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To me, every class is a quest. Each begins with a desire to define something and with characters often woefully inexperienced and ill-informed, and I include the non-Facebook-generation teacher here, who is always trying to understand her MySpacing audience. Remember the Red-Cross Knight and his angry horse? Spenser’s description of him in the Faerie Queene is full of irony:
A Gentle Knight was pricking on the plaine, / Y’cladd in mightie armes and siluer shielde, / Wherein old dints of deepe wounds did remaine, / The cruell markes of many’ a bloudy fielde; / Yet armes till that time did he neuer wield: / His angry steede did chide his foming bitt, / As much disdayning to the curbe to yield: / Full iolly knight he seemd. 
Remember, too, that he was warned not to go into Error’s Den? But “full of fire” the “youthfull knight” rushed in and soon found himself entangled to the point of being strangled by a downright ugly monster, half-serpent, half-woman—Error: 
Therewith she spewd out of her filthy maw / A floud of poyson horrible and blacke, / Full of great lumpes of flesh and gobbets raw, /Which stunck so vildly, that it forst him slacke /His grasping hold, and from her turne him backe: / Her vomit full of bookes and papers was, / With loathly frogs and toades, which eyes did lacke.1
In the hopes that my class and I will avoid a similar fate (for who wants to be

covered in lumpy, smelly, eyeless-toad- and academic-monograph-filled black vomit?), we first seek to provide ourselves with a semantic foundation by looking at the etymology of quest, its different meanings, and their first entrance into the language, as best as the Oxford English Dictionary can tell us. Then we turn to Hildegard’s work to determine if we can find the symbols of questing there.
Students on my “Quest Webquest” discover for themselves many helpful facets about quest’s etymology, and if you go to www.carmenbutcher.com and click on the left-hand link, “Quests,” you can try this cyberspace adventure for yourself. I promise you that it’s more fun than sitting through a fifteen-minute talk. Plus, we don’t have time in a short talk to look at every quest definition and date of entry. The handout also directs you there.
Quest originates from the Latin quærere, meaning “to seek, gain, ask,” and it shares this root with the word, question. Questing, then, is a “seeking” and an “asking” and, as any medieval writer would know, “the door will be opened unto you.”2 
Is an exploration of the quest in Hildegard just another academic tilting at windmills, or can it help us better understand the medieval quest? I hope to prove that the answers to these questions are “No” and “Yes.” What does a twelfth-century Benedictine nun have to teach us about questing? 
If the medieval quest must include a journey, a love interest, virtues, an interaction between a person and God, and the supernatural, Hildegard’s work clearly sheds light on every later story with a “Gentle Knight” “pricking” across a plain; for example, the Soul in Hildegard’s play, Ordo virtutum (The Play of the Virtues), first makes an anti-quest and then requests to come back home to God, her “love interest” is Jesus (who is made real in the Virtues), the central drama is the interaction between the Soul and God, the supernatural aspect is the dramatized act of grace, while the title of the play suggests the spiritual fighting that the virtues must do for the Soul.
Hildegard’s ground-breaking allegorical musical, Ordo virtutum, is often called the first extant morality play, as well as the first creation of musical theater or opera. My students love this frequently-overlooked but increasingly-performed work because it presents Hildegard’s God-leitmotif in a straightforward, exciting manner (and also because we act it out in class).
In fact, one semester, when the young male drama major chosen to play the part of the devil could not in fact come to practice, the students made me the devil-elect. I was not thrilled at first with this choice because that meant my students would be tying me up and that I would be shouting stupid things at them. But they loved me in this role, and I learned that risk does come with rewards. That interdisciplinary studies Medieval Women Mystics class remains one of the most memorable I have ever taught.

Hildegard revised her lyrical drama well into her later years, endearing herself, as has Julian of Norwich, to English teachers everywhere who preach that “Good writing is not written, but rewritten.” The enduring popularity of this piece is evidenced by its many modern performances, from Sequentia’s “stiff and pretentious” work to the successful, even edgy mounting by an avant-garde four-women group in Hildegurls’ Electronic Ordo Virtutum, developed by the Lincoln Center Festival 1998 in collaboration with American Opera Projects.3
Hildegard herself mounted this piece with her Rupertsberg nuns, casting some twenty females to sing the roles of the seventeen Virtues, the Soul, and the group of lamenting souls. Then Hildegard found a small chorus of males (perhaps from the nearby Mainz monastery) to sing at the beginning of the work as the chorus of prophets and patriarchs. She chose one male to flesh out the non-singing role of the Devil. (The Devil does not sing, because he has divorced himself from all heavenly harmony. He shouts his way through the work.) This diabolical part may have been voiced—or shouted—by Volmar, Hildegard’s secretary. 

