
Sometimes, we are tempted to think that people in 

the Middle Ages were not as smart as we are to-

day. After all, people without antibiotics, aircraft, 

or atomic energy couldn’t possibly know as much 

as we do, right?

It’s true that medieval thinkers didn’t know as much 

as we do, but that’s not because they were less intel-

ligent. If  intelligence is a product of  genetics and 

study, then there was the same distribution of  IQ 

among the population in the Middle Ages as today. 

And medieval thinkers, particularly scholars, cer-

tainly did study just as much and apply themselves 

to learning with the same rigor that our best minds 

do today. But while medieval intellectuals like St. 

Hildegard were just as smart as intellectuals today, 

they were ignorant of  much of  what we know. 

Why? Were they kept in the dark by superstitious 

religion or Church leaders who forbade learning?

No. Medieval intellectuals had less knowledge be-

cause the mechanisms to accumulate and share 

information were so much less developed. When 

the Western Roman Empire fell in the fifth cen-

tury, infrastructure and communications through-

out Europe deteriorated rapidly. The Roman roads 

and bridges that joined cities and regions weren’t 

maintained. The Roman armies that guarded those 

roads disappeared, leaving travellers prey to ban-

dits and local warlords. Civil government, schools, 

and libraries were shut down, and literacy rates fell. 

No one delivered mail, and there were no newspa-

pers. There were few books, and the printing press 

wouldn’t be invented for another thousand years.

Intellectuals spread across a continent had a hard 

time sharing their discoveries, theories, and ques-

tions with each other. Inventors hundreds of  miles 

apart couldn’t study each other’s work and suggest 

improvements. Bright people in different cities or 

countries weren’t able to debate and learn from 

each other. Information didn’t accumulate easily so 

that the next generation of  thinkers could pick up 

where the last generation left off. Geniuses had to 

figure things out for themselves instead of  building 

on the cumulative work of  other geniuses.

In fact, during the Middle Ages the monasteries 

were the centers of  learning and literacy, and it was 

through the monastic networks that intellectual life 

most thrived. But monks and nuns, like most me-

dieval intellectuals, had motives rooted in a worl-

dview very different from our own. Scholars and 

creatives in our culture seek out at-

tention and credit, publishing and 

selling works in their own name to 

earn money and win awards. The 

monastic scholars, and most medi-

eval creatives, weren’t as self-mo-

tivated. There were no publishing 

contracts, television appearances, 

or Nobel Prizes. The system of  

rewards that drives competition 

between scholars and creatives to-

day didn’t exist, and didn’t interest 

medieval thinkers anyway. They wanted to learn 

and achieve, but not for personal gain—or at least 

not the same sort of  personal gain that rewards in-

tellectual achievements today. They wanted to do 

great things, but they looked to God for their re-

ward. Thus, many written works were unsigned and 

we don’t know the names of  most of  the architects 

that designed the great cathedrals.

This was the world of  St. Hildegard. She didn’t set 

out to be famous, win awards, or receive royalties 

from sales of  her books. Intellectually, she sought 

to know, to understand, to compose, and to heal. 

Mostly, she sought to experience God’s holiness 

and share it with others. In fact, it’s remarkable that 
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we have as much of  what she wrote and composed. 

One reason that we do is because during the twelfth 

century Western Europe was beginning to recover 

from the fall of  the Roman Empire. Safe travel was 

becoming possible again. News and information 

was beginning to spread widely and quickly. While 

there was no government mail service, letters and 

books were being delivered reliably by couriers 

throughout Europe. The great monasteries were 

becoming the predecessors of  the university sys-

tem that would develop over the next two centu-

ries. As these systems developed, intellectual and 

artistic accomplishment accelerated, blooming in 

the fifteenth century Renaissance.

St. Hildegard was an expert in many fields, what is 

known as a “polymath.” Polymaths like her were 

more common in the past than today, for three 

reasons. First, the medieval mind didn’t break 

knowledge up into distinct categories of  study, as 

we do. Medieval thinkers didn’t imagine learning as 

a series of  buckets of  information, but as a fab-

ric: threads of  information were woven together 

to make a whole. If  one started by studying math-

ematics, it could easily lead to learning and writ-

ing about music, medicine, theology, and politics. 

Second, for the reasons we considered above, the 

volume of  information available to intellectuals in 

Hildegard’s time was less than what our global in-

formation culture produces in a day. Finally, people 

like Hildegard didn’t have as many distractions and 

time-wasters as we do. Especially for Benedictine 

monks and nuns who devoted their lives to work 

and prayer, there were many more productive 

hours for study and writing.

St. Hildegard was a Christian mystic, whose ex-

perience of  God involved visions and mysterious 

insights. This was, in fact, a goal for many medi-

eval intellectuals. The great medieval scholar and 

fellow Doctor of  the Church St. Thomas Aquinas 

(a Dominican monk), a century after St. Hildegard, 

experienced a mystic vision like hers near the end 

of  his life. He said that in comparison with what 

God showed him, all of  his theological writings 

were “like straw.” And so, no matter how brilliant 

medieval thinkers were, they put their intellectual 

accomplishments into a spiritual context. Intellec-

tual accomplishments were not ends to be pursued 

for their own sake, but means to knowing God 

through his creation and contemplation upon it.

How and Why Did St. Hildegard Learn and Teach?

Medieval thinkers didn’t imag-
ine learning as buckets of  infor-
mation, but as a fabric: threads 
of  information were woven to-
gether to make a whole.

Discussion Questions
1. Were Medieval people as intelligent as 

we are today? How would you com-
pare the intellectual life of  the twelfth 
century to our own?

2. How were the motives of  Medieval 
thinkers and creatives different from 
those in our day? Were they right or 
wrong not to sign their names to their 
artistic works or seek credit?

3. What can we learn from the Medieval 
approach to knowledge? Does our sys-
tem of  rigourous categories for infor-
mation create any problems for mod-
ern life?

4. Are polymaths like St. Hildegard as 
common today? How hard is it to be 
accomplished in multiple fields?
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The Foundations of  Modern Science in the Middle Ages: 

Their Religious, Institutional and Intellectual Contexts, 

Edward Grant, Cambridge University Press (1996)

Medieval Foundations of  the Western Intellectual Tradi-

tion, Marcia Colish, Yale University Press (1999)

Glossary of Terms
Cathedral: a Christian church which con-
tains the seat of  a bishop, thus serving as 
the central church of  a diocese.

Polymath:  a person whose expertise 
spans a significant number of  different 
subject areas; such a person is known to 
draw on complex bodies of  knowledge to 
solve specific problems.

Mysticism: a doctrine of  an immediate 
spiritual intuition of  truths believed to 
transcend ordinary understanding, or of  
a direct, intimate union of  the soul with 
God through contemplation or ecstasy.

St. Thomas Aquinas: (1225-1274 A.D.) 
an Italian Dominican friar and Catholic 
priest who was an immensely influential 
philosopher and theologian in the tradi-
tion of  scholasticism, within which he is 
also known as the “Angelic Doctor.”

Dominican: a member of  one of  the 
mendicant religious orders founded by 
St.Dominic, called in the Middle Ages the 
Order of  Preachers or Black Friars.

Bendictine: a member of  an order of  
monks or nuns founded at Monte Cassino, 
Italy by St. Benedict about 530 A.D.

The Renaissance: a period from the 14th 
to the 17th century, considered the bridge 
between the Middle Ages and modern his-
tory. It started as a cultural movement in 
Italy in the Late Medieval period and later 
spread to the rest of  Europe.
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