate, thereby purging their bodies and having babies through their porous wombs. Unlike the man’s body, which is relatively more closed up and solid, the woman’s weakness opens the gate to reproduction through her own body. Likewise, Ecclesia, which of course has a female body, is imperfect in order to become perfected and then elevated to Jerusalem. The wounds and pain caused by Ecclesia’s flawed body are what make her unimpaired as the bride of Christ and the mother of Christ’s offspring. Through her maternal compassion in saving souls with her imperfect body, Ecclesia ultimately becomes the mother who bears Christ’s spiritual children.

In the exegesis of her mystical experience, Hildegard explains the image of Ecclesia as the manifestation of God’s love. She interprets Ecclesia as having “maternal” kindness. The many holes in her belly allow Ecclesia to capture as many fish-like souls as possible in order to save them, recalling Jesus’s analogy between fishing and his own salvational role as a process of making his followers “fishers of men” in Matthew 4:19. Ecclesia shares this duty with the followers of Jesus. Ecclesia’s womb is perforated with many holes so that it can catch as many souls as she can. Now, Ecclesia can accomplish Jesus’s role as a net catching fish.18

Hildegard even suggests that Ecclesia needs to endure more pain to gain perfection in the future. According to her, Ecclesia in her vision is not perfect, which is manifested as the body without legs or feet. Her imperfection lets her suffer on the last day of the world, “when the son of perdition comes to delude the world.” However, Ecclesia’s “bleeding” wounds from her battles against evil will accomplish her perfection. With this perfection, Ecclesia is reborn through the blood of Jesus as a new bride in Jerusalem.19 And this scene reminds readers of how Jesus as Christ came to the world. In Christian theology, he came to the world, suffered, and was killed in a human body, which was degenerate and perishable due to Adam’s transgressions. When Jesus’s weak point was mortality, however, it was death that made Jesus perfect. Through his death, he was able to sacrifice himself in order to save humankind from their evil deeds.

In Hildegard’s vision of the foreseen Last Judgement, blood is again emphasized and signifies the suffering of both Ecclesia and Jesus.20 Ecclesia bleeds from evil’s attack on the Last Day; Jesus shed blood in his sacrifice. Additionally, Ecclesia is perfected through the shedding of her blood, while Jesus accomplished his salvational role in his crucifixion, when he shed blood from his side, as vividly depicted in medieval paintings. Just like Jesus’s death, the process of Ecclesia painfully purifying souls is a sacrificial act. As human beings constantly sin, Ecclesia continually suffers, which Hildegard explains as “the sweetest sacrifice.”21 Through endless labour, she continues to perfect the heavenly plan to save people. However, this is not the only pain she will endure. Hildegard foresees that more suffering awaits Ecclesia, but that it will make her perfect—a perfection through suffering which is described in Hildegard’s Book Three.



The Sun, Moon, and Stars in Flows

For Hildegard, flow is important in salvation and happens in and through Ecclesia’s body. In the time before Noah, God had to destroy the world to cleanse it because there was no way to create a flow of penance that could match the flow of sin. People did not repent or ask for forgiveness from God. They were moving in one direction—away from God—by sinning and could not return themselves back to God. In this way, humanity failed to complete the cyclical flow, which was why they were killed by God’s judgment to cleanse all the filth from the world. However, according to Hildegard, Jesus enabled a more consistent flow of souls back to God. God did not need to repeat this mass killing once he sent Jesus into the world through the virginal womb of Mary and instituted the sacraments of the Church as a means of continuous purgation of sin to complete the cycle.

In Vision Five of Book Two, Hildegard describes the church as having a cycle itself in the form of the three orders of the church, monasticism, priesthood, and secular life, which operate according to a hierarchy. Hildegard uses the celestial system to explain the salvational economy, as each part makes circular movements. According to Hildegard, there is a hierarchy among the sun, moon, and stars. The sun is Jesus, who flows from the heart of God to the womb of the Virgin Mary. He illuminates the world. Flow is emphasized once again, as the sun makes its way from sunrise to sunset, and its light appears and disappears as it follows its daily course. The moon represents Ecclesia, betrothed to Jesus, the sun. The Church and the moon flow through waxing and waning, which Hildegard calls “a cycle of movement.” Unlike the sun and Jesus, the moon and the Church do not have a blazing light. Instead, Jesus and the Church have complementary roles just as the sun and moon do; when the sun and Jesus shine, the moon and the Church do not illuminate. But when the sun and Jesus are not present in this world, as at night, the moon and Ecclesia receive their salvational roles, although the impact might be milder. In this “cycle of movement,” the Church inflates with more children and deflates with fewer children depending on the increase of virtue or evil. Ecclesia could suffer and be harmed by malicious people, whom Hildegard refers to as bad Christians, Jews, or pagans. However, Ecclesia will continue to shine because her light is coming through Jesus from God, similar to the moon receiving its source of light from the sun. Finally, there are the stars, in the lowest position in this celestial order. The stars are religious people who have joined the orders of the Church.