Ordo virtutum was likely composed for the May 1, 1152, dedication of the Rupertsberg convent. In that case, the audience would have been made up of the aristocratic families of the Rupertsberg nuns, as well as the Mainz monks and Archbishop. The elite nature of the audience may very well have determined the exalted tone of this work. 
In this allegory, the Soul goes on a quest. She battles the world and herself, loses 
her innocence, and is finally redeemed by Knowledge-of-God, Humility, Charity, Respect for the Awe-Inspiring God, Obedience, Faith, Hope, Chastity, Innocence, Contempt-for-the-World, Divine Love, Discipline, Modesty, Compassion, Victory, Discernment, and Patience. These virtues are the Soul’s “knights in shining armor.” 
We must look again at the Latin here to best appreciate what Hildegard is trying to communicate. Ordo means “a series, line, or row,” literally, that “order” (or “obedience”) that the Virtues bring to the world, and without them, Hildegard knew, only chaos results. She also chooses ordo for its useful military connotations of “rank and file,” or a “line” of soldiers. This one word encapsulates the spiritual warfare the play depicts, and especially the seventeen Virtues as a mystical fighting unit. 

The Soul’s seduction by the Devil must have been high drama in an age unpolluted by MTV, iPods, computers, and People magazine. In the excerpts that follow, I have tried to make my translation match the original vitality of this Hildegardian drama. We see the Soul’s first weakness when she is dialoguing with the virtues at the beginning of the play, for she sings with an untested, pleasure-focused conviction: “I come to you [Virtues] willingly, full of joy. I want the kiss your heart will give me.” 
The wise Virtues already seem on guard when they answer her in song, “Princess, we’re obligated to fight with you.” The Soul responds: “But I hate long working hours! I’m weary of the tedious load I carry on earth. I find it so hard to fight my humanness.” The Virtues quickly remind her, “You’re made for happiness,” and Knowledge-of-God even reminds the soul that, as the “daughter of salvation,” she is already wearing grace; but she brushes him off, lamenting instead: “I don’t know what to do. Where should I turn? I’m afraid, and I’m uncomfortable in this dress [of grace]. I can’t figure out how to finish my incomplete outfit. In fact, I’d rather take it off and throw it away!” 

As in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the crux of Ordo virtutum turns on clothing. If the soul could have realized and accepted that she is already “wearing” salvation, then she would not have succumbed to the devil’s nudges. Hildegard is obviously thinking here of the undergarments God made for Adam and Eve soon after their fall from grace. She does not mean something we put on once a week (like on Sunday), but an indispensable article that we keep clean and wear daily, an integral part of our lives.4 
The Virtues won’t let the Soul go, however: “Why do you hide your face from your Maker?” they ask, but her retort is as sassy as that of any frustrated teenager: “God created the world. I’m not injuring Him. I can hurt Omnipotence? Really? How?! Besides, I’m just having a good time!”

At this opportune point, the Devil steps in. He begins shouting at the Soul: “Stupid, idiotic hard work—where has that ever gotten you? Consider everything the world offers instead—look at it again, carefully. It’ll give you what you need. You’ll even be famous!”

The Soul disappears during Scene 2; we assume she is away “sinning,” so much of her “quest” takes place discreetly off-stage. Some modern productions bring her back on stage in tattered, dirty robes, symbolizing that she gave in to the “lechery of the will,” against every warning of the Virtues. At the beginning of Scene 3, the Soul shows a new willingness to be helped, however. She sings: “Divine Virtues, you’re beautiful. How majestic you are. You shine marvelously in the highest Sun. Your company is very sweet. That’s why—aargh!—I’m miserable, because I ran away from you.” 

The Virtues fight to woo the Soul, first by reprimanding her: “You’re playing fugitive with God. Come back to us. God will adopt you as His own.” The Soul refuses: “No! I’m too afraid. I got carried away with the burning confection of lust, and I sinned. I don’t dare enter in.” The Virtues don’t budge: “Don’t be afraid. Don’t run away. The good Shepherd is searching for you. You’re His lost sheep.” 

