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Abstract

In this thesis I seek to understand how music may be practiced as an embodied form
of ecological philosophy; that is, how it might help us attain ecological wisdom and
lead sustainable lives. In the first chapter, I explore the concept of askesis: the
spiritual exercises by which ancient Greek and Roman thinkers practiced philosophy
as a way of life. I introduce a simple model for the practice of askesis which is taken
from accounts of ancient Stoic spiritual exercise. I also consider evidence for art as a
form of askesis. In the second chapter, I describe the influence of askesis on medieval
European Christianity, and examine monastic music as a form of spiritual exercise in
that tradition. I show that Hildegard of Bingen’s play Ordo Virtutum was derived
from the Divine Office, the Mass, and the liturgical drama but ultimately surpassed
all three as an example of musical askesis by striving for different spiritual goals and
employing different material and psychological resources. I argue that Ordo Virtutum
served as a ritual dramatization of—and support for—the daily struggles of spiritual
life. In the third and final chapter, I apply the lessons of askesis to the question of
how music may contribute to ecological action in the present day. I conclude that
the most promising way forward for the practice of music-as-ecological-askesis lies in
the ability of music to transform one’s way of being in the world, and I sketch some
scenarios for a transformative practice of music in the present time of ecological crisis.

Acknowledgements
This program of study was an emotionally challenging one for me even before the
pandemic changed everything. My advisor, Adrian Ivakhiv, saw me through my
struggles. His gentleness and love of knowledge kept me on the path when I felt like
giving up (which was often). Thank you for taking the time to understand my many
enthusiasms, doubts, ambitions, and eccentricities. And you were right: it was worth
finishing after all.
I must also thank my committee. The Department of Music has lost a great
teacher in Sylvia Parker, now Senior Lecturer Emerita, who stayed on past retirement
to see this project through. From the beginning she was fascinated (and perhaps a
bit perplexed) to know how I planned to fuse music with environmental thought, and,
though always encouraging, she never lost that valuable hint of skepticism. There
is no one I’d rather talk with about Hildegard than Anne Clark. A certain glow is
generated when a great mind meets a deep subject. Anne’s passion for the lives of
medieval women monastics creates such a glow—and I’ve had the pleasure of being
warmed by it for nearly two years.
Many people at the Rubenstein School made this project possible, chief among
them Carolyn Goodwin Kueffner, who is such an incredible administrator that she
made the bureaucratic aspects of the program almost fun. Stopping by her office,
even on a busy day, was a genuine treat (and not just because she kept a full bowl of
candy). I’ve been counting my lucky stars that I am finishing before she retires.
I must also acknowledge that it was only through a grant from the Graduate
Student Fellowship Pandemic Fund that I was able to complete this work. Those

ii

funds are made possible through the generosity of the Rubenstein family.
Many of the people I’ve met in Burlington have influenced me in ways that I’m
sure have impacted this thesis whether it is apparent or not. William Tilley has
remained a lifeline to the real world of music practice while my head has been in the
musicological clouds. Many excited conversations with Emil Tsao, Zac Ispa-Landa,
and Lauren Akin shaped my project in its infancy. The residents of The Hungerfort,
past and present, official and unofficial, were the ones who fed me, hugged me, loved
me, challenged me, mooned me, serenaded me, and left me alone when I needed it.
You have my love and thanks. The companionship and excellent scholarly work of
University acquaintances too numerous to name here have also sustained me the past
two years. To all those I know at RSENR and the Gund Institute, you have my
admiration.
Over the last several months, with the virus raging and a thesis still needing to
get written, my parents Jack and Karen Cottle provided a safe home full of warmth,
companionship, and nightly viewings of Jeopardy. My siblings Jonathan and Bonnie,
while at their own respective homes, were always on call for emotional support. I
could not have done it without all of you.
Finally, I would like to thank Madeline Reilly, who came along at precisely the
right moment and whose presence in my life often seems as inexplicable as it is
wonderful. You are my proof that what is meant for us has a way of finding us,
no matter what we think we know. Thank you for being my enthusiastic partner in
music, ecology, and so much more. I can’t wait to explore this big, beautiful world
with you.

iii

Table of Contents
Acknowledgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

ii

Introduction

1

1 Askesis in Antiquity and in Art

4

1.1

The Ancient Origins of Askesis

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

4

1.2

Is Art a Form of Askesis?

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

9

2 Hildegard of Bingen and Monastic Music as Spiritual Exercise

14

2.1

Christian Askesis in Medieval Europe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

15

2.2

The Divine Office: Education and Praise . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

17

2.3

The Mass and Liturgical Drama: Devotion and Disobedience . . . . .

19

2.4

Introducing the Ordo Virtutum . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

21

2.5

Beyond Education, Praise, or Devotion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

24

2.6

The Function of Ordo Virtutum . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

26

2.7

The Resources of Ordo Virtutum

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

28

2.8

A Distinct Ritual Purpose . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

36

2.9

Coda: Art Should Change the Artist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

38

3 Making Music as Ecological Philosophy

40

3.1

The Three Ecologies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

40

3.2

Environmental Themes in Music . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

42

3.3

Transforming the Self Through Song . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

45

Bibliography

54
iv

Introduction
It seems fitting that I should have finished this thesis at my childhood home, just
down the street from the church where I sang in choir, and a couple miles through
woods and farm fields to the middle school which gave me my first experience of
being part of a large band. I would sit on the stage in the empty auditorium and
close my eyes while the other children warmed up their instruments, hearing in the
cacophony of sounds alternately the calls of wild creatures and the mechanical din of
the city. It is fitting because these woods, fields, and schools are the places where my
first relationships with both music and nature were formed, and where the seeds of
those questions with which I still wrestle must first have been planted, deep among
the rich soil and accumulated debris of my childhood.
In the years leading up to my arrival as a graduate student at the University of
Vermont, certain of these questions had increasingly come to the fore at the nexus
of music, spirituality, and ecology. Especially as I began to listen to jazz, and simultaneously to learn about the history of that music in American culture, I wondered
about the power of music to address philosophical and spiritual subjects: existence
and identity, meaning and morality. And I wondered how music’s power—which I
feel first and foremost as an overwhelming experience of beauty—could be turned
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toward greater environmental understanding and action, which had always struck me
personally as among the most pressing questions of my life. The text that follows is
just one attempt to understand these questions and begin to grasp suitable answers.
Much has been clarified for me in making the attempt, and I hope that sharing it
may help those whose own struggles set their feet upon similar paths.
This thesis argues that one way forward lies in a deeper understanding of the
past. In particular, in understanding a certain tradition which sees philosophy as
something to be practiced, and a related one which sees the practice of music as a
way of life. These traditions have been part of Western culture since ancient times and
run through the history of medieval Europe down to the present day. The focus on
the West in this thesis is not meant to imply any superiority, nor even uniqueness, to
the practices discussed here. There are certainly other fruitful directions, both global
and indigenous, that this study could have taken. In many world cultures other
than my own the connections between music, Earth, and spirit appear much more
readily accessible to the average musician. This is a beautiful thing and well worth
exploring, not to mention defending and preserving. In principle, I am not opposed
to borrowing from other such cultures, as long as it is done with care and respect.
But first, I wanted to set myself the task of seeking an alternate understanding of my
own musical culture, the one in which I feel most at home, and which has inevitably
shaped my sense of what is beautiful and good. That meant staying within the
boundaries of the Western canon. The result has been both a deeper connection with
and critical awareness of the traditions—both musical and philosophical—which have
been communicated to me, one way or another, all my life.
If the ultimate goal of this thesis is to understand how to practice music as philos-
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ophy, there is no better way to begin than to ask whether there already exists in the
West a tradition of embodied philosophical practice. The answer is yes, and the first
chapter is devoted to introducing it: askesis—the spiritual exercises of the ancient
Greek and Roman worlds by which philosophy was practiced as a way of life. In its
latter half, the chapter also asks whether art is itself a form of askesis, or whether it
can at least be compatible with a practice of one. In the second chapter I turn to medieval Europe, where the askesis of antiquity was subsumed into Christian monastic
practice and contributed to governing nearly every aspect of spiritual life, including
music. The bulk of the chapter is devoted to examining Hildegard of Bingen’s musical
play Ordo Virtutum as an exemplar of Christian musical askesis, seeking to understand both its author’s intent and how it accomplished its goals. In the third chapter
I ask how the knowledge gained from the historical forays of chapters one and two
can be applied to the contemporary practice of those who wish their music to engage
the ecological crises of our time. I conclude that the most promising way forward lies
in the power of music to transform the self of the person who practices it, a power
which has implications for how we approach problems of environmental action.

3

Chapter 1
Askesis in Antiquity and in Art

1.1

The Ancient Origins of Askesis

Askesis is a Greek word which means simply “training” or “exercise.”1 In the context
of ancient Hellenistic philosophy, it meant spiritual exercise: a disciplined practice
which transformed the self in order to produce a good life, lived in accordance with
philosophical goals.2 According to Hadot, these spiritual exercises were an integral
part of philosophy in antiquity and were present, implicitly or explicitly, in the teachings of all the most famous philosophers of that era: Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the
Epicureans, the Stoics, the Cynics, the Skeptics, and others. The spiritual exercises of
askesis were practical and often embodied arts of living which complemented the intellectual art of reasoning that we tend to think of as the sole component of philosophy
today.
Hadot blames this reduction of philosophy to its intellectual component on three
1
2

McGushin, Foucault’s Askēsis, xiii.
Robbert, “Modes of Askēsis.”