These are great mysteries. For consider the sun and the moon and the stars. I formed the sun to give light by day, and the moon and stars to give light by night. The sun symbolizes My Son, Who went forth from My heart and illuminated the world when in the latest times He was born of the Virgin, as the sun goes forth and lights the world when it rises at the end of the night. And the moon symbolizes the Church, betrothed to My Son in true and celestial betrothal. And the moon is so made that it always increases and decreases, but does not burn of itself unless it is kindled by the light of the sun, so too the Church has a cycle of movement: her children sometimes rise in increase of virtues and sometimes decline by inconstant behavior or harm by outside forces. For she is often assailed in her mysteries by ravening wolves, that is to say malicious people, whether bad Christians or Jews or pagans; and she is not fired to endurance by herself, but lit up by Me through My Son to persevere in good. But the stars, which differ from each other in the brightness of their glory, symbolize the people in the differing religious orders of the Church.22


In this vision, which alludes to 1 Corinthians 15, God tells Hildegard that Jesus is like the sun, the Church like the moon, and people like the stars. In 1 Corinthians 15:40–42—“There are bodies celestial and bodies terrestrial: but, one is the glory of the celestial, and another of the terrestrial. One is the glory of the sun, another the glory of the moon, and another the glory of the stars. For star differeth from star in glory. So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in corruption: it shall rise in incorruption”—the sun, moon, and stars are all compared to different kinds of people.

Hildegard builds on this comparison: In the beginning Jesus is identified with the sun because of his strong power to shine, and at the end, the stars are interpreted as the religious orders. In the middle, the Church is thought of as the moon, because the moon reflects the sun’s light and because of its cyclical movement. Hildegard connects the waxing of the moon to the good deeds of Christians: if people follow what God commands, the church will wax like the moon. By contrast, if people commit sin through bad behaviour or by denying Christ as the Jews or pagans did, the Church will wane just like the moon. The moon is an important symbol because its changes in size are visible; it is the only celestial body with visible phases, waxing and waning.

While Hildegard does not comment on this, it is interesting how the identification of Ecclesia with the moon adds another feminine dimension to Ecclesia. The association emphasizes their cyclical nature: Ecclesia, like the moon, increases and decreases as the number of good Christians changes. The Church goes through its own cycle by receiving a flow of good Christians and expelling a flow of “malicious” Christians and nonbelievers. Implicitly, this cyclical process is meant to resemble how the human body keeps its balance.



The Woman’s Body is Open to Purge and Therefore Save People

The vision of Ecclesia in Scivias shows how Hildegard uses the female body and a woman’s reproductive process to illustrate how God’s salvation works. While Hildegard is fully in line with the traditional depictions of Ecclesia here, she interestingly presents the detailed steps of a process through which the female body of Ecclesia could cleanse and save people. She intentionally adapts images of childbirth and purgation which are presumably drawn from her medical knowledge of gynaecological practices. An important feature of this complexity of roles and representations of femininity is the understanding of flow.

In Scivias, it is clear that Hildegard attaches religious importance to flow. As we have seen in her Cause et cure, Hildegard appreciates the medical importance of bodily flow as a key method of keeping the body in balance. The human body, in this view, communicates with the world by receiving needed elements and expelling superfluous materials. Viewing it as an expulsion of superfluous materials, Hildegard presents a positive view of menstruation; it is the way in which the female body cleanses itself through its openness. Likewise, Hildegard believes that flow is essential for human salvation. In Scivias, holy flow could signify the movement of divinity into matter, as when Jesus descends from heaven into the womb of the Virgin Mary. Flow could also signify purgation, as in the washing away of sin. Women’s bodies, characterized by greater porosity in Hildegard’s and other medieval medical understandings, served as ideal vessels for facilitating this essential flow not only in physical ways but also in spiritual ways.

