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Based on the biography, “Hildegard von
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This play is
based on events in the life of Hildegard von Bingen and constructed
using primary and secondary historical sources, commentary, and
research. Interpretation of
source material is at the author’s discretion and utilized within
the scope of the author’s imagination, including names, events, and
historical details. Except when quoting primary sources
(such as the letters between Hildegard and Saint Bernard), dialogue
and certain events were constructed and/or reconstructed for
dramatization purposes according to the best available research
data.
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PROLOGUE






1522 December. Saxony. Kloster
Nimbschen. Matins.
Downstage left KATHARINA reluctantly gets up out of her bed.
Dressing quickly and putting on some shoes while CHURCH BELLS
continue to toll loudly, she EXITS quickly downstage left as
CURTAIN OPENS to reveal the Abbey Church Sanctuary. NIMBSCHEN NUNS
and ABBESS JOHANNA are singing “Ave Maria, o autrix vitae”
by Hildegard von Bingen.






NIMBSCHEN NUNS

(singing in Gregorian chant)

AVE MARIA, O
AUCTRIX VITE, REEDIFICANDO SALUTEM, QUE MORTEM CONTURBASTI ET
SERPENTEM CONTRIVISTI, AD QUEM SE EVA EREXIT ERECTA CERVICE CUM
SUFFLATU SUPERBIE.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

O DULCISSIMA
ATQUE AMANTISSIMA MATER, SALVE, QUE NATUM TUUM DE CELO MISSUM MUNDO
EDIDISTI.






NIMBSCHEN NUNS

QUEM
INSPIRAVIT SPIRITUS DEI.






KATHARINA
ENTERS upstage left quietly and hides behind the other sisters.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

GLORIA PATRI
ET FILIO ET SPIRITUI SANCTO.






NIMBSCHEN NUNS

(finishing the song)

QUEM
INSPIRAVIT SPIRITUS DEI.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

(to
Katharina)

Schwester Katharina! Finally deciding to join us?






KATHARINA

(apologetically)

Ich bitte
demütigst um Entschuldigung, Mutter Äbtissin. I promise I won’t be late
again!






ABBESS
JOHANNA

(to all the nuns)

Let us turn to page 40 in our prayer
books: ‘Oh Fire
of the Spirit and Defender.’ We will be singing all five verses
responsively.

(pauses as the
sisters find the page in their hymnals)

O FIRE OF THE
SPIRIT AND DEFENDER, THE LIFE OF EVERY LIFE CREATED: HOLY ARE
YOU—GIVING LIFE TO EVERY FORM.






ABBESS
JOHANNA/NIMBSCHEN NUNS/KATHARINA

HOLY ARE
YOU—ANOINTING THE CRITICALLY BROKEN. HOLY ARE YOU—CLEANSING THE
FESTERING WOUNDS. O BREATH OF HOLINESS, O FIRE OF LOVE, O TASTE SO
SWEET WITHIN THE BREAST, THAT FLOODS THE HEART WITH VIRTUES’
FRAGRANT GOOD. O CLEAREST FOUNTAIN, IN WHICH IS SEEN THE MIRRORED
WORK OF GOD: TO GATHER THE ESTRANGED AND SEEK AGAIN THE LOST.

O LIVING
ARMOUR, HOPE THAT BINDS THE EVERY LIMB, O BELT OF HONOUR: SAVE THE
BLESSED. GUARD THOSE ENCHAINED IN EVIL’S PRISON, AND LOOSE THE
BONDS OF THOSE WHOSE SAVING FREEDOM IS THE FORCEFUL WILL OF GOD. O
MIGHTY COURSE THAT RUNS WITHIN AND THROUGH THE ALL—UP IN THE
HEIGHTS, UPON THE EARTH, AND IN THE EVERY DEPTH— YOU BIND AND
GATHER ALL TOGETHER. FROM YOU THE CLOUDS FLOW FORTH, THE WIND TAKES
FLIGHT, THE STONES THEIR MOISTURE HOLD, THE WATERS RIVERS SPRING,
AND EARTH VIRIDITY EXUDES.

ABBESS
JOHANNA

YOU ARE THE
TEACHER OF THE TRULY LEARNED, WHOSE JOY YOU GRANT THROUGH WISDOM’S
INSPIRATION.






NIMBSCHEN
NUNS/KATHARINA

AND SO MAY YOU
BE PRAISED, WHO ARE THE SOUND OF PRAISE, THE JOY OF LIFE, THE HOPE
AND POTENT HONOUR, AND THE GIVER OF THE GIFTS OF LIGHT.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Amen!






