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Robert Grosseteste’s On the Generation of Sounds
and the Ordered Universe
The De generatione sonorum, On the Generation of Sounds, is one of the earliest treatises by Robert
Grosseteste (c.1170-1253), one of the leading scholars of his age, an early absorber of the new
Latin translations of Aristotle, from Arabic, with their Islamic and Jewish commentaries, and a
dynamic figure within the western Church. Grosseteste described his career in three phases, first
cleric, then Master of Theology, and then Bishop of Lincoln. The third of these phases, his
episcopacy, is well documented and lasted from 1235-1253, the second involved his appointment
as first tutor to the Franciscan community, newly arrived in Oxford, from about 1228, and for
the third, we have very little evidence from which to construct his career. A member of the
Bishop of Hereford’s household until 1198, after which point there are no reliable indicators as
to his general whereabouts, until his appointment as Archdeacon of Abbotsley in Lincoln
diocese in 1225. It is in this period, and up to 1228, that he made a series of investigations, to
wonderful and creative effect, into natural phenomena, exploring the newly-translated Aristotle
and a wealth of other authorities, ancient and more recent, classical, Christian, Islamic and
Jewish. Grosseteste composed commentaries on Aristotle’s Physics and Posterior Analytics, and
around them a sequence of shorter treatises on specific subjects. These ‘scientific’ works deal
with a range of phenomena, colour, the rainbow, light and the question of body, the notion of
location and direction, comets, the motion of the super-celestial bodies, and the generation of
sound.
It is around the scientific works of Robert Grosseteste that the Ordered Universe Research
Project is formed. Taking a radical interdisciplinary approach, the project involves modern
scientists (from physics, mathematics, cosmology, vision science and others) and medieval
specialists (from history, theology, philosophy, history of science and others), in a sustained
engagement with Grosseteste’s thought. Our aim is to replace the current critical edition of the
works, published by Ludwig Baur in 1912, and to provide modern English translations, historical
and philosophical commentaries, and functional analyses of the structure and science of the
treatises. Grosseteste’s thinking is highly geometrical and mathematical, and imaginative in its
response to the subjects at hand. The research group work through the texts collaboratively, we
debate the translation, the editorial strategies, and the interpretation together, bringing to bear
our respective disciplinary backgrounds and expertise. We have explored the treatises On Colour,
On Light and On the Rainbow, and have published results in both editions and commentaries, and
in scientific journals, including the Proceedings of the Royal Society, with comments in Nature and
Nature Physics.
The Ordered Universe research is thrilled and delighted to be part of the Pembroke College,
Mahfouz Forum which is generously funded by a benefaction from HE Mahfouz bin Mahfouz,
Foundation Fellow of Pembroke College. On the Generation of Sounds takes us to the earliest point
of Grosseteste’s writing career, with a text composed between 1200 and 1215, closely related to
that on the liberal arts, De artibus liberalibus, a guide to learning. In the Generation of Sounds
Grosseteste presents a systematic account of sound, and the production of the human voice in
particular, with reference to Latin, Hebrew, Greek and Arabic letter. While using authorities such
as Priscian and Isidore of Seville (named) and Augustine (not named), Grosseteste also makes an
early appeal to experience, in the knowledge brought by sight and sound.

	
  

Programme and Timetable

Wednesday 1st October: Arrivals of external participants

14.30-17.00

Ordered Universe Group Planning Meeting

Venue: Mackesy Room

Thursday 2nd October:
Breakfast: 8.00-8.30
Venue: Pembroke Hall

Sessions 1-3
Venue: The Harold Lee Room and Pembroke Hall for Lunch
10.30-10.45 Coffee/Tea
10.45-12.45 Session 1

Historical Questions (45 mins)
Scientific Questions (45 mins)
Scientific Demonstrations (30 mins)

13.00-14.00 Lunch
14.00-15.30 Session 2

Collaborative Reading of the De generatione sonorum: Part I

15.30-16.00 Coffee/Tea
16.00-17.30 Session 3

19.00 Dinner
Venue Forte Room

Collaborative Reading: De generatione sonorum: Part II

	
  

Friday 3rd October:
Breakfast: 8.00-8.30
Venue: Pembroke Hall

Sessions 4-5
Venue: The Harold Lee Room and Pembroke Hall for Lunch

9.00

Coffee/Tea

9.30-11.00

Session 4

Reflection and Reaction on the Reading Session

11.00-11.30 Coffee/Tea
11.30-13.00 Session 5

Collaborative Reading of the De generatione sonorum

13.00-14.00 Lunch

Excursion
14.00-16.00

Museum of the History of Science

We will gather together after lunch and make our way to the museum on Broad Street. The
visit will include a practical demonstration of an astrolabe.

	
  

Public Lectures
Venue: Pichette Auditorium
16.30 Public Lecture Part 1 – introduced by the Master of Pembroke, Dame Lynne
Brindley

‘Forming the Body of the Cosmos: Robert Grosseteste’s ‘On Light’’
Tom McLeish (Durham), Giles Gasper (Durham) and Richard Bower (Durham)
17.15-17.30

Break

17.30-18.15 Public Lecture Part 2
‘A Bridge between Medieval and Modern Colour Science: Robert Grosseteste’s ‘On
Colour’ and ‘On the Rainbow’
Giles Gasper (Durham), Hannah Smithson (Oxford) and Tom McLeish (Durham)

Reception and Conference Dinner
18.30-19.30

Drinks Reception

Venue: Isaacson Balcony, Harold Lee Room
19.30 Conference Dinner
Venue: Forte Room

Saturday 4th October
Breakfast: 8.00-8.30
Venue: Pembroke Hall
For those who wish to…
Punting, with or without umbrellas, with a start-time: 10.30 gather at Pembroke Lodge
13.00 Lunch
Venue: Pembroke Hall
Depart