Ecclesia’s cleansing is connected to baptism and the flow of water. Hildegard continues to emphasize baptism in Scivias as a replacement for circumcision. She explains the process of Ecclesia’s purgation as the fountain of baptism. While circumcision was the custom of the patriarchs, baptism is the new treatment for the sinful.23 The physical covenant of circumcision was replaced by Jesus’s “true font of baptism” when he came to the world. At the same time, baptism is akin to a weapon that people can use to protect themselves.

The font and the pouring of water vivify not only human beings but Jesus as well. According to Hildegard, divine power created Jesus’s body, and the Holy Spirit brought his soul to life “by the pouring out of water” like other human beings.

It receives into Itself the spirit of the person, restoring him to life, as he is first brought into life on a wave of blood when he comes out of the vessel of the body. And just as a human form is then lovingly formed and called human, so now the soul of the person is vivified in water before the eyes of God, so that God knows that he is an inheritor of life.24


Hildegard continues that baptism is open to everyone regardless of their age or sex. While circumcision is limited to men and predominantly performed for a certain age group, baptism can be performed for any gender and is not limited to any age group. Of course, baptism is accessible to women, including Hildegard of Bingen herself.

Hildegard describes Ecclesia giving birth to souls in Book Three of Scivias. In the same vision, Hildegard explains that a salvational flow courses through Ecclesia’s body:

And the children who have passed through the womb of the image walk in the splendor that surrounds her; which means that they, who through the font of sacred baptism have the Church as their happy mother, should remain in and keep to the divine law by which that mother is illuminated and adorned, for if they renounce it by infidelity they will again be stained by the sins from which they had been cleansed.25


Here, Hildegard comments on the children who have passed through Ecclesia’s womb and are walking in “the splendor that surrounds her.” She interprets this “splendor” as the divine law by which Ecclesia is illuminated. This law is meant to be followed by the baptized congregation; implicitly, if too many people failed to obey the law, their mother Church would lose her illumination. Thus, to maintain the illuminating law of the Church, people must continually flow into her body, where they are cleansed and then returned. The flow of people into the Church enables the mother’s divine light to stay alive. Ecclesia is the everlasting flow of a cleansing fountain inasmuch as she is able to repeatedly purify any sinner. At least three kinds of flow overlap here: the flow of people, of the Church’s divine illumination, and of the Church’s cleansing grace. If any one of these flows stopped, the whole process would collapse.

The flow is important and should be continuous. According to Hildegard, human beings corrupt themselves by committing sin again and again while they are alive. Therefore, if any person wants to go to Heaven, they should be revived through baptism or “water and the Spirit,” as John 3:5 says in the New Testament.26 Why? Hildegard traces the problem back to the first human beings who committed the original sin. Human beings are already polluted when they are born due to “burning heat” and “a poisonous form.”27 Here, it is interesting that both heat and poison are more closely linked to Adam, as Hildegard’s Cause et cure explains. It is the woman, the Virgin Mary, who makes it possible for human beings to be cleansed by “the water of sanctification and the spirit of illumination” from innate sin.

For Hildegard, human beings are to be enlivened twice. When they are conceived and while they develop in their mother’s womb, they are to have a soul poured into them. And in order to achieve salvation, they must have spirit poured into them through baptism. For Hildegard, reproduction is also purification. The poisonous semen that originated from Adam is nullified and heated in the womb. Baptism gives people the “birth of joy.” Both processes are purifying; while birth is to be cleansed from original sin, rebirth is from the sin that people constantly commit.

Hildegard explains sanctification in terms of cleansing flows. She suggests that people flow in spirit, like water, by nature. Her thought process then turns to the water of baptism. Just as dirt is cleansed by water and spirit animates lifeless matter, humans need to be reborn in water and spirit before they are accepted into Heaven. The human spirit’s watery nature reflects the divine flow. As with the symbolic connection between the flood’s enormous cleansing power and the advent of Christ above, humanity itself is depicted as an image of the flow of “enlivening” spirit (spiritus vegetationis)—a flow that merges with baptismal purging in this passage, which is closely connected to Hildegard’s emphasis on viriditas. In this way, Hildegard identifies the flow that sustains earthly life with the process of purification that leads to everlasting life. The flow must continue to advance God’s design.