4

things: the natural tendency of the mind to take refuge in “the reassuring universe of
concepts” rather than confront the task of living; the separation of Christian spiritual
exercises from philosophy in the latter part of the European middle ages; and, shortly
thereafter, the institutionalization of philosophy in the university, a place “made
up. . . of specialists who learn how to train other specialists” rather than directing
their teaching to the everyday person.3 Despite these factors, Hadot continued to find
the thread of askesis woven through the discourse of numerous philosophers from the
middle ages to the present day, including but not limited to Spinoza, Kant, Nietzsche,
Wittgenstein, and Foucault; a fact which he attributes to askesis representing one of
the “fundamental and universal attitudes of the human being when he [sic]4 searches
for wisdom.”5
Spiritual exercises had been part of philosophy from ancient times because philosophy arose as a therapeutic response to common human challenges and needs. Hadot
writes: “In the view of all [ancient] philosophical schools, mankind’s principal cause
of suffering, disorder, and unconsciousness were the passions: that is, unregulated
desires and exaggerated fears. People are prevented from truly living, it was taught,
because they are dominated by worries.” But living out the teachings of the philosophical schools, by way of spiritual exercises, could “[raise] the individual. . . to an
authentic state of life, in which he attains self-consciousness, an exact vision of the
world, inner peace, and freedom.”6 Philosophy was “a method of spiritual progress,”
3

Davidson, “Pierre Hadot and the Spiritual Phenomenon of Ancient Philosophy,” 1995, 31–33.
While I am aware that use of the universal “he/him” pronoun has been standard practice in
the English language until quite recently, I use “[sic]” here, and throughout the thesis, to point out
unnecessarily gendered pronouns. In cases where several instances of “he” or “him” appear in a
single quote, I will use “[sic]” only for the first such instance to maintain readability of the text.
5
Davidson, “Pierre Hadot and the Spiritual Phenomenon of Ancient Philosophy,” 1995, 34.
6
Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, 1995, 83.
4
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and “a mode of existing-in-the-world, which had to be practiced at each instant, and
the goal of which was to transform the whole of the individual’s life.”7
And how was it practiced? Progress in spiritual exercise was attained in much
the same way as progress in athletic exercise: little by little. To attain the lofty goal
of total-life-transformation, concrete exercises were needed which could be woven
into daily life. These spiritual exercises took several forms, including: reading the
teachings of masters, engaging in dialogue with others, and meditating in order to
subject the self to scrutiny, evoke happy memories or soothe unpleasant thoughts.
Here is an example of a daily Stoic meditation exercise which is about preparing
oneself for virtuous action and taking note of our own performance:
“First thing in the morning, we should go over in advance what we have to do
during the course of the day, and decide on the principles which will guide and inspire
our actions. In the evening, we should examine ourselves again, so as to be aware of
the faults we have committed or the progress we have made. We should also examine
our dreams.”8
The Epicureans also had a form of meditation which was similar in practice, but
which focused on detaching from worry and dwelling in gratitude for the genuine
pleasures of life, such as the company of friends. This brings the mind back to the
joy of simply existing, which is source of ultimate value in that school.9
Hadot describes these meditative practices as “an attempt to control inner discourse and render it coherent.”10 They are essentially special ways of talking to oneself
in order to see oneself more clearly. But how does one know what to talk to oneself
7

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
9
Ibid.,
10
Ibid.,
8

265.
85.
87.
85.
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about? For this, the schools encouraged the study of aphorisms—condensed forms of
the school’s central teachings—to direct these inner conversations and also to have
ready to hand when daily life inevitably presented challenges. Hadot writes, “it is
essential that adepts be supplied with a fundamental principle which is formulable in
a few words, and extremely clear and simple, precisely so that it may remain easily
accessible to the mind, and be applicable with the sureness and constancy of a reflex.”11 A Stoic example of this might be to say to oneself, “Some things are under
my control and other things are not,” when drawn into worries about a vexing situation. This condenses and makes “actionable” a central Stoic teaching that in order
to be happy and free, one should practice indifference to things over which one has
no control.
In the Stoic tradition, these aphorisms which are meditated upon are called
kanones, or “rules of life.” The goal of Stoic meditation—and that which makes
such meditation possible—is the attainment of prosoche, which Hadot calls, “the fundamental Stoic spiritual attitude.”12 Prosoche is a kind of alert watchfulness which
orients the practitioner always toward the present moment. This “delimiting of the
present instant” from future or past has both existential and practical results. First,
it brings inner peace and joy by “let[ting] us discover the infinite value and unheardof miracle of our presence in the world.”13 Next, it provides opportunity for positive
action—the present being the only time in which one may act to change the behaviors
that cause suffering. In both of these ways, Stoic attention is a way of taking care of
the present so that it may be lived fully.
11

Ibid., 84.
ibid.
13
Ibid., 259.
12
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In this thesis, I will take the combination of cultivation of attention (prosoche)
and meditation upon rules of life (kanones) as the basic formula for askesis. It
should be noted that this model does not encompass the entirety of the rich and
varied tradition of spiritual exercises in the ancient world. Modern interpretations of
askesis other than Hadot’s emphasize different aspects of the tradition which are not
represented here. Foucault’s askesis, which he often described as “care of the self,”
was less rigid than Hadot’s: more relational and less oriented toward a singular cosmic
truth (Hadot’s “exact vision of the world”). In Foucault, “the activity of reading and
thinking about [philosophy] as such is already a practice of care, a conversion of
regard toward oneself. It is not a turn inward but rather a turn toward the world as
that evolving web of relations, practices, and knowledges in and through which my
self manifests itself.”14 In this way, Foucault’s askesis was fundamentally creative. In
it, philosophy “appeared both as a search for self-knowledge and as an ensemble of
techniques for producing one’s life as a work of art, as the actualization of the truth
which one has learned.”15 It could also be a political act: care of the self against those
who would try to shape that self to their own purposes.16 To the extent that Hadot
was familiar with Foucault’s askesis, he was concerned that it was too subjective, and
that it emphasized aesthetics at the expense of ethics, potentially leading to “a new
form of dandyism.”17 “It is not a matter of the construction of a self as a work of
art,” Hadot wrote, “but on the contrary, of an overcoming of the self, or at least of an
exercise by means of which the self is situated in the totality and has an experience
14

McGushin, Foucault’s Askēsis, xxi.
Ibid., 4.
16
McGushin, Foucault’s Askēsis, xx-xxi.
17
Sellars, “Self or Cosmos,” 5.
15
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of the self as part of this totality.”18 To Hadot, there was a cosmic dimension to
the practice of askesis that Foucault missed, in which one must “replace each event
within the perspective of universal nature” and “plunge[] [oneself] into the totality of
the cosmos.”19
Examining these disagreements in detail, Sellars concludes that “it would be a
mistake to overstate the differences between [Hadot’s and Foucault’s] positions” and
that these divergences are best seen as complementary rather than contradictory.20
Both “poles” of askesis exert their magnetic influence on this thesis. In the second
chapter on spiritual exercises in monastic music I lean toward Hadot, whose Stoicand Neoplatonic-inflected account is more appropriate to understanding medieval
Christian practices. Foucault’s creative “care of the self” appears somewhat less in
this text, mainly as background to the section immediately following this one in
which I consider questions of askesis in art. Foucault will also return in the final
chapter when I discuss the ability of music to aid in ethical formation with regard to
environmental action.

1.2

Is Art a Form of Askesis?

Given Foucault’s analogy of the self as work of art, as well as the affinity between
askesis and other forms of physical training, such as athletics, it seems natural to
wonder whether art practices can also be forms of spiritual exercise in this tradition.
Worries about dandyism not withstanding, Hadot himself recognized a significant
18

Ibid., 6.
Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, 1995, 83 and 252.
20
Sellars, “Self or Cosmos,” 15.
19

9

aesthetic component in ancient askesis. In the essay “The Sage and the World,” he
reveals “the paradox and scandal of the human condition” which has persisted from
ancient times to the present: that “man [sic] lives in the world without perceiving
the world.”21 This constant state of inattention to the world-as-it-is comes from
practicing the “habitual, utilitarian perception, necessary for life,” of seeing things
only in relation to one’s own narrow purposes.22 Hadot theorizes that the ancient sage
and the modern artist share the goal of experiencing the world first and foremost for
its own sake, and that each develops the skill to transcend everyday perception in
pursuit of this goal. Where factual knowledge can describe a thing’s attributes and
uses, aesthetic perception makes room for the thing itself and is constituted by one’s
“lived relationship” with it. Though Hadot never describes how art may function as a
form of askesis in practice, he agrees with Bergson and Merleau-Ponty that aesthetic
perception provides a model for philosophical perception.23
Scholars after Hadot have continued to theorize art as a spiritual exercise in the
tradition of askesis. Gabriel Trop is the contemporary scholar perhaps most bullish
on art-as-askesis, though unfortunately for this thesis, his domain is not music but literature. He finds evidence for the understanding of art as a spiritual exercise present
just about everywhere: “Art as a form of askesis constitutes such a basic presupposition of the meaningfulness of artistic endeavor that one might, in all likelihood, if one
were to look hard enough, find this notion in almost every literary tradition and in
every epoch.”24 What is it that Trop sees in askesis as being so basic to a conception
of art? It is that, “to practice art as a vocation, as a craft requiring a set of skills
21

