
A SPLENDID DAY with HILDEGARD 
 

 
 
On 9th March a goodly group gathered in West Malvern Village Hall to celebrate the life and work 
of  Hildegard von Bingen, the extraordinary 12th century Benedictine Abbess and polymath who 
contributed so much to visionary spirituality. 
 
A collaboration between Hereford and Cheltenham InterFaith, this enriching day was beautifully 
crafted and led by Revd Laura Dobson and Susanne Wombacher with music for the dances 
provided by Mike Hadden (Karim).  
 
They began by giving us an overview of  Hildegard’s life: 
 
Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179), the tenth child of  a noble German family, was ‘tithed’ to the 
church as was the custom of  the day. From an eight-year-old, enduring difficult years of  being 
walled up with Jutta, her anchoress protectress, she took the veil aged 15 and became the teacher 
of  the community at Disibodenberg, upon Jutta’s death. In 1150 she founded a new convent and 
oversaw the building of  accommodation and church buildings, at Rupertsberg where she became 
the Abbess of  the new community. Whilst managing to steer her way through the male-dominated 
church hierarchy of  her day and adhering to the Rule of  St Benedict, Hildegard was an innovative 
free thinker, always placing her divine inspiration before worldly regulations (religious or 
otherwise).1 She posed a considerable challenge to some of  her religious superiors, and even wrote 
to Pope Eugene III to appeal against unfairness. As Brides of  Christ, her nuns would attend chapel 
robed in cream silk with golden crowns adorned with the Lamb and the Cross. She recognised the 
profound connection between the beauty and upliftment of  the sensory world and that of  mystical 
spirituality. She wrote exquisite music for which perhaps she has become most famous, and was 
skilled in botany, and medical herbalism.  



 
 
During the day we listened to her music and Susanne even 
trained us in chanting the characteristic musical form that 
Hildegard used which gives her music such a mystical and 
ethereal quality. 
 
We were treated to some of  Hildegard’s exquisite gilded 
images.2   
 
We danced using themes close to Hildegard’s heart, and 
explored through movement the activity of  the Four Elements 
as Hildegard celebrated them. 
 
We read aloud her poetry and prayers to each other. 
 
And we even got 

to sample her cuisine. A menu from Hildegard’s Kitchen 
was given to each participant and lunch consisted 
entirely of  recipes such as her nuns would have 
enjoyed.3  
 
The favourite seems to have been Baked Fennel 
(experiment, and adjust according to your taste): 
 

I kg Fennel 
500 ml broth or salted water 
1 glass dry white wine 
juice of half a lemon 
100 g grated cheese: Gouda, 
Emmentaler or Appenzeller  
1 tbs spelt flour (oat is fine too for Gf) 
Galangal – optional - (available in 
Thai shops, Sainsburys do a paste)  
Nutmeg 
  
Clean half or quarter fennel bulbs. 
Cook in saltwater or broth and wine for 
20 mins, add spices and simmer for 5 
mins more. 
Take out fennel with slotted spoon, 
allow to drain and lay in a greased 
shallow casserole dish. 
Mix fennel stock, cheese and spelt flour, 
pour over the fennel and bake for 30 mins at 200C. 
 

It was a memorable event – and one which would convert into a compelling theatrical production. 
Certainly, one to repeat annually – perhaps next year in Cheltenham?  
 
Hildegard von Bingen’s Feast Day is celebrated on 17th September. 

 



Hildegard’s Major Works: 
Scivias 
Liber Vitae Meritorum 
Liber Divinorum Operum 
 
Resources 
Song chant: I am that great and fiery force 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-rqbaO_XQEA 
  
Music from Laura’s meditation: 
Track 1 - O Frondens Virga, recorded by Catherine Braslavsky and Joseph Rowe 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuUs4UrRGrI 
https://naturalchant.com/naturalchant-en/Recordings/Hildegard-en/index.html 
Track 2 - O Viridissima Virga, recorded by Gothic Voices (Emma Kirkby and Christopher Page) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fqs0BOoKkIU 
Track 3 - O Splendidissima Gemma, recorded by Hilary Campbell  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=biIGvD-fQ_8 
  
Books: 
Hildegard in a Nutshell, Robert van der Weyer 
Hildegard of Bingen and Her Vision of the Feminine by Nancy Fierro 
Hildegard of Bingen: The Woman of her Age, Fiona Maddocks4 
Hildegard of Bingen's Medicine by Dr Wighard Strehlow 
Illuminations of Hildegard of Bingen, Matthew Fox 
Meditations with Hildegard of Bingen, Gabriele Uhlein 
St Hildegard of Bingen, Doctor of the Church: A Spiritual Reader by Carmen Acevedo Butcher 
 

 
1 Hildegard had visions from childhood. She also suffered severe migraines.  
2 Which, my friend remarked, are reminiscent of  alchemical designs. 
3 This prompted a ‘vision’ of  a chain of  vegetarian restaurants: HILDEGARD’S KITCHEN. There are a number 
of  cookery books in print based on Hildegard’s recipes. 
4 Available in Gloucestershire Libraries. 
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