In another vision, Hildegard sees the same children who have passed through Ecclesia’s womb and observes that some now seem healthier than others:

And I saw those children who, as mentioned before, had passed through the womb of that image, shining with great brightness; some of them were adorned with gold color from their foreheads to their feet, but others lacked that color and had only the brightness….Of those who were meditating on the pure and brilliant splendor, some had clear eyes and strong feet and were marching forward vigorously in the womb of the image; but others had weak eyes and crippled feet and were blown here and there by the wind.28


Like the previous vision, this Vision Four of Book Two represents souls as children and Ecclesia as a female body able to wash away their sins. Here, the souls are distinguished according to their merits. Those who are described with “healthier” features, such as clear eyes and strong feet, voluntarily enter the church (the womb of Ecclesia) to do penance and be purified. On the other hand, the souls with “weaker” bodies, which can be seen as disabilities, merely return to the same place. In the sixth exegesis of this vision, Hildegard says:

And you see those children who, as mentioned before, had passed through the womb of that image, shining with great brightness. These are they who in the innocence of a clean and pure heart have gained a mother, the Church, in the font of regeneration, as was shown to you before, and are children of light, for their sins are washed away.29


There are also children, or souls, who never undergo the process of penance and purification. Whether they have clear or weak eyes and strong or weak feet, some children succeed in bringing themselves in front of Ecclesia so that they can touch her. However, others do not approach Ecclesia and are left “in the elation of the way of death.”30 In this vision, then, Hildegard emphasizes the cleansing function of Ecclesia’s female body for the sake of humanity’s salvation. In whatsoever manner, once children enter Ecclesia’s womb, they are cleansed and saved.

This emphasis on flow appears again in Vision Four of Book Two, where Hildegard explains her unique vision of confirmation in Mother Church. Here, Ecclesia stands before a white tower, which signifies “the flaming forth of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.”31 It seems that Hildegard views Ecclesia as being supported by the Holy Spirit, which protects her against evil as a tower defends a city.32

Hildegard also relates Ecclesia’s duty through baptism as purification through a reference to Hebrew scripture. Referring to 2 Kings 1:23, “The King went over the brook of Cedron, and all the people marched toward the way of the olive trees, which led to the desert,” she interprets the sentence about the king crossing the brook as signifying the baptism of Christ. Hildegard contrasts “the flowing waters of the blessed washing” to “the desert of Adam’s sin.” According to Hildegard, Jesus brought salvation and thus provided ever-flowing water to people who would have wandered in the desert because of their original sin. Flow is as important in anointing as in baptism and salvation.33

In Scivias, Hildegard emphasizes the importance of keeping the flow of repentance ongoing to fully atone for one’s sin. In her view, human beings are bound to commit sin repeatedly. After Adam committed his first sin, people became so weak in body and spirit that they were easily distracted by evil temptation, like those children with weaker bodies who were easily blown away. However, according to Hildegard, people would be saved as long as they recognized and continually repented for their faults. God would accept them whenever they returned to him because he loves them as his children. In this sense, Hildegard’s theology emphasizes the significance of flow to both the commission and the purgation of sin. Just as women have to menstruate in order to purge superfluous fluids, Christians have to take action to return to God because they frequently make mistakes.

For Hildegard, flow encompasses women’s roles in reproductive processes. Constant flows are represented through menstruation, conception, lactation, and childbirth. And the same flow vividly characterizes God’s salvational plan through Ecclesia. While Hildegard of Bingen sees Ecclesia as having a female body, especially a womb, Ecclesia’s main role is to receive people who have sinned and send out them cleansed in a constant circle. This process is not dissimilar to a woman’s purgative menstruation and reproduction, which is possible due to the woman’s porous body, not the man’s relatively closed body. Furthermore, this is why the Virgin Mary could receive the Holy Spirit into her womb and send Jesus into the world.

Through her portrayal of Ecclesia, Hildegard directly bridges medical concepts of childbirth and bodily flow with theological visions of salvation in Scivias. The perforated womb that receives, transforms, and releases souls parallels the physiological functions she describes in Cause et cure. Hildegard thus affirms that the physiological porosity of women’s bodies serves as both metaphor and mechanism for spiritual renewal, elevating medical knowledge to salvational significance.
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Afterword Alternative Medicine

From Old Knowledge to New Practice Through the Woman’s Body


The porosity of the woman’s body is not only found in medieval Western medicine but also in non-European medicine. In particular, folk medicine in premodern Korea manifests a belief that women receive needed energy or elements through their sexual/reproductive organs, due to those organs’ openness. As in premodern Western medicine, the woman’s body was understood as colder; consequently, women might need heat for managing general health and improving sexual/reproductive health. This understanding of the woman’s body as colder and open seems to be shared between Korean traditional medicine and Hildegardian and other premodern European medicine.