Hadot, “The Sage and the World,” 1995, 258.
Ibid.
23
Ibid., 254–55.
24
Trop, Poetry as a Way of Life, 26.
22
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and a certain techne, necessarily presupposes exercises that generate a specific way
of being in the world.”25 He quotes an eighteenth century German aesthetician who
uses the example of copying a sketch. In order to produce a facsimile of someone
else’s drawing (or, indeed, in order to draw anything in a realistic fashion) one must
become attentive to an incredible amount of subtle detail, and thus one has transformed oneself. Where before one simply had a gestalt impression of a picture, one
is now able to see, and correspondingly capture, a proliferation of detail. I argue
that the same may be said of music practice, where much time is spent learning to
“hear”—not in the basic physiological sense, which is automatic in those who possess
it, but in the sense of attending to the musical qualities of sound.
Thus, according to Trop, art is a form of askesis because one cannot make art without undertaking exercises which transform the self, just as ancient spiritual exercises
transformed the self. This idea certainly leans toward Foucault’s “pole” of askesis:
the creative assemblage of the self as life’s central project. It departs from Hadot’s
conception of askesis in that it lacks the ultimate reference point of cosmic truth.
Yes, the practice of art shapes the artist, but to what end? The mere transformation
of the self, however fascinating, is not enough for a practice to be called askesis in
Hadot’s account. Rather, it requires a transformation of the self in the direction of
wisdom. And wisdom, to Hadot, was a matter of being in proper relationship with
cosmic reality. Trop was aware that his definition implied a certain ambiguity in the
purpose and function of this kind of aesthetic exercise, which can be seen in how
he distances himself from Sloterdijk’s more performance-oriented version of askesis:
“The reduction of exercise solely to optimization appears particularly problematic
25

Ibid., 5.
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in the domain of art, above all because art often ends in questions rather than in
imperatives.”26
In a survey of the “modes” of askesis, Robbert offers an observation which goes
some way toward reconciling Hadot’s and Trop’s stances on the question. In unpacking Trop’s discussion of the poet Novalis, Robbert writes that an art work is
merely a record of where an artist has been, spiritually speaking. It is “a crater left
in the mind by an impact, by some psychic event, by a moment achieved in thought
or perception.”27 Robbert notes that this mirrors Hadot’s suggestion that the philosophical systems of the ancient schools—the theoretical conceptual structures which
were preserved and passed down in their philosophies—most often emerged from spiritual exercises, rather than the other way around. “The philosophical act transcends
the literary work that expresses it.”28 This suggests that Hadot and Trop agree on
at least two points: that the artist’s achievement of a detached aesthetic perception
should be celebrated as sage-like, and that what matters is not the art work but the
art process. It also hints that Hadot may have been open to the idea that spiritual
exercises need not have a fully articulated ethical aim prior to practice.
Robbert’s observation of the art work as the record of a psychic event also recalls
an attempt by Gregory Bateson at a cross-cultural understanding of mastery in art.
Bateson argues that what we observe in virtuoso artists—regardless of time, place,
genre or style—is a high level of integration of conscious and unconscious components
of skill.29 Because of this, all art is at least partly a message about unconscious
experience, but this leads to an amusing paradox: “If [the artist’s] attempt is to
26

Ibid., 7.
Robbert, “Modes of Askēsis,” 30.
28
Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy?, 2002, xxx.
29
Bateson, “Style, Grace, and Information in Primitive Art.”
27

12

communicate about the unconscious components of his [sic] performance, then it
follows that he is on a sort of moving stairway (or escalator) about whose position
he is trying to communicate but whose movement is itself a function of his efforts
to communicate. Clearly, his task is impossible, but, as has been remarked, some
people do it very prettily.”30 Regardless of the individual ability or inability of artists
to explain how it works, Bateson believed that art had an important function in
maintaining wisdom, which he defined as “correcting a too purposive view of life.”31
This neatly mirrors Hadot’s argument that the sage is one who has learned to deploy
an aesthetic mode of perception against the everyday utilitarian view, and brings us
right back around to the start.
The questions of whether art really is askesis or merely askesis-like, and whether
askesis must have an a priori ethical aim, are not settled here but continue to inform
the second and third chapters of this thesis. Though, as will soon become apparent,
they make only a brief appearance in the second chapter before being swept aside by
the figure of Hildegard of Bingen, who expressed in no uncertain terms that music
was a spiritual practice and that it was unequivocally, inherently moral.

30
31

Ibid., 147–48.
Ibid., 156.
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Chapter 2
Hildegard of Bingen and Monastic
Music as Spiritual Exercise
Before properly beginning this chapter, I wish to give the reader a brief introduction
to Hildegard of Bingen, the remarkable figure around whom most of the following
writing revolves. This thesis deals with only a small fraction of Hildegard’s life and
work, and I encourage anyone who is interested in either to consult the resources
listed in my bibliography for further exploration.
Hildegard was born in 1098 to a noble family in what is now southwest Germany,
near the Rhine River. She was the youngest of ten children and was given to the
Church at an early age to be dedicated to the religious life. She began having visions
when she was still very young, though she would wait nearly half her life to tell anyone
of them. Initially, Hildegard was enclosed with a woman named Jutta, also of noble
birth, at the monastery of Disibodenberg. Many envision Hildegard living the next
thirty years of her life in a tiny cell with only one other person for company, but the
reality of what was called enclosure was probably less literal than that. Hildegard
14

and Jutta’s living quarters were likely attached to the all-male monastery in a kind
of medieval in-law apartment. By the time Hildegard came of age other women had
joined Hildegard and Jutta and their “cell” had become in all practicality a small sister
abbey to the monastery of Disibodenberg. When Jutta passed away, Hildegard, now
in her thirties, was elected to lead the community and she positively blossomed in that
role. Through a canny process involving both religious and political appeals she was
able to have her visions verified by the Pope and, her full powers now unleashed, spent
the next half century furiously writing on a remarkable variety of subjects including
theology, medicine, natural history, and politics, as well as preaching, prophesying,
art-directing her books, and most significantly for this thesis, composing music.

2.1

Christian Askesis in Medieval Europe

According to Hadot, spiritual exercises have been part of the Christian religion from
its earliest days, and “the importance of this assimilation between Christianity and
[ancient] philosophy cannot be over-emphasized.”1 The Christian writers of the second
century known as the Apologists were enthusiastic students of antiquity and believed
that the Greek philosophers had possessed pieces of the Divine wisdom (Logos) which
was ultimately revealed in full only in the person of Jesus Christ. In following Christ
and living in accordance with Divine law, which was the very definition of reason,
these Christians saw themselves as philosophers practicing a “lived experience of
wisdom.”2 As early as the fourth century, monasticism was seen as the ultimate
attempt to live according to the Logos and was, therefore, a philosophical mode of
1
2

Hadot, “Ancient Spiritual Exercises and ’Christian Philosophy’,” 1995, 129.
Ibid., 130.

15

life.3
Medieval monastic askesis was particularly influenced by the Stoic tradition, so
it contained the same two prominent features of spiritual exercise that I discussed in
chapter one: prosoche and kanones. Recall that these are, respectively, the state of
attention which both enables and is the goal of practice, and the rules of life which are
to be meditated upon. In the hands of medieval monastics, prosoche was translated
to a Christian attitude of constant vigilance, in which one should “live[] constantly
in the presence of God” and strive to “see[] all things with the eyes of God himself.”4
In truth, this did not require much adapting from the ancient Stoic version, as Hadot
reminds us that prosoche was already both a moral and a cosmic consciousness. “For
the Stoics, the person who is ‘awake’ is always perfectly conscious not only of what
he does, but of what he is. In other words, he is aware of his place in the universe
and of his relationship to God.”5
The Christian kanones, or rules of life, were drawn from scripture and from the
teachings of the early monks. The words of Christ and the biblical commandments
became popular phrases for Christian meditation, and literary collections of these
sayings are in evidence from the time of the Desert Fathers onward.6 As in the
Stoic tradition, it was necessary for the Christian versions of prosoche and kanones to
work together as the “remembrance of God and of His commandments.”7 Hadot does
not describe music as a mode of Christian askesis, but he does discuss writing as a
therapeutic spiritual exercise recommended for monks, and concludes that “Christian
3
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meditation flourished. . . by mobilizing all possible resources of the imagination.”8