LIGHTS shift
from the dim light of Matins to the brighter light of Prime. With a
signal from Abbess Johanna, the early morning prayers conclude.
NIMBSCHEN NUNS EXIT stage right quietly. Abbess Johanna meanders
towards downstage right. Katharina hastens to catch up to her.






KATHARINA

Mutter Äbtissin, may I ask a question?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Yes, Katharina, what is it?






KATHARINA

You seemed especially upset at me for
being late today. Why today? Why me?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

You feel singled out?






KATHARINA

Yes, Reverend Mother, I do.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

I did not intend for my impatience to
show. But these prayers are especially significant to me
personally.






KATHARINA

Why? How are these particular prayers any
different from the hundreds of others in our prayer
books?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Because of who wrote them. A woman wrote
them –not a priest or abbot or bishop or cardinal. A very special
woman wrote them. When you were late you disrespected her in the
process, Katharina.






KATHARINA

A woman? Who?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Hildegard von Bingen. Yes, a
German
woman. She was first a sister,
then a prioress, and finally an abbess like myself—only far more
talented and far closer to God than I think anyone alive
is.






KATHARINA

What about Doctor Luther? Is he not close
to God?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

That heretic? Katharina, please be
sensible! Doctor Luther is about as far from heaven as any in
Saxony! I’m shocked at
your apparent admiration!






KATHARINA

I admire all learning, Mutter Äbtissin.
Whatever his flaws, the man does what a professor ought to: he
thinks for himself and encourages his students to think
too!






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Heresy! The pope is the head of the
church. If we listen to Luther then we will all stop deferring to
wisdom of our superiors, including and especially the Holy Father.
We’ve taken our vows, Katharina! Humility and obedience!






KATHARINA

I mean no disrespect and by no means am I
suggesting we throw away the rules that govern our order. But
surely learning requires some measure of independence, the ability
to innovate and find solutions to problems!






ABBESS
JOHANNA

What a firebrand you are, Katharina! And
in truth, it does take courage to innovate and think beyond the
borders of what we are taught to believe and to do. In that you
much in common with
Saint Hildegard.






KATHARINA

Saint? I thought I knew the names of every
German saint.






ABBESS
JOHANNA

Technically you are right—no pope has
formally canonized her officially, though Pope John XXII did
beatify her in 1326. However, many in the church consider this an
oversight by the pope and regard her as a saint—as I do. The
Benedictine order regards her a saint, as do the followers of your
Martin Luther.






KATHARINA

Luther considers her a saint?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

He does by last report.






KATHARINA

Will you tell me more about this Saint
Hildegard you admire so much?






ABBESS
JOHANNA

I would be happy to!











(END OF SCENE)



 ACT
I: THE TITHE









 Act I, Scene
I






1105. Kloster Disibodenberg.
Cloister Hall. Downstage right ABBESS JOHANNA narrates to the
audience. The rest of the stage is closed off by the
curtain.






ABBESS JOHANNA

The great woman we now call ‘Saint
Hildegard von Bingen’ came from very humble origins. Born in
September, 1098, she was the tenth child of Mechtild of
Merxheim-Nahet and her husband Hildebert of Bermersheim. Hildebert
was a cousin to Graf Meginhard von
Sponheim and as such of the lower nobility, a knight and
vassal to the Graf and his immediate family. But noble enough that
his family never had to worry about starving to death nor freezing
from the winter storms. They ate well and slept comfortably.

When Hildegard
was just three years old she had a dream about a white heifer calf
with spots on her forehead, feet, and back, a very specific vision
that filled her with fear and made her seem more than a little odd
to her family. Not knowing what to do with her, and feeling an
obligation to give God a proper tithe, Hildebert and Mechtild made
a decision that changed the world forever.






Curtain opens to reveal the Cloister hall. NUN opens a wood
door at stage left. HILDEBERT, MECHTILD, and HILDEGARD all ENTER
through the door.






NUN

Welcome to
Disibodenberg! You must be Herr Hildebert and Gräfin Mechtild!






MECHTILD

We are. This
is our youngest, Hildegard. We wish to give her to God.






NUN

(to
Hildegard)

How old are
you, Hildegard?






HILDEGARD

Seven. But
I’ll be eight soon!






NUN

Our abbot
makes the final decision about who to accept as a novice, but I
think you will find him inclined to accept your daughter.
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