Comparing Hildegard of Bingen’s written voice with the cultural practices of Korean women demonstrates different methodological pathways for recovering women’s contributions across diverse historical contexts. While Hildegard composed substantial written works on the basis of her own intellectual authority, although she received help from her male scribes, Korean women’s cultural expression and writing did not receive the same authority and benefited from fewer opportunities to be considered scholarly. Korean women’s own writings on medicine, in particular, have rarely survived. This contrast in documentary evidence necessitates different scholarly approaches: direct textual analysis in Hildegard’s case versus interpretive reconstruction in the Korean context. Nevertheless, both investigations explore how women navigated patriarchal constraints while establishing their intellectual and cultural presence.

Particularly significant is how the concept of female bodily porosity, which is central to Hildegard’s theological and medical understanding of women’s reproductive and salvational roles, finds resonance across cultural boundaries. This porosity, which enabled women to receive, transform, and transmit both physical and spiritual elements in Hildegard’s framework, offers a valuable interpretive tool for understanding Korean women’s cultural mediations despite the patriarchal limitations they faced. Such transcultural perspectives help us to understand women’s historical influence beyond conventional geographical and temporal boundaries, revealing how female embodiment itself has served as a site of creative expression and spiritual transformation as healing.

Along these lines, I will conclude my examination of women’s understanding and practice of their porous bodies by shifting focus to analyze a specific medicinal herb: mugwort, or Artemisia vulgaris in its scientific nomenclature, along with the literature and practices surrounding its use. The Korean medicinal use of mugwort provides a useful case study of how concepts of female bodily porosity transcend cultural and temporal boundaries. This cross-cultural example reveals important parallels to medieval European understandings while demonstrating how women actively utilized their bodies’ perceived permeability as a therapeutic pathway, especially when they could not expect help from male physicians. Just as Hildegard reframed female porosity from vulnerability to salvational potential, Korean women’s medicinal practices show how perceived bodily openness became an opportunity for self-directed healing rather than merely a marker of inferiority.

Mugwort is one of the most popular medicinal herbs in many regions, including Europe, North America, Asia, and elsewhere, because it can easily survive in uncultivated areas. Mugwort is pervasively accessible and extensively employed in traditional practices and contemporary applications across Asia and Europe.1 It was also used by medieval women, and Hildegard and the authors of the Trotula mentioned and recommended it. Playing a central role in herbology across different cultures, this herb has been believed to help human beings, and particularly women with women’s health issues, throughout history.2

It should be also noted that mugwort is often confused with other similar herbs. Its scientific name, Artemisia vulgaris, is frequently misapplied, and historical records from both Eastern and Western traditions demonstrate that this designation was attached to various herbs, typically belonging to the Artemisia genus, which comprises more than five hundred species.3 In Korea as well, 쑥 (Ssuk), the Korean name for mugwort, has been applied to different kinds of Artemisia. Therefore, I do not attempt to strictly distinguish mugwort from similar herbs when they are understood as the same and used for the same purpose.

In the history of medicine in the West, mugwort was named the “mother of herbs” and known for helping mothers just as their friends would help them.4 It was used externally to treat wounds, gout, and leg fatigue and internally to treat fever.5 Importantly, it was believed that it could expel unwanted entities from a woman’s body, such as menstrual blood, a dead foetus, or the placenta.

At the same time, mugwort is widely used in Asia, especially Korea. Mugwort has been historically and traditionally important in herbology, food, drink, and new drug development in Korea beginning in ancient times. This herb is used in many different ways in Korea and many countries in Asia. The most popular way is direct consumption. Mugwort can be taken alone or together with other food or drink. Known as a savoury, it is used as an ingredient in food. It can also be consumed as a beverage, either steeped as an herbal tea or ground into powder and mixed with other ingredients. Modern medicine has also recognized the value of this herb and used it to make cosmetics, health supplements, and air fresheners, as well as other medicinal uses. Recent studies have also investigated mugwort’s potential as an antiparasitic and antimalarial agent.6