2.2

The Divine Office: Education and
Praise

Among the many elements of the Christian monastic life influenced by askesis were
the Divine Office and the Mass, ritual musical celebrations which were the primary
occasions for communal praise. The Divine Office was perhaps the defining feature of
Christian monasticism in the middle ages, and was specified in the Rule of Benedict.9
An intensive schedule of chants performed at the nine “hours” of the day (such as
dawn, noon, and dusk), this music practice ordered ritual time in the monastery
in the same way that the architecture of church and cloister ordered ritual space.10
This “grand musical production” totaled four to six hours of singing each day and
sometimes longer on special occasions.11 The main texts which were chanted were the
biblical psalms, arranged according to a complex liturgical calendar which allowed all
the psalms to be heard in the course of a week. A specific musical form coalesced
around the intoning of the psalms themselves, which was plain and emphasized vocal
clarity and adaptability of simple melodic forms to the various texts. Meanwhile,
the psalms were supplemented in the Office by additional, more musically elaborate
chants which offered exegesis of scripture, celebration of particular saints, or simple
expressions of praise as appropriate to the liturgical season of the year. Hildegard
8
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composed many chants of this type, blending art, scriptural exegesis, hagiography,
and theology.12
The Office was a significant part of monastic education, especially for children
and those new to the order. Fassler writes, “It was from singing the Office that
a great amount of text could be fixed in the memory: the psalms and hymns, the
readings of Scripture, commentaries on these readings by early Church fathers, and
innumerable prayer texts.”13 In addition to this important mnemonic function, the
Office also provided an opportunity for moral progress through the development of
attention. From its roots in the fourth century among the “Desert Fathers,” the very
first Christian monks, the Office was conceived as a meditative practice, “the attempt
to take as literally as possible the scriptural counsel ‘to pray without ceasing’ (1 Thess.
5:17).”14 McKinnon argues that the Office originated in the continuous chanting of
psalms by early Egyptian monks and only later became fixed to the hours of the day,
as in medieval monastic practice.15 Whether chanted continuously or at set intervals,
the Divine Office provided both kanones, in the form of the biblical psalms, and the
opportunity for prosoche, a time to practice remembrance of God.
12
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2.3

The Mass and Liturgical Drama:
Devotion and Disobedience

Despite the importance of the celebration of Communion, the central sacrament of
the Christian faith, from the point of view of askesis, the Mass mostly duplicates
the functions of the Divine Office with one important distinction: drama. Fassler
describes the Mass as the original oratorio, a drama in two acts. The first “act” is the
Liturgy of the Word, in which the practitioners praise God, ask forgiveness for sins,
and receive teachings of God’s miracles from scripture. The Liturgy of the Faithful
is the second act. It approaches the deeper mysteries of the faith, being a ritual
reenactment of Christ’s final meal. The development of music for the Mass liturgy
was influenced by this performative aspect—the Mass-as-play. Many of the familiar
Mass song forms were born of the pragmatic choreography of the church service:
moving the clerics or congregants from one place to another or allowing time for the
completion of ritual actions. These functions continue to be familiar to churchgoers
today.16
Beginning in the tenth century, the drama of the Mass was augmented by the
rediscovery of classical drama in courtly circles, and the new genre of the liturgical play developed and quickly became widespread in European monasteries.17 The
Easter dialogue Quem Queritis is a good example of an early form of liturgical play:
a narrative chant which was integrated into the Mass liturgy, in which the friends of
16
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Christ visit his tomb to find that he has risen from the dead.18 There are accounts of
rudimentary costuming and choreography accompanying the Quem Queritis in certain churches, with the priests and deacons taking on the roles of Christ’s friends as
well as the angels who deliver the good news.
As the genre developed, later liturgical plays were removed from the Mass liturgy
and performed on their own with more elaborate stage productions.19 These later
plays were still mainly based on the Gospels and Saints’ lives, but began to incorporate what Julia Bolton Holloway sees as an element of playful disorder. She writes:
“Monastic drama had a lengthy history as joca monachorum, the playful defiance
to the obedience of the Rule [of Benedict], containing within itself misrule that was
nevertheless obedient to a higher law—the law of love manifested in the Gospels.”20
As an example, she relates the story of a play in which Benedict himself must break
his own Rule and stay overnight at the monastery of his sister, Scholastica, when
God sends a storm which prevents him from traveling on. This element of playful
disobedience suggests a therapeutic function for the later liturgical plays: an entertainment in which monks and nuns could have the vicarious experience of mischief
while remaining free from sin. By the time Hildegard of Bingen began composing
there was already a rich tradition of musical drama in monastic life, the meanings of
which ranged from straightforward praise to therapeutic misrule. In the next section,
I will begin to argue that Hildegard’s own musical play, Ordo Virtutum, also had a
therapeutic function, but one that was deeply tied to the practice of askesis.
18
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2.4

Introducing the Ordo Virtutum

The title of Ordo Virtutum means, simply, “The Play of the Virtues” or “The Rite
of the Virtues.”21 From the end of Hildegard’s life in the year 1179 until it began
to receive scholarly attention in the twentieth century, the complete Ordo Virtutum
existed only as a few hundred lines of handwritten text and musical notation in the
enormous book of Hildegard’s collected works, likely prepared at her own scriptorium
shortly after she died.22 Later, the play was copied from that book into another
manuscript, along with a rave review, by the abbot Johannes Trithemius during the
German Renaissance.23 Though the composition of the Ordo Virtutum cannot be
precisely dated, there is reason to believe it coincided with a particularly difficult and
productive time in Hildegard’s life.24 When she was about fifty years old, Hildegard’s
fame was increasing. She and her nuns were outgrowing their quarters at Disibodenberg, the monastery in which she had lived since she was a child. Hildegard had a
vision commanding her to establish her own convent at Rupertsberg on the Rhine
about 30km away.25 This was not an easy move, politically or practically, for the
twenty or so nuns who followed her. Her retinue was made up of high-born women
who likely did not enjoy roughing it in the woods while the new monastery was
constructed from older existing ruins. The precise liturgical context for the Ordo Virtutum is also unknown, but one interpretation of which I am fond suggests that it was
21
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first performed at the dedication of this new abbey at Rupertsberg, where it would
have helped forge a shared identity among the members of the fledgling community.26
This possibility and others for the debut of the Ordo Virtutum are explored below.
The story of Ordo Virtutum concerns “a cadre of angelic warrior women”—the
Virtues—who vie with the Devil over the fate of Anima, a young woman whose name
means simply “soul.”27 The play is unusual in the tradition of liturgical drama in
that it contains no biblical material, nor is it based on the lives of the Saints; it is an
entirely fresh narrative.28 It begins with a theological prologue in which the Church
patriarchs and prophets of old wonder at the Virtues: “Who are these who are like
clouds?” The play establishes that the Virtues are the culmination of the work of
these Church fathers, and then the narrative proper begins when a chorus of unnamed
souls “imprisoned in bodies” appears, lamenting that they must wander the Earth
in hardship, rather than live in bliss in heaven.29 The main character, Anima, then
arrives. Her initial joy at the prospect of living a blessed life is in stark contrast to
these lamentations. She exchanges pleasant words with the Virtues, but her ardor
sours when she realizes how much work the spiritual life entails. The Devil appears
to take advantage of Anima’s doubts and tempts her away with promises of an easy
life of worldly pleasure. In a fairly lengthy middle scene, the Virtues first grieve the
loss of Anima, then take turns describing themselves and their special powers. When
each Virtue has spoken, they once again mourn their “lost sheep who has fled from
life.”30 But the penitent Anima soon returns, covered in wounds. The world has not
26
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been kind to her as the Devil had promised. She pleads with the Virtues for help
and healing, and they receive her warmly, encouraging her to stand. A flabbergasted
Devil returns in anger over of the loss of his prize, and Anima, now backed by the
Virtues, commits to fighting him face to face. The women defeat the Devil and bind
him in chains, and “[t]he final verses. . . move poetically into a mystical mode and end
with a description of Christ crucified, inviting the audience to bend its knees so that
God ‘may stretch out his hand to you.’ ”31
The message of the Ordo Virtutum, in my view, is this: if you work hard and
rely on God and your sisters, you cannot fail to achieve salvation. The play takes
the ethical stance that people lead poor spiritual lives not so much because they
are evil as because they forget that they are already divine. The play is filled with
exhortations to remember and reclaim one’s heritage as a creature of God. Early in
the play when Anima first begins to falter, the Virtue known as Knowledge of God
tells her to “look at the dress you are wearing, daughter of salvation: be steadfast,
and you’ll never fall.”32 The dress is Anima’s earthly body, but it is also the nun’s
robe, symbolizing both her commitment to the spiritual life and her identification
with a community of like-minded seekers.
This idea of inherent goodness may surprise the modern reader as it cuts against
the stereotypes of medieval Christianity. How did Hildegard come by it? Philosophically, she may have been influenced by the tradition of askesis which pervaded her
monastic life, in which morality is not a static quality which one either possesses or
doesn’t; rather it is something that is learned through correct orientation to oneself
and to the world. On a more conscious level, Hildegard developed her own theology,
31
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rooted in Christ’s incarnation, which explained the inherent goodness of her nuns
(and a great many things besides).33 Humans had once lived in unity with God and
creation in paradise. This was their true and natural state; their history as well as
their destiny. Following the sin of Eve, humans were exiled to a barren world, drained
of viriditas (literally “greenness”—the divine life energy that is the source of all goodness and sweetness). Christ’s life on Earth was the pivotal moment in all of time,
the ultimate triumph which renewed the world. From that point forward, all people
were saved, and even the matter of the Earth was redeemed and could become a site
of encounter with God.34 To participate in this redemption one still had to live a
spiritual life—in other words: although eventual victory in the war was assured, one
could not give up fighting the battle! To remember Christ’s triumph was to remember
the inherent divinity of yourself and the whole of creation: all was viriditas.