The Soul begins to soften: “Then you must help me, right now. My wounds smell awful. They fester where the ancient, poisonous serpent bit me.” The Virtues counsel the Soul: “Hurry! Run to us! Just retrace your steps. With us as friends, and in our company, you’ll never lurch or fall. God will heal your every injury.”
And the Soul turns penitent: “I’m the sinner who ran from Life, returned to you, sorely wounded. Please hand me that shield of redemption you have. Dearest Warriors of Queen Humility, shining like white lilies and red roses, yield to me, though I banished myself from you and made myself a stranger. Help me, so in the blood of God’s Son I can rise up, strong.”
The Virtues advise the Soul then: “Fearful Soul, be brave. Hang tough. Here, 
put on the armor of Light.” And the Soul submits: “Help me, Humility. You’re the best medicine. Watch my back. Arrogance has broken me and left me scarred. Now I’m running to you, so rescue me!” Queen Humility gives orders to the company then: “Virtues, on account of Christ’s wounds, accept this sorrowful sinner, with all her scars. Bring her to me.”
In Scene 4, the Devil makes one last-ditch effort to bring the Soul back to him, but she flatly refuses this time. The Devil shouts at the Soul: “Just who do you think you are—and where do you think you’re from? I had you in my power—you were totally in step with me—I was leading you out. But now—no!—you’re turning back. You may have foiled me for the moment, but I won’t give up without a fight—I’ll come after you, and when I catch you, you can be sure I’ll kill you!” The contrite Soul answers, “I turned and ran away from you once I realized I’d chosen the wrong path, but now I say to you, you old Fraud, bring it on! Queen Humility, come here, please. Help me with your medicine.”

Satan is bound up, and Chastity rejoices: “God gave me the power to trample on your head, when as a virgin I cultivated a sweet miracle, and the Son of God came into the world.” Even tied up, the Devil has one final rant: “You’ve no idea what you’re talking about! You speak of ‘cultivating,’ but you’ve got no idea what that word means—After all, your own womb’s an empty vacuum, isn’t it? Isn’t it? Has it ever known the sensuous, spectacular form a man can give it?—No! See how wrong you are? You’ve completely ignored God’s command to ‘be fruitful and multiply.’ So what I’m saying is—Are you listening?—You don’t even want to find out who you really are!”

But Chastity gives an answer that will be echoed in many later medieval quests: “Your words can’t harm me. How can they make me impure? And, furthermore, I did give birth to a Man. His nativity attracts all humanity to Himself, and away from you.”


The quest-to-discover-“who-each-one-of-us-really-is,” still so tied up today with globally diverse ideas of perfection, is the question driving quests from Hildegard’s day up to our own, as any quixotic writer of academic talks and Webquests will tell you.

Thank you.

Notes
1. Interestingly, in Hildegard’s Book of Life’s Merits, she had a vision that included the Devil’s vomiting black sins:

I also saw a black cloud blow in from the North. It was dry and joyless, because it lacked all sun. The dark cloud held evil spirits that kept drifting here and there, trying to tempt people into sin, but when they saw the tall man, they felt ashamed. 

I heard the old serpent shout, “I’ll fight my enemies with everything in my power!” and then he vomited chunks of infected throw up all over all the people. Next, he made fun of them, saying, “You think you’re so good, so full of light and good works. I’ll make you disgusting,” and he heaved again, sending more revolting black vomit splattering on the earth. 

In this puke, I saw seven sins. The first was love-of-the-world, the second was shallowness, the third was showiness, the fourth was hardheartedness, the fifth was laziness, the sixth was anger, and the seventh was lusting-after-pleasure. 

The first was love-of-the-world, the second was shallowness, the third was showiness, the fourth was hardheartedness, the fifth was laziness, the sixth was anger, and the seventh was lusting-after-pleasure. 

This excerpt is from Hildegard of Bingen: A Spiritual Reader by Carmen Acevedo Butcher (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 2007).
2. See Matthew 7:4-14 (New Revised Standard Version):

Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone? Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him! In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets. Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it.
3. Paul Griffiths reviews these two performances in the New York Times, found online at http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9F02E1DF1239F937A15754C0A96E958260. [January 13, 2007.] See “The Downtown Touch for a 12th-Century Tale,” July 24, 1998. Griffiths says that the Hildegurls’ work is “fluid and direct.” See also Hildegurls: Electric Ordo Virtutum at http://www.kitbraz.com/bndl/hild/ and a performer’s profile of the Hildegurls at http://www.kalvos.org/hildegu.html.
4. In The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis’s narrator describes clothing in a similar way. He says that heaven’s citizens consider robes and crowns “as much one of the wearer’s features as a lip or an eye,” because “clothes in that country are not a disguise: the spiritual body lives along each thread and turns them into living organs.” See The Great Divorce (NY: Touchstone Book, 1996), p. 105.
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To engage the Quest Webquest that I created as a companion piece for this talk, please follow these easy steps:

1) Go to www.carmenbutcher.com 
2) Click on the “Quests” link on the left-hand side, fourth down from the top.

3) Click on the knight icon 



4) You will then see this heading: “Questing After Quests: Their Meaning in Medieval and Modern Times” by Carmen Acevedo Butcher.

5) Follow the instructions from there, and be sure to “explore” the area by clicking on all icons for a few educative webquesting surprises. This webquest is designed for my upper-level (junior/senior) British literature classes.
The quotations in this paper come from Carmen Acevedo Butcher’s Hildegard of Bingen: A Spiritual Reader (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 2007).
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