And one of the popular ways of using mugwort in Korea is fumigation treatment, in which the herb is dried and ground to be used in moxibustion. Moxibustion is the use of heat and smoke to treat patients and is popular in Eastern traditional medicine, including in China, Korea, Japan, Tibet, and Mongolia. While many different materials can be used for moxibustion, mugwort has been primarily used, beginning with ancient Chinese medicine.7 The foundational belief is that moxibustion can circulate qi (or chi) 氣,8 “rising vapor,” so that it can deliver heat.9 Moxibustion or moxa-cauterization can be traced in the manuscript tradition as far back as 168 BCE10 and has played a prominent role in the field of Chinese medicine and Eastern Asian medicine influenced by it. However, it was not until the 1950s that this medical practice’s efficacy was examined in the “scientific” method of the West.11 According to traditional medicine, there are several ways to introduce smoke into the human body. While moxibustion can be applied directly to the skin, practitioners typically recommend performing this treatment near affected body parts. Additionally, the body possesses certain openings or import points considered gateways for needed energy. The navel represents a popular location for moxibustion, while the cervical opening serves as an ideal site for this treatment in women, highlighting the porosity of the female body and specifically women’s reproductive organs.

Therefore, a particular method of fumigation treatment is recommended to women that is not practised on men in Korea. The basic logic is similar to other moxibustions in that it uses fumes, in particular mugwort smoke. The difference is that the smoke enters the woman’s body directly, through the vagina. Dried mugwort is placed in a pot or any container with an opening on the top. The container with mugwort is then placed under a chair or a similar piece of furniture, on which a woman sits without clothing on the lower part of her body, covering her body as a whole with a long garment so that the smoke cannot escape. When the mugwort is burned, it gives off fumes or smoke. Modern methods of mugwort fumigation also use steam instead of smoke. This treatment can be easily found in Korean saunas and Korean medicine clinics.

In contemporary folk medicine in Korea, home care kits are available, too. It is commonly acknowledged that no physicians or specialists are required, and even women themselves can perform the procedure. Mugwort fumigation is expected to supply needed elements, that is, heat, to women. At the same time, mugwort smoke is also believed to kill bacteria or other harmful microorganisms.

In addition, Korean women can use mugwort in their sanitary pads.12 Produced by several Korean companies, sanitary pads containing mugwort are a clear example of how the woman’s body is understood as cold, on the side of yin, according to folk and traditional medicine supported by Taoism. By containing mugwort or its extract, the pad is supposed to supply heat to the woman’s cold body. Simultaneously, pads containing mugwort are also believed to cover the odour from menstrual blood, helping women to conceal their periods. Whether or not mugwort actually works to bring fertility to women, modern Korean women who use it are making efforts to manage their own reproductive health, not necessarily depending on doctors and other medical personnel, who are likely male. Mugwort is also currently used for both men’s and women’s skincare, generally advertising its good effects on the skin of women, but for reproductive/sexual efficacy, mugwort is recommended only to women, not men.

Interestingly, mugwort fumigation was also recommended by ancient Western physicians, just like mugwort moxibustion in Asian medicine. For example, Paulus Aegineta knew and recommended fumigatory treatment with mugwort, which seems very similar to the Korean treatment that is still popular among women.

In dealing with cases of sterility, our author says that when the mouth of the uterus is shut up, it must be opened by injections of aromatics and by using fomentation. Fumigations of the womb may be applied either by sitting on a proper chair, and receiving the vapours which arise, or by injections of hot water in which safe, mugwort, rue, cumin, pennyroyal, sweet flag, and the aromatic seeds, have been boiled.13


Here, mugwort is used in the form of smoke or in hot water. Both methods were believed to deliver mugwort to the uterus, where the woman suffers from infertility. The smoke or water was to be inserted into the woman’s body, where it was believed to open the closed uterus, possibly with the heat that mugwort and hot water were considered to have. Different herbs used along with mugwort were also considered hot by nature. Beyond its gynaecological uses, mugwort was also worn by men and animals to drive away evil spirits.14

The Trotula also recommends to female patients a mugwort fumigatory treatment that is surprisingly similar to Korean women’s way of using this herb. Again, this treatment uses mugwort smoke in the belief that it will enter the woman’s vagina and reach the uterus. Fumigatory treatment can be performed through the nose and umbilicus for both women and men, but the application to the reproductive organs is only for women.15 As described in the chapter on retention of the menses in the Trotula, medieval mugwort fumigatory treatment sends mugwort smoke to the lower part of the female patient so that her body can be exposed to it and can absorb the smoke.16 Also, in the section “On Paucity of the Menses” in the same book, the author introduces another fumigation treatment, using ginger, laurel leaves, and savin. The method is the same. The practitioner is to prepare the herbs as powders and burn them in a pot while a woman “sits upon a perforated seat” in order to receive “the smoke through the lower members” to bring on full menstruation. Other herbs in addition to mugwort can be used with slightly different treatments: “Likewise, chickweed cooked in an earthenware pot and placed over [the belly] provokes the menses.”17

In the medieval West, fumigation treatment was also used when the woman’s womb was descended, the prolapse of the womb, which traces back to Roman medicine.18 In the premodern period, many physicians believed that the womb could move within the woman’s body, causing various health issues. The Trotula diagnoses that this descent of the womb could occur due to weak bodily members and abundant cold humours and could possibly be cured by a fumigatory treatment that was preceded and followed by many other cures.