2.5

Beyond Education, Praise, or
Devotion

While it is clear that the Ordo Virtutum emerges from the Divine Office, the Mass,
and the liturgical play, it seems to have different goals than each of these. As I have
already noted, the Ordo contains no biblical content aside from a few brief allusions,
so its existence cannot be justified in didactic terms. Unlike the Divine Office and
33
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the Mass, which were filled with the Gospels and psalms, the Ordo Virtutum would
not have helped anyone to learn their Bible. Even the liturgical plays whose texts
departed from scripture would often tell the stories of Saints’ lives. Again, this is
not so in the Ordo, whose narrative is, by contrast with other monastic dramas,
exceedingly simple. Not much to speak of actually even happens in the play.
Second, the Ordo Virtutum does not seem concerned with praising God or Jesus.
As noted earlier, the Desert Fathers’ original intentions for the Divine Office were to
take literally the scriptural commandment to pray without ceasing. Likewise, a large
portion of the Mass liturgy is given over to praising God for his gifts and miracles.
The Ordo clearly exists within a context of adoration of God and Christ, but these
are expressed by the text only tangentially. This is characteristic not just of this play,
but of Hildegard’s music as a whole. “In fact,” Fassler writes, “in all of Hildegard’s
liturgical songs, there is no music for Christ specifically.”35 The Ordo Virtutum is
filled with praises, but each is sung either for Anima or for one of the Virtues, who
call each other names like “Glorious queen,” “Dearest flower,” “Sweetest summoner,”
“Royal daughter,” and “Angelic comrade.”36 The spirit of the Ordo Virtutum praises
God, but its text celebrates Hildegard’s embodiments of female divinity.
Finally, unlike the drama of the Mass and the liturgical plays, the scenes which the
Ordo Virtutum presents are neither traditionally devotional nor playfully disobedient.
Julia Bolton Holloway suggests that nervous laughter from an audience of nuns would
have accompanied the more mischievous scenes in the monastic dramas, but at no
point in the Ordo Virtutum does this tone feel appropriate.37 The sinful mistakes of
35
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Anima in the Ordo may have been cathartic for a singer to play, but they do not
provide the same kind of fun. The closest that Hildegard’s play comes to gleeful
disobedience is in the character of the Devil, who gets to shout all his lines, mock the
Virtues, and maybe even engage in a little physical comedy during the scene of his
defeat. This role was likely written for Hildegard’s close friend and secretary Volmar, a
monk.38 Volmar served Hildegard’s abbey for many years with important spiritual and
administrative functions, such as saying the Mass and hearing confession.39 Perhaps
playing the Devil in the Ordo Virtutum was another kind of spiritual service he
provided: being the one to take on the moral danger of inhabiting “the serpent of
old.” Perhaps Hildegard felt less responsible for the state of Volmar’s soul as he was
not officially under her spiritual care. Or it may be that she just wanted him to have
a bit of fun. In any case, the primary effect of the Ordo on its intended audience—the
nuns of Hildegard’s abbey—does not seem to fulfill either the devotional or disobedient
aspects of the tradition of monastic drama.

2.6

The Function of Ordo Virtutum

If the spiritual purpose of Ordo Virtutum is not education, praise, or enacting either
devotion or disobedience, then what is it? I am not quite ready to answer that
question, but I can describe what I believe was its primary artistic function: to allow
the players (and the audience, if there was one) to identify with Anima’s struggle and
to experience her triumph. The narrative is neither scriptural nor drawn from Saints’
lives because it is a dramatization of the nuns’ own inner lives portrayed on a cosmic
38
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scale. The play reflects the more mundane struggles of Hildegard’s sisters, ennobling
what can seem menial: the daily psychological and physical work of adhering to the
spiritual life.
This process of identification is helped by the simplicity of the play’s story. The
character of Anima is virtually devoid of traits of her own, which allows her to act
as an avatar for the nuns to project themselves upon. The straightforward narrative
recounts and disarms common arguments against the inherent goodness and divinity
of Anima, the Virtues, and all people. The Devil’s shouted speeches are not the dastardly mustache-twirling soliloquies of a stock villain, but nuanced arguments which
accuse the Virtues of being unnatural creatures who—especially in their virginity—
do not partake of the Earthly order which God ordained. These words of the Devil
have the ring of a common slur, and I suspect they represent widespread views of the
time which perhaps posed significant psychological challenges to Hildegard’s nuns.
The Devil’s arguments also present genuine theological problems for Hildegard, who
believed virgins to be the highest and most holy of all human creatures. Hildegard
summarily dispatches the Devil’s words, portraying them not only as mean-spirited
lies, but also as theological misunderstandings. The blessed virginity of Mary brought
forth Christ, completing God’s creation. Thus, virginity is not the antithesis but the
consummation of natural order.40
The Virtues in Hildegard’s theology were not mere metaphors but embodiments of
real spiritual forces,41 thus another purpose of Ordo Virtutum was to demonstrate to
the nuns how to call upon the spiritual aid which was available to them. This begins
when Anima sighs and sings “I invoke all the Virtues” at the start of the play, and
40
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continues especially in the middle section when each Virtue is introduced by name and
her helpful qualities are listed in striking verse. The scene of Anima’s penitent return
shows even more explicitly how to ask the Virtues for healing in times of trouble.
Finally, the play shows the nuns what they can achieve if they remember to ask
for help. Ordo Virtutum concludes with Anima rescued, the Virtues triumphant, and
the Devil’s head trodden beneath Chastity’s delicate foot. This completes Hildegard’s
vision of the virgin victorious, which is presented as the goal and inevitable outcome
of monastic life.

2.7

The Resources of Ordo Virtutum

Thus far I have focused on interpreting the narrative of Ordo Virtutum to make the
case that the play has different goals than the Divine Office, the Mass, or the liturgical
drama. However, the Ordo also makes use of a different and expanded set of material
and psychological resources than do these other musical forms. These resources are
mostly not to be found in the play’s text, but must be understood from context.
The first of these concerns the casting of characters and the psychological effects
of role-playing. I showed a hint of this earlier in Hildegard’s deft handling of the
role of the Devil. Where the Divine Office had no participatory characters to play,
the Mass had perhaps a few, and liturgical plays had a handful (with the rest of
the monastery making up the audience), Ordo Virtutum stands out with its more
than twenty named singing roles. The profusion of roles in the Ordo strikes me as
comical when I imagine the note of an exasperated editor: “Too many characters!
Can’t you combine some?” But Hildegard’s intentions differed from the dictates of
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modern entertainment. The Ordo Virtutum more closely resembles a school play than
a summer blockbuster in that the integrity of the story is decidedly secondary to the
goal of giving everyone involved something interesting to do. In the case of the Ordo,
this may have meant literally everyone: Dronke notes that the number of parts in
Ordo Virtutum closely matches the number of women who founded Hildegard’s second
monastery at Rupertsberg.42 Did Hildegard compose, then, in the same manner as
Duke Ellington, who famously wrote not just for the instrument but for the man who
played it? Fassler seems to think so: “We need to remember, as we study this great
work, that the parts were designed for real people, with personalities and interactive
lives. . . Which nuns were chosen[?]. . . those who lacked most keenly the particular
virtues they were chosen to represent? Or would a nun have played the virtue she
most especially seemed to embody?”43 The possibilities here are, frankly, sweet and
humorous. Patience, for example, is the last of the Virtues to introduce herself in the
play. I imagine Hildegard’s most impatient nun assigned this role, nervously tapping
her toe while waiting for her big entrance. When it finally does come, Hildegard
cannot resist one more good-natured joke: while most of the Virtues proclaim their
name in the very first notes of their solo, Patience must first stretch the phrase “Ego
sum” (“I am. . . ”) over a seemingly interminable melisma of eleven notes (see figure
2.1).
To further intensify the experience of playing a role, it is likely that Hildegard used
lavish costumes in Ordo Virtutum. Illuminations in Hildegard’s visionary book Scivias
show the Virtues, with details of their clothing symbolizing important theological
42
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Figure 2.1: A musical joke on the woman who sang the part of Patience?44

attributes. These illustrations may have served as costume designs for the play.45 It
is also known from an exchange of letters that Hildegard used costumes on other ritual
occasions. A letter from the abbess Tengswich of Andernach, a nearby Augustinian
community, asks if it is true that Hildegard allows her nuns to wear sumptuous
clothing and jewels while celebrating the liturgy.46 Hildegard’s response shows her
belief in the psycho-spiritual effects of clothing: she answers that a virgin is free from
the admonitions of the Church fathers to dress modestly while performing the liturgy,
“. . . for she stands in the unsullied purity of paradise, lovely and unwithering, and she
always remains in the full vitality of the budding rod.”47 In essence: modesty is only
relevant to women outside the cloister who live lives of compromise, consorting with
men and participating in the affairs of the world. Hildegard’s noble virgins deserve to
dress in splendor, because such outward appearance completely aligns with their true
inner beauty—the perfection of their souls. Muessig links this aspect of Hildegard’s
45
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belief to a tradition which sees physical attributes as indicative of spiritual health.48
Hildegard’s musical joke with the character of Patience is only one of many subtle
and effective musical elements of Ordo Virtutum’s composition. Hildegard wrote both
the music and text of the play and, as was tradition at the time, she composed the
two together. Scholars studying Hildegard’s chant texts as poetry have described
her writing style as unusual, idiosyncratic, and striking.49 On her skills as librettist,
Dronke remarks on how well Hildegard’s free verse matches the melodies of the Ordo,
with the rhythms of the text indicating the spiritual and emotional states of the
characters.50
When it comes to the music of Ordo Virtutum there is much which could be
said (likely enough to fill another thesis). I will focus here on musical elements
of emphasis which Hildegard used—to borrow the terms of askesis once again—as
musical prosoche: to direct the attention of the performer and listener to points of
special meaning in the work. Though Hildegard composed in an idiom which lacked
the musical language of harmony, she was able to deliver the full complement of
emotion and meaning in her chants by making exquisite use of the tools of melody.
The shape of a melody in Western music—whether it goes up or down, and how
high or low it goes—is often considered to express emotion or act as metaphor for
movement. This is known as word-painting.51 For example, a melody may rise swiftly
in pitch while words related to climbing, rising, victory, or joy are sung. There are
48
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Figure 2.2: This example of word-painting shows the Devil swelling with pride.

