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LITERATURE AND BOOK ARTS SERIES:
MYSTIC WRITING AND TYPOGRAPHY. REPORT
Teacher Ivan Teobaldelli and Monica Dengo

A weekend of mysticism and calligraphy.
Ivan Teobaldelli (translated by Kit Sutherland)
Monica Dengo first came up with the idea while she was showing me
the splendid catalogue and video of her latest show at the Correr
Museum in Venice. An artist who uses calligraphy to explore the
poetics of space, she has lived and worked in San Francisco and
Japan. She concludes her courses with group work where
stroke/writing and material/paper come together graphically and via
the letter press.
She had liked my piece on Alice Franchetti as well as the show, Un
bacio alla rosa selvatica and wanted me to write something for her. I
was already travelling in another literary space: mystic writing by
women, a subject which might well interest the all-woman group from
the Veneto -Padua, Cittadella and Mestre - signed up for this
workshop in Arezzo from May 27-29. It opened with a wide-open
welcome, in the home of a friend.
Cobbled and ancient, Via XX Settembre connects Arezzo’s medieval
museum with Giorgio Vasari’s splendid house, recently transformed
into a gem of a museum. If you want to visit one of Arezzo’s best
hidden marvels, you’ll have to ring the bell so the custodian can open
the great door. Behind you, on the other side of the street, there’s a
wrought iron fence cloaked with jasmine and begonias and, behind it,
two palm trees growing in a tiny garden. They screen the early
twentieth century house where Maria Pia Mancini welcomed the group
from Veneto on Friday evening. An aperitif smoothed the formalities
and started a series of lively exchanges, no doubt encouraged by the
beautiful home, a series of bright, open areas on split levels, hung
with Maria Pia’s huge disks, eclipses, and steel steles which you go
past on the way to the hanging terrace where you can chat with the
cats in Vasari’s garden.
VITAL ENERGY
The programme begins by my introducing mystic writing by women.
We are in the tiny, inner courtyard sitting with our backs against a
wall of hydrangeas. It’s not supposed to be a keynote speech but
rather a simple conversation open to questions and explanations. It
takes its cue from an article on the origins of human language which
I’d read a few days earlier. The theory was intriguing: unlike ape-like
primates which carry their offspring, the babies clinging to their fur,
human primate mothers put their babies down so they can forage for
food and defend themselves. Talking was a way to keep in contact
with the little ones and reassure them. This led to the articulated
development of the human language. When we say that the first
language we learn is our mother tongue, the expression is pregnant
with meaning and history. Despite this, with the exception of Sappho,
women’s writing was only accepted into mainstream western literature
at the end of the first millennium. Then, a German Benedictine nun,
Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) came forcefully onto the scene,
taking up correspondence with Bernard of Clairvaux and coming up
against his former patron, Frederick Barbarossa. Hildegard was like an
incarnation of Hypatia of Alexandria. A cosmologist and naturalist, she
conceived the notion of veriditas to define the vital energy that flows
between man and nature. We are all part of the same organism, the
mystical synergy which, in The Tree of Life, the latest film by Terence
Malik, relates the volcanic magma and the movement of the galaxies
to the closed, heartbreaking mourning of an American family in Waco,
Texas. Hildegard imagined the universe to be like a gigantic man. His
head and eyes were the sun, the moon and the firmament; his chest
was where the winds originated; his belly gave rise to the seas and
his feet were the Earth. It followed that illnesses could only be treated
according to the founding principles of what would later become
holistic medicine. Hildegard tested these cures on herself because, in
spite of her name – she who protects the battle - she suffered from
very poor health. Fragile, stiffened by arthritis and racked by various
ailments, she like to say she was the shade of the living light, or a
feather buffeted in the wind by its trust in God. Yet, in spite of these
handicaps, she travelled all over Europe, disputed with the powerful of
the time and wrote ponderous texts such as Scivias, ( Know the
Ways) Liber Vitae meritorum and Liber divinorum operum. She was
also a musician. Her works, collected under the title of Symphonia
harmoniae celestium revelationum speak of hitherto unheard music
which she received by divine revelation. Among other curious things, I
note that she became the patron saint of Esperanto because she
invented an unknown language with an original alphabet of 23 letters,
a forerunner of the utopian universal language. She even ended up on
the screen in Margaretha von Trotta’s 2009 film entitled Vision – Aus
dem Leben der Hildegard von Bingen.
PENELOPE AND SHAHRAZADE
Our conversation continues over glasses of Chianti, with questions and

HOME > CLASSES > Mystic Writing Literature and Book Arts