Then let there be made for them a steambath, which works very well. For Dioscorides prescribes that there be made for them a steambath of box wood placed in a pot upon live coals, and let the woman, covered on top, sit on it, and let her receive the smoke inside [her vagina].19


Although the efficacy is different, the fumigation treatment is conducted in the same way. Instead of mugwort, burning coals are used. The interesting thing is that this treatment is believed to help patients only when their pain is caused by coldness of the body. If cramps are caused by excessive heat, the treatments are different, because the pain comes from the womb being immoderately dry and hot.20 From the fact that coals can be used instead of mugwort in this treatment, we can reasonably infer that the fumes were believed to convey heat and that the fumigatory treatment can transmit the fumes and their heat.

Where mugwort is concerned, it should be noted that this herb was regarded as having heating properties in medieval Western medicine, just as in the Korean pharmaceutical tradition. Medieval European writers classified mugwort as an herb with a hot nature. Hildegard was no exception, similarly categorizing mugwort as “very hot” in her Physica, recommending it for warming a “cold stomach” just as Korean medicine prescribes it to balance women’s cold nature. This parallel classification across distant medical traditions suggests a remarkably consistent conceptualization of both herbal properties and female bodily needs.

Mugwort (biboz) is very hot, and its juice is of very great value. If it is cooked and eaten as a puree, it heals ailing intestines and warms a cold stomach. But, if someone eats or drinks something which has given them pain, then they should cook and eat warmed mugwort with meat or lard, or as a puree, or with any other condiment. It will attract the rotten matter which was in the previously ingested food or drink, and chase it away. If bad humors gather in some part of the body, flowing out from broken skin where there is no poisoned wound, the person should take mugwort and express the juice. To the juice they should add a smaller amount of honey. They should spread this on the afflicted area, then cover it with egg white, and tie it with a cloth. They should do this until they are better.21


Due to its hot nature, mugwort was understood to cure symptoms caused by excessive coldness, especially gynaecological issues. This belief is also seen in premodern Western academic medicine, but in this context, women developed their own ways of taking care of their bodies, including midwifery, which was often dismissed in the written male medical tradition.

The persistence of mugwort in contemporary Korean women’s health practices demonstrates how ancient ideas about female bodies endure and are adapted across centuries, much as Hildegard’s positive reframing of female porosity continued to influence medieval European understandings of women’s reproductive health. When examined across cultural boundaries, these parallel traditions demonstrate both convergences and divergences that invite fresh analytical approaches. The temporal and conceptual irregularities that emerge within a comparative framework generate productive tensions that allow scholars to formulate more nuanced research questions and reach innovative conclusions about women’s bodily knowledge.22 In both cases, women transformed potentially limiting conceptions of their physiology into pragmatic healing practices.

This project opened with a discussion of medieval medical traditions in Europe that described women’s bodies as having qualities of coldness and that viewed women’s bodies as more porous, permeable, and breakable than men’s bodies. Female physiological cycles (menstruation) and shapes (the womb’s concave appearance) seemed to support these ideas. The book then moved from the reception of female biology to discuss religious accounts that represent women’s physical porosity allegorically. Medieval theology and church teachings both praised women (for their humility, as in the Virgin’s pregnancy) and condemned them (as easily breakable and transgressive, as in Eve’s actions in Paradise), which lent support and authority to the physiological ideas, theories, and knowledge about women of the time.

In the theological understanding of physiology, which was related to the appearance and function of women’s reproductive bodies, women were often referred to as vessels, in the religious sense that women could relatively easily be filled with holy or evil spirits. This notion of women as porous vessels is also related to Eve, who was the first woman and the unsealer of sin. The most visible symptoms of women’s porous bodies, namely menstruation and childbirth, however, were often treated as pollutants and were even used to justify limits on women’s activities.