numerous examples of this kind of word-painting in Ordo Virtutum. In the 30th
stanza of Ordo Virtutum, the melody momentarily swells—rising and falling back to
its starting point—over the word inflatus (“swollen”) (see figure 2.2).52 The text
describes the pride of the Devil before he was cast out of heaven. In stanza 18,
when the Virtues first lament the loss of Anima, a beautiful stepwise falling melody
is paired with the repeated word luge (“mourn”) (see figure 2.3).53
There are also pairings of text and melody in Ordo Virtutum which complicate,
if not contradict, the apparent word-painting. In stanza 6, the Virtues greet Anima
warmly with O felix Anima (“You happy soul”), yet the melody on the word felix is
far from the happiest sounding motif: it rises only a third before falling to a step below
its initial pitch (see figure 2.4).54 What might be happening here? While it could be
that Hildegard simply had a different opinion about what sounds happy, I think it
is more likely that the constraints of the chant form are overriding the option to use
52
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Figure 2.3: This melody droops mournfully in an example of word-painting.

word-painting. There were well-established formulas in medieval chants just as there
are in modern music, and these included familiar melodic flourishes at the beginning
and end of a musical phrase, where the melody unfolds from its initial note and spirals
back—in a way that sounds conclusive—to what is fittingly called its “final.”55 In the
Ordo, Hildegard often takes advantage of the flexibility of Latin word-order to place
an important word at the end of a musical phrase where it will receive extra emphasis
from the concluding melodic formula. This results in an excellent effect, though it
trades away the opportunity to shape the melody for the purposes of word-painting.
The last musical tool we will discuss is melisma: the placing of more than five
or six sung pitches on a syllable of text.56 Frequent use of melisma is a hallmark
of Gregorian chant style, but Hildegard’s music was even more floridly melismatic
than other compositions of the time.57 Melisma is significant in that, unlike the other
55

For a brief introduction to the medieval music theory which structured Hildegard’s work, see
the primer in Appendix A of Fassler, Music in the Medieval West, 2014.
56
Crocker, Melisma.
57
Fassler, “Composer and Dramatist,” 1998, 154.

33

Figure 2.4: This melodic shape does not appear to paint the word “felix” appropriately.

forms of musical emphasis discussed so far, it actually slows down the delivery of the
text, allowing the listener more time to absorb important concepts. A melisma may
highlight the meaning of the very word on which it takes place, as when a despairing
Anima draws out the last syllable of O gravis labor (“Oh grievous toil”),58 showing
the depths of her despair (see figure 2.5). A melisma may also be found on a less
significant word which follows a complex passage, where it provides a rest point for
the mind to catch up and make sense of the preceding phrase. This occurs in stanza
45, when Discipline sings a fairly dense bit of text over relatively few pitches: Ego sum
amatrix simplicium morum qui turpia opera nesciunt (“I am one who loves innocent
ways that know nothing ignoble”) (see figure 2.6).59 The following line is unrelated
to this one, which suggests that Hildegard’s eight-note melisma on nesciunt (“do not
know”) is meant—in addition to any emphasis it confers on the word itself—to allow
the listener time to make sense of the words preceding it. Most of Hildegard’s musical
phrases contain carefully deployed combinations of these melismatic techniques.
58
59

Hildegard von Bingen, Ordo Virtutum, 2002, 5.
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Figure 2.5: A melisma may be used for emphasis on a significant word.

Figure 2.6: A melisma on a less significant word may create space rather than emphasis.
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2.8

A Distinct Ritual Purpose

Having presented the artistic functions as well as the material and psychological resources of Ordo Virtutum in the preceding sections, I am at last ready to discuss
the play’s spiritual purpose. As I have so far argued, it was not primarily to learn
the scripture, to praise God, to celebrate devotion, or to vicariously experience disobedience as was the case with each of its musical and spiritual ancestors. Ritually
speaking, the Ordo existed to dedicate the novice nun to monastic life, and at the
same time to shore up the faith of the sisters who were already part of the abbey.
This theory has been in circulation for some time, but is strengthened by reading the
Ordo Virtutum with an understanding of the tradition of askesis.
To my knowledge, Sheingorn was the first to make the case that Ordo Virtutum
was written specifically to complement the Mass for the Consecration of Virgins: the
liturgy which dedicated young women to the order.60 Many moments in the Ordo
have ritual counterparts in the Mass liturgy, so to perform the play and the Mass
together would amplify both.61 This interpretation is compelling, but it also makes
less likely the possibility that the role of Anima would have been sung by the young
woman who—to my mind—would have most benefitted from it: the novice. This is
for the simple reason that, being brand new to the abbey, she would not have had time
to learn the part. It is true that nuns in Hildegard’s time were proficient musicians
who were capable of sight-reading from chant books, so perhaps the young lady could
have been provided with the text on the day of the performance. Unfortunately, there
is no evidence that any such chant books for Ordo Virtutum ever existed. Even if
60
61
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chant books were used for the Ordo, the musical skills which allowed the nuns to use
them were acquired after they joined the abbey, as a result of the musical training
they received there. If Sheingorn’s theory is correct, the novice would not have been
able to sing the part of Anima; rather she would have had to settle for a musical
stand-in. I believe this would have blunted the psychological impact of the play.
How does Sheingorn’s theory square with Dronke’s suggestion, alluded to earlier,
that Ordo Virtutum was written to dedicate Hildegard’s new abbey at Rupertsberg?
Perhaps both are true. There is no reason the Ordo could not have been performed for
the Consecration of Virgins after the new abbey’s dedication. To my mind this play
was simply too good, too useful, and required too much work to prepare, to have been
performed only once. Sheingorn’s and Dronke’s theories agree on one further point
which I find difficult to swallow: both dedication of Rupertsberg and the Consecration
of Virgins were public events which, owing to Hildegard’s fame and the noble lineage of
her nuns, would have drawn sizable crowds of wealthy and important people. It is not
the existence of the audience which I dispute—if the Ordo Virtutum was performed
at these events, that fact is inescapable. What does not sit right with me is the effect
an audience would have had on the play, an effect which would contradict, or at least
dilute, the meaning which I have been trying to construct. Sheingorn writes on the
inevitable influence of observers: “It is consistent with what we know of Hildegard to
suggest that she would have devised a suitable entertainment for such a distinguished
audience, one completely in keeping with the day’s primary activity that would, at
the same time, show off her nuns to their best advantage.”62
It is true that Hildegard was politically canny and could be a skilled bureaucrat
62
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when she wished to be. But, when the Ordo Virtutum is read as part of the tradition
of askesis, as I have done in this thesis, an entirely different emphasis emerges: it was
the consecrated virgin herself, and her new sisters, who were the play’s first and most
important audience. It was their lives reflected on stage, not the lives of the clergy,
the nobility, or the general public. Whether or not it was performed as part of a
public liturgy, I have to believe that the true home of the Ordo Virtutum was within
the walls of the cloister, amidst the daily struggles of the monastic life. No audience
could be more important than that. Ordo Virtutum was a ritual about spiritual life
itself, and its true purpose was to make continued spiritual life possible.

2.9

Coda: Art Should Change the Artist

If my interpretation of the ritual purpose of Ordo Virtutum is correct, the play exemplifies the possibilities for askesis inherent in art. It is an artwork created with the
express purpose of transforming those who participated in it in order to bring them
closer to divine wisdom. Of course, medieval musicians knew as well as we do that
practicing music transforms you into a more capable musician. Hildegard believed
music was capable of bringing about other changes as well, and she was not the only
one. St. Augustine adored music but worried that the pure pleasure it brought him
was sinful because it distracted him from music’s true purpose: the veneration of
God.63 For her part, Hildegard never mistrusted the experience of musical beauty,
never believed it could be anything but good.
Why was this so? For one thing, music was the voice of God in her visions,
63
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the understanding conveyed by which went beyond words.64 She likened herself to
a musical instrument through which God breathed.65 Hildegard also celebrated the
beauty of music in her theology, where she understood it as the original language of
Adam in the garden of Eden: “For, before he sinned, his voice had the sweetness of
all musical harmony,”66 and while he was in the garden, “he used to know angelic
song and every kind of music, and he used to have a voice sounding like a monochord
sounds.”67 Music was none other than the state of unity with God which humanity
possessed in the distant, perfect past. I have to wonder if Hildegard’s lifelong love of
singing was a result of this theological understanding, or whether it was the cause of
it. The latter strikes me as charmingly human, and much more likely.
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Chapter 3
Making Music as Ecological
Philosophy
Finally, after much excavation of the distant past, we come to the present day. What
I am searching for in this final chapter is a way to apply the lessons learned from
Hildegard and askesis to a modern practice of music as philosophy. This means seeing
music as an experience, a technique, or a method which leads to insight about how
to live sustainably within ecological boundaries, and how to face the many challenges
on the way to that goal. In short, I am looking for how to practice music as a way of
life.

