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The Feminist Consciousnessin the Twelfth
Century: A Glimpse at the Mysticism of
Hildegard of Bingen

Ho Lai-ha

Graduate I nstitute of Comparative Literature, Fu-jen University

Abstract

The twelfth century Benedictine abbess, Hildegard of Bingen
(1098-1179), has become one of the most important figures in the field of
feminist, religious and historical studies in the space of two decades.
There is a great amount of publication about Hildegard' s contribution in
music, drama, arts and medical studies. One of the reasons of this
phenomenon is owned by the development of the feminist studies.
Started as a social movement in 60s, feminism entered the threshold of
the sphere of intellectual in 70s to 80s. Feminist studiesis the basis of an
independent discipline, on the other hand, it provides feminist dimension
on the researches of different disciplines. Among all the projects, many
feminist scholars undertake the reconstruction of history, which is to
make the absent women in the history present and voiced. The life of
Hildegard of Bingen, in particular, grasps the attertion of the feminist
historical scholars.

In the medievd age, women were regarded as second-class
creatures, nevertheless, from the huge work Hildegard left, we
discovered that she tried to present to us a marvelous image of women.
Hildegard used feminine figure to represent the sacredness of religion as

well as her personal mystical experience. She serioudly treated the issue
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of Eve, Mary and the women image given by the Church; meanwhile,
she employed the feminine images of Sapientia and Caritas to reveal the
center of her spirituality. As a part of the feminist tradition, the impact of
Hildegard is significant.

With her strong- mindedness and the extraordinary style in the work,
Hildegard aroused many feminists. However, these scholars soon
discovered Hildegard shown a certain extent of ambivalence regarding
her attitude towards women. From time to time the texts of Hildegard’ s
work expressed a kind of oppressve manner to women, which is
contrary to the feminist consciousness nowadays. It seems that Hildegard
displayed the insight of her feminine uniqueness, at the same time, she
accepted the viewpoint of gender in the medieval society.

The thesis of this article is trying to indicate that the ambivalence
and ambiguity of Hildegard' s attitude towards women is a key of
understanding the situation of women. This ambivalence and ambiguity
iIs an opening for us to unfold the voices of women, which were
oppressed and disregarded. It is not appropriate to put one single
standard on all the experiences of women without regarding whenever

and wherever they are.

Keywords Hildegard of Bingen Feminist religious art Medieval

Age Feminist Consciousness Mysticism Modernity