In contrast, Hildegard of Bingen discovered possibilities of purgation and salvation in the woman’s porous body. In her medical book, Cause et cure, she interprets women’s permeable bodies, especially the womb, as capable of flexibility and correct balance. Interestingly, in her theological work Scivias, Hildegard uses this strong understanding of women’s physical permeability to present Ecclesia’s capacity for purging souls and giving humanity new life. Her positive depictions in her spiritual writings are deeply indebted to her gynaecological knowledge and were bolstered by her understanding of the womb and women’s reproductive processes as purgative and redemptive, rather than polluting and inferior.

This book is not an all-encompassing study intended to discover the hidden history of the woman’s body and understandings of it. Rather, it is a starting point for suggesting new approaches to broaden an important step in understanding women’s health. When the definition and application of medicine are widened to incorporate women’s own practices to take care of their bodies, increase their fertility, and eliminate health issues, women become better able to manage their own bodies.

The shared belief that the woman’s body is porous and permeable, common in many cultures, was seen as an opportunity by some women. For Hildegard, menstrual flow, pregnancy, and childbirth show the woman’s possibility to purge, heal, and save humankind, based on the beauty of weakness. Just as many medieval European gynaecological writings prescribe treatments to women using their body’s porosity, traditional Korean women also find ways to heal their reproductive issues by absorbing mugwort fumes through their vaginas, believed to be open.

While it is true that many “womanly” diseases were understood as limited to sexual and reproductive issues, it is still valid that many women suffered from them. And many issues were explained through their lack of heat, something already prevalent in the understanding of sex/gender differences in premodern European and premodern Korean cultures. Menstruation, which is directly related to women’s fertility, depends on the balance of heat and coldness. In general, menstruation retention is explained by cold wind in Asia and excessive coldness in Europe.

At the same time, women could find cures for themselves or from other women. While they could ask for professional help from male physicians, they could also use mugwort, which could be easily found in their neighbourhood or fields, and apply its fumes to their reproductive organs. If a woman’s body was sick or infertile due to a lack of heat, they could supply the needed heat. The fumes will enter their bodies through the openings of the reproductive organs that were already assumed to exist. In this way, porosity becomes an opportunity for healing.

It should be noted that Hildegard of Bingen emphasized that she herself was porous. Hildegard of Bingen was also a woman, and she commented on her own weak nature and porous body. She was called a “fragile vessel” by her biographers. She called herself “unlearned.” Her demure presentation of her own gender also appears in her letters.

As always, however, Hildegard of Bingen turned her weak points into strong points. Hildegard recorded the Scivias in order to remind male theologians and priests that they were not obeying God’s will. Hildegard referred to her time as an “effeminate age” many times in her letters,23 signalling her sense that the men of her time had lost their way: “Wisdom cries out, saying: The present time is a squalid, womanish time.”24 And that is why she considered women in the vanguard of God’s work: “This time is a womanish time, because the dispensation of God’s justice is weak. But the strength of God’s justice is exerting itself, a female warrior battling against injustice, so that it might fall defeated.”25 This idea was also discussed by Elizabeth of Schönau, Hildegard’s spiritual friend and protégée, who presented it more directly in her Liber visionum, pointing to the female prophets of the Old Testament for support.

People are scandalized that in these days the Lord deigns to magnify his great mercy in the frail sex. But why doesn’t it cross their minds that a similar thing happened in the days of our fathers when, while men were given to indolence, holy women were filled with the Spirit of God so that they could prophesy, energetically govern the people of God, and even win glorious victories over Israel’s enemies? I speak of women like Hilda, Deborah, Judith, Jael, and the like.26


Teaching and preaching God’s words were first and foremost men’s duties. However, since they were neglecting their duties, God wanted this weak woman, Hildegard, to be his prophet, to spread his message, and to correct men’s misbehaviour. Hildegard placed herself in a genealogy of prophets descending from the Old Testament, who had also challenged authority by proclaiming that their religious leaders were not listening to God. Moreover, this reversal of conventional power dynamics was also applicable to Jesus, who chose to become a weak and lowly human being to save humanity. “But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are: That no flesh should glory in his presence” (1 Corinthians 1:27–29).

While medieval theology taught that Mary was the holy window of salvation who received the Holy Spirit, and Ecclesia represented the female body’s ability to cleanse sin from people’s souls, Hildegard was God’s messenger, who received his words in visions, put them into writing, interpreted the female body in a positive light, and represented women’s reproductive role as salvational, purgative, and God-like.
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