3.1

The Three Ecologies

When asking what makes a practice of music “green,” there are several ways of understanding the question, and each determines the set of possible answers. To help
think through these possibilities, I will borrow a framework of three “ecologies” from
40

Adrian Ivakhiv’s work on media ecology.1 The idea is that the ecological qualities of
art-forms such as film or music can be sorted into three categories: material ecologies,
social ecologies, and perceptual ecologies. Material ecologies are easily understood.
These are questions of resource consumption and waste, like, “where does all the
wood that makes our guitars come from?” Social ecologies are the ecological relations between subjective social agents, such as when Andrew Mark investigates “the
importance of musicking for fostering community solidarity [on Hornby Island] when
faced with. . . social and environmental problems.”2 Perceptual ecologies are the ecological relations between the sensorial experiences that constitute our perception of
the world. This last one is a bit tricky, but a quote from Ivakhiv on film may help
to clear it up: “Perceptual ecologies concern [film’s] effects on perception and on
culture, including changing aesthetic and visual cultures as these affect and shape
philosophies and ideologies relating humans to the nonhuman world.”3 The definition
is just as applicable to music.
Each of the three ecologies has been explored with regard to music in the recent
literature of ecomusicology, a relatively new “multi-perspectival field” of academic
study where scholars attempt to come to grips with questions which lie “at the intersections of sound/music, society/culture, and environment/nature.”4 In addition,
each of the three ecologies holds something which is germane to the tradition of askesis. I have already hinted at some of these in this thesis: the material resources which
the Ordo Virtutum draws on for part of its power, for example, or the monastic social
1

These were developed from the work of Guattari, Whitehead, and Peirce. They were applied
extensively to film in Ivakhiv, Ecologies of the Moving Image, 2013, and worked out with respect to
a broader ecological philosophy in Ivakhiv, Shadowing the Anthropocene, 2018.
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relations encoded in the musical play. However, in what follows I am most interested
in the perceptual ecologies of musical practice, and, ultimately, only with a narrow
slice of what may properly belong to that category. The question I will explore should
be familiar by now, as it has appeared several times in the thesis already: how can
music transform the self into an ecological sage?

3.2

Environmental Themes in Music

Before I turn to that question, however, it will be useful to note a different aspect of
perceptual ecology which has dominated approaches to environmentalism in music.
This is the incorporation of environmental themes into the content of a musical work,
for example by including lyrics on climate change or mass extinction in a song. These
musical “ecologies” are primarily perceptual, as opposed to material or social, because
they concern the experience of a musical work—the references it makes, the images it
builds up in the mind of a practitioner or listener.5 These kinds of ecological messages
have become common in popular music, beginning especially in the latter half of the
twentieth century.6 They represent a natural outpouring of ecological concern from
musicians, who are, after all, everyday people grappling with the issues which most
preoccupy them.
Because of the enduring popularity of inserting environmental themes in music, it
5
Occasionally, this element of perceptual ecology is blended with material ecologies in scholarly
work, such as Pedelty, Ecomusicology, in which Mark Pedelty performs a detailed exploration of
how the ecological footprints of musicians match up—or don’t—with the environmental messages in
their lyrics or public personae. This is valuable work which points at a crucial problem: there is a
limit to how “green” music can be when the only substrate on which it can exist and reproduce is
a global capitalist society which is fundamentally at odds with the environment.
6
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may be useful to ask whether understanding music-as-askesis can contribute anything
to such a practice. Recall the two parts of spiritual exercises in the Stoic tradition of
askesis: prosoche, the state of attention to be cultivated, and kanones, the rules of life
which one meditates upon. When considering the Divine Office in the middle ages as
a form of askesis, I viewed the psalm texts that were intoned as the kanones, while
the process of chanting of them was a form of prosoche. Assuming that something
similar can happen in contemporary music, paying attention to what makes for good
kanones may improve the power of popular song lyrics which contain environmental
messages. These lyrics can be made more coherent and less superficial by improving
the underlying philosophies on which they rest. If part of the problem, as Pedelty
suggests, is that the material impacts of popular musicians do not line up with the
message conveyed in their lyrics, the solution may be not only to challenge the artist
to live up to the values to which their lyrics supposedly ascribe, but it may also be
to challenge the artist to get better values!
What makes for good kanones? In Hadot’s analysis, kanones must be short and
memorable so that they are “ready to hand” when needed. Popular music performs
well by this metric: it is already great at producing bite-sized phrases and drilling
them into our memories. However, kanones also need to be potent distillations of a
larger, coherent philosophy. For example, the Stoic rule, “It seemed right to them,” is
a useful phrase to repeat to ourselves when we disagree with something that someone
else has done because it encourages us to invoke the robust core of Stoic philosophy:
that we must let go of what we cannot control in order to find true happiness. This
is where the trouble begins for contemporary pop music. Most lyrics are considered
personal expressions of an artist’s inner world, not philosophical treatises or guides
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for spiritual practice. And most musicians, whatever their feelings on the environment, are not conversant with the philosophy of ecology, and thus they may not have
articulated for themselves a consistent set of ecological values to communicate in their
music.
There are numerous resources available for the musician who wishes to understand
the history of environmental thought, and many of the more recent ones take account
of global, third-world, and indigenous perspectives.7 Unfortunately, many of these
resources are still inaccessible to those outside of the academy (speaking both materially and intellectually).8 And the intrepid musician who does enter into the discourse
in search of environmental truths will find that even the simplest “facts” of ecology
are subject to debate, such as whether it can really be proven that biodiversity is
good, or that ecosystems are holistic, with each constituent member of the “web of
life” impacting each other member. This may be a destabilizing experience for the
musician, but it does not mean that popular music should not try to participate in
ecological philosophy. Remember: it is not incumbent on musicians to settle these
philosophical debates any more than it is incumbent on any particular eco-philosopher
to do so. It is enough just to participate in the conversation.
That said, is it a problem that most musicians currently writing about ecological
issues do not express philosophically coherent positions, informed by research? Per7

Worster, Nature’s Economy is a good general history of environmental thought in the West, while
Guha, Environmentalism A Global History balances this with a global perspective. For environmental philosophy as such, single author texts such as Sarkar, Environmental Philosophy, Rolston, A
New Environmental Ethics, Attfield, Environmental Ethics, and James, Environmental Philosophy
An Introduction often at least attempt to be comprehensive, but are inevitably limited by personal
viewpoint and affiliation with particulars school of thought. Anthologies such as Light and Rolston,
Environmental Ethics, Jamieson, A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, and Brown et al.,
Philosophy of Ecology try to balance the record somewhat by including feminist, indigenous, and
non-Western critiques.
8
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haps not. To say that it is aligns with Hadot’s “pole” of askesis, as I defined it in
the first chapter, because it recalls the argument that spiritual exercises require an
a priori ethical aim. But what if we lean more toward Foucault’s pole of askesis?
The idea that musicians ought to be eco-philosophers may miss what some argue is
one of music’s most vital transformative powers: the collective expression of emotion.
Andrew Mark suggests that an expression of collective grief over existing ecological
destruction may be necessary before significant environmental action is possible, and
argues that music is well-poised to provoke and channel this process of mourning,
as “the creative arts give language, signification, ritual, and community to otherwise
unspeakable, un-acknowledgeable, and un-grievable loss and repercussions.”9 If this
is true, the degree to which a musician had studied and prepared to articulate a wellreasoned ecological philosophy is utterly beside the point when it comes to the role
music is best suited to play. What would matter would be her ability to produce a
potent representation of what it feels like to confront the looming ecological crises,
and many musical artists already do this as a matter of course.

3.3

Transforming the Self Through Song

Whether one leans more toward Hadot’s or Foucault’s pole of askesis, the question
of how the self is transformed by practice, and in what direction, is still important.
For the medieval nuns in the abbey of Hildegard of Bingen, the whole regime of
musical training and performance was directed toward the development of the proper
relationship between the nun and herself, her God, her sisters, and all of creation.
9
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Can a similar focus on significant relationships be the way forward in contemporary
music practice?
The relation of self to world is of ultimate concern in the Stoic tradition of askesis about which Hadot wrote so much. The attainment of “cosmic consciousness”
through the repeated diminution and replacement of the self within the largest possible context formed the backbone of that philosophy. In the Stoic conception, the
constant negotiation of this self-world relationship was the very practice which led
to enlightenment—to becoming a sage: one who values everything appropriately and
always knows, intuitively, how to act to bring about the good.10 If such a state really
can be attained, it would seem to dissolve the environmental problems which currently
plague us. In fact it would seem to obviate all environmental problems. Unfortunately, any attempt to follow this path brings its own share of peril, especially in a
modern ecological context.
In ecological philosophy, the concept of the proper relationship between self and
environment has been as fraught as it has been central. Beginning in the midtwentieth century, men who are considered among the founders of eco-philosophy
in the West (such as Aldo Leopold11 and Arne Naess12 ) began stressing the importance of developing “the ‘sense of self’ within the collectivity of nature.”13 Naess,
inspired in part by Gandhian nonviolence, argued for an expansion of the self to include identity with nonhuman life and even inanimate matter.14 Feminist scholars
critiqued these positions, suggesting that these thinkers had reflected insufficiently
10
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on their own positions, and consequently that “self” which they had theorized as
universal often contained hidden masculinist and patriarchal assumptions.15 Various
modifications, emendations, and substitutions to the original theories have been made
in the years since, resulting in more intersectional understandings of the ecological
self, including perspectives on issues such as race, class, and colonialism.16 None of
this is to say that the relationship of the self to the world is the wrong question to be
asking, simply that one must be prepared to meet it in all its complexity and nuance.
In the second chapter of this thesis, I explored a few of the ways in which the
question of the self-world relationship preoccupied Hildegard of Bingen in the twelfth
century. I argued that her musical play Ordo Virtutum was, in fact, intended to
transform the self of the novice nun and to support her in the ongoing spiritual
path of self-transformation which comprised the monastic life. There are many more
recent examples of composers and performers in the West seeking this kind of spiritual
transformation through music. Peter Michael Hamel sees this impulse as present in
many of the important moments of what he calls “European Musical Culture” from
late Beethoven all the way to Terry Riley, stopping off for such figures as Scriabin,
Prokofiev, Mahler, Debussy, Ravel, Satie, Bartók, Schönberg, Hindemith, Messiaen,
Cage, and Stockhausen.17 And more recent scholarly attention has been given to the
post-modern spirituality and “holy minimalism” of composers such as Arvo Pärt and
John Tavener.18
While a kind of general spiritual impulse is to be found everywhere in music,
15
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the intentional self-transformation through disciplined practice which is suggested
by my interpretation of askesis is a bit more rare. As I explained in the last chapter, Hildegard of Bingen drew on the many material and psychological resources of
music-making within the monastic tradition in order to design a ritual program for
the transformation of the musician. Are there similar programs nearer to the present
time that the student of music-as-askesis can draw on? In Western art music, a
generation of post-Cagean composer-musicians such as Pauline Oliveros, R. Murray
Schafer, Hildegard Westerkamp, Annea Lockwood, and John Luther Adams have pursued paths of self-transformation, attempting to open their perceptions more widely
to the world and then to infuse that opened perception into their musical compositions. Their methods blend with the more scientific approaches of acoustic ecology
(Schafer in particular has a foot in both worlds19 ) and the resulting compositions,
whether recorded, performed live, or simply published as scores, often explicitly concern ecological questions.20
Similar approaches appear in folk and popular musics. In the preface to his book
on spiritual impulses in jazz, Bivins unknowingly comes very close to reproducing
Hadot’s definition of Stoic askesis when he speaks of, “this marginalized music, which
many understand to be far more than mere entertainment, and instead as possibly a
self-conscious way of recalibrating perceptions and even, sometimes, a different way
of being in the world.”21 More recently, physicist Stephon Alexander has seen jazz
19

Allen and Dawe, Current Directions in Ecomusicology, 3.
Rothenberg and Ulvaeus, The Book of Music and Nature collects essays from several of these
artists, among others. For more from the individual composers, see Oliveros, Sonic Meditations,
1974, Oliveros, Deep Listening, 2005, Schafer, A Sound Education, 1992, Schafer, The Soundscape,
1993, Westerkamp, “Linking Soundscape Composition and Acoustic Ecology,” 2002, Westerkamp,
“SOUNDWORK,” 2017, and Adams, The Place Where You Go to Listen.
21
Bivins, Spirits Rejoice! Jazz and American Religion, xi.
20

48

not only as a way of recalibrating perceptions, but even of attaining greater scientific
understanding of the inner workings of the cosmos!22 Also writing for a popular
audience, bassist Victor Wooten penned his own “spiritual search for growth through
music” which links the musical craft with nature through the indigenous tradition of
animal tracking.23 As noted, some of these artists have explored ecological concerns,
but none, to my knowledge, have engaged the tradition of askesis. Nevertheless, they
can offer crucial guidance for the student of music-as-askesis, inasmuch as their goals
and methods resemble those of the spiritual exercises of antiquity, and inasmuch as,
unlike the work of Hildegard of Bingen, their practices continue to be developed and
performed today, representing a living model which one can observe, learn from, and
interact with in real time.
Given that there are already such seekers practicing music as a path to spiritual
and ecological enlightenment in the present day, what is it that can be learned from
bringing askesis into the conversation? One thing which askesis may bring is an
emphasis on process over outcome which could help alleviate problems in environmental action (or, perhaps more accurately: problems in environmental inaction). In
this work so far, the way I have applied the Stoic form of askesis may have overemphasized the state of enlightened wisdom over the many benefits to be attained in
simply striving for it. In fact, Hadot reminds us that in many traditions of askesis
in antiquity, the sage was considered an unattainable mythical ideal which was nevertheless a model for ethical action.24 This brings Hadot’s understanding of askesis
closer to Foucault’s, particularly with regard to the question of how people arrive at
22
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and exercise their values.
A recent dissertation by Dankel explores how a Foucauldian understanding of
askesis could help address paradoxes of inaction at the heart of environmental movements today. Dankel reads Bill McKibben alongside Foucault and concludes that the
former has a problem which the latter can help address. McKibben laments that in
the early days of his work on climate change, he hoped that simply giving people the
facts about the magnitude and horror of the global threat would be enough to inspire
widespread action, and wonders why this has not been the case. With a sense of
defeat that is both personal and political, McKibben suggests an answer to his own
question with a biblical story: a wealthy man asks Jesus how to attain the kingdom
of heaven. When Jesus tells the man to sell his possessions and follow a simple life of
spiritual discipline, the man goes away defeated, unable to give up his material comforts. McKibben sees himself and the whole of the developed West in that wealthy
man: those who believe that to avert environmental catastrophe one must embrace a
life of barren renunciation, and who cannot bring themselves to make that sacrifice.
Thus, they turn either to the eco-modernist gospel of a new technical revolution which
will solve the climate crisis with no need for individual lifestyle change, or else resign
themselves to a nihilistic attempt to enjoy the hedonistic comforts of the present at
the expense of the future. Bleak prospects all.
Yet, Dankel concludes that embracing an environmental form of askesis offers a
third way: a life of discipline which does not renounce joy. She writes, “philosophers
have known from time immemorial that the deepest pleasures of life are intertwined
with self-discipline. What if environmental activists told their followers, this transition will be difficult and it will be the most joyous, beautiful, rewarding experience
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of your life?”25 Invoking a Foucauldian concept of freedom (parrhesia), Dankel’s interpretation of the biblical parable differs from McKibben’s: “This is your chance,
[Jesus] says, to rid yourself of all these things of the world that have no meaning, to
embark with me on a journey of transformation, to be at the vanguard of creating
another world. . . In this portrayal, following Jesus is not a renunciation, not part of a
cost-benefit analysis, it is a chance to transform into something beyond conception, it
is a joy and a struggle, a sacrifice that is also a pleasure and a practice of freedom.”26
What has all this to do with the practice of music? Simply put, music is an
activity which can allow us to experience, through a kind of embodied metaphor,
the same joy and struggle which make up the life of spiritual discipline. For those
who love music, the pursuit of mastery can be a pleasurable way of making friends
with struggle, which contains so much more than simple renunciation. That is one
of the reasons why music was so useful to Hildegard of Bingen in training her nuns,
and that is also why it may help bring about the kind of difficult and rewarding
environmental discipline which Dankel advocates. An ecologically-oriented practice
of music-as-askesis can make the simple life more palatable by reminding us what
kinds of things in life are truly nourishing, and by giving us a daily practice of
experiencing that simplicity itself. For when we practice music, in addition to the
things we are doing—connecting with ourselves and others, training our minds and
bodies to appreciate hard work, honing a kind of compassionate perception which
greets all sense phenomena as equal inputs—there is a whole host of things we aren’t
doing as well, things that might be harmful. Malcom Miles argues that eco-art can
possess a kind of negative value: it can be important for being a simpler and more
25
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humane alternative to what we might do instead.27 In his work, that “other thing”
we might do is to participate in the acceleration of an environmentally destructive
global capitalism. He quotes sociologist John Holloway on this:
“Our struggle is to open every moment and fill it with an activity that does
not contribute to the reproduction of capital. Stop making capitalism and
do something else, something sensible, something beautiful and enjoyable.
Stop creating the system that is destroying us. We live only once; why
use our time to destroy our own existence?”28
Perhaps it is not possible to truly separate ourselves from the system of global
capital (recall that this was the dilemma of musicians in Pedelty’s Ecomusicology), but
perhaps we can create enough of a gap that it becomes possible to imagine something
better. Christopher Small writes that this collective imagining is also in the power
of music to do—in fact it is one of music’s main functions—albeit for only a few
moments at a time in the act of “musicking.”29
Whatever the fate of global capital, I believe music will endure. As long as people
persist, whether their lives are a bleak struggle or replete with technological abundance, they will still need music. What music gives is what humans need: meaningful
work in the pursuit of beauty. And yes, at the present moment, what it takes are
significant resources: the materials that make up our complex instruments, the fuel
used in enormous touring shows, the electricity that powers Spotify’s vast server
farms. But this need not be the case. If we take the long view of human history (and,
for that matter, prehistory) we see that great music can emerge in the absence of
27
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just about any technology at all. It comforts me to think that the nameless forgotten
foraging songs of distant past millennia were every bit as complex and satisfying as
the pop singles beamed around the globe today. And it also comforts me to think
that in some far future time, in a world utterly transformed from the one I presently
inhabit, wherever people find themselves working to put food on the table, or joining
hands together before a meal, or soothing their fretful babies, or wondering at the
starry sky, or cooing into their lover’s ear, they will do what people have always done
in such moments: they will sing.
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