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This is the second of the Ordered Universe symposia under the aegis of the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council award (of nearly £1million) which provides funding for the project until the end 
of 2019. It is a particular pleasure to hold the first symposium outside the UK in Rome, the 
academic home of one of the longest serving members of the project, Cecilia Panti, whose expertise 
on Grosseteste’s scientific works is essential for its intellectual purpose and integrity.  

The Ordered Universe began in 2010 and its interdisciplinary ethos has developed alongside an 
iterative methodology through the course of some 15 collaborative workshops held over the last six 
years. The collaborative reading process that has evolved remains simple: collaborative reading 
means that every question is important and every point of view equal, and, mostly, they should at 
some point make their way to the chair of the session! Our project will take on Grosseteste’s 
scientific treatises: De artibus liberalibus, De generatione sonoroum, De sphaera, De impressionibus elementorum, 
De cometis, De luce, De motu supercelestium, De motu corporali et de luce, De diferenciis localibus, De lineis, De 
natura locorum, De iride (and the De colore), and present them in new editions, translations and multi-
disciplinary perspectives. 

From Grosseteste much else flows: we will edit and comment on Middle English interpretations of 
Grosseteste’s science as well as the Latin texts. Academic results will be shared in articles and 
comment pieces across our respective fields. In a wider context, the Ordered Universe will form 
part of the award-winning OxNet Access Scheme, bringing a module to young people applying to 
university; we have a series of public lectures and workshops; through creative partnerships the 
project inspired the main sound and light show for Durham Lumiere in 2015 ‘The World Machine’, 
and we are forging new partnerships, notably with artist Alexandra Carr. Where Grosseteste leads, 
we will follow.  
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The De sphera and the Compotus correctorius represent some of the most popular and influential of 
Grosseteste’s scientific works. Both works speak to his deep-seated and long-lasting interest in 
astronomy (including astrology) and to the ends to which his intellectual endeavours were turned. In 
many respects, the De sphera provides the physical theory for the Compotus correctorius which deals with 
the medieval science of time-reckoning and the reform of the calendar. Time-reckoning was 
essential in the Christian faith, the major festival of which, Easter, was of movable date. The correct 
calculation was a matter, then, of some practical, as well as astronomical, significance.  

To turn first to the De sphera, Grosseteste’s treatise on the universe and its spherical nature. The 
treatise circulated in over fifty manuscripts, making it the most widely disseminated of his scientific 
works by some distance. For James McEvoy, the treatise should be counted among the first original 
works by Grosseteste. It is compared frequently to the synonymous work by John Sacrabosco 
(Hollywood), which, in all probability, predated that by Grosseteste. The modern study of the text 
which supersedes all previous discussion is the edition and commentary by Cecilia Panti, Moti, virtù e 
motori celesti nella cosmologia di Roberto Grossatesta: Studioo ed edizione dei trattati, De sphera, De cometis, De motu 
supercelestium, (Firenxe: Sismel, 2001). We are grateful for Cecilia’s generous sharing of her work and 
expertise in this arena. It is from her edition and continued editorial work that Sigbjørn Sønnesyn 
has produced the translation for our deliberations. 

The De sphera was probably composed between 1215 and 
1220, mostly on the grounds of internal evidence within the 
treatise. A manuscript in the Bodleian Library, Savile 21, 
includes a section of selected astronomical writings, probably 
in Grosseteste’s own hand. This section of the manuscript 
dates to 1215-1216, on the basis of an astrological diagram 
revealing the Arabic year 611. If Grosseteste had been 
responsible for its compilation, then it might perhaps have 
been part of a gathering of sources for his own, longer, 
discussion. The sources include Algorismus Jordani, Jordanus's 
De fractionibus, Thebit’s De proportionibus and De motu accessionis et 
processionis (also known as the De motu octave sphere), 
astronomical tables, a work on solar and lunar eclipses, 
astrological diagrams, and an extract from Gerbert’s Geometria. 
However, Grosseteste’s use of the Arabic astronomer Thābit 
ibn Qurra (Thebit)’s work in the De sphera at a key point, on 
the trepidation of the equinoxes, does not appear to derive 
from the text recorded in Savile 21, therefore putting the 
chronological relationship between the source-collection and 
the De sphera under question. 

Throughout his treatise, Grosseteste dwells with a wide range of sources but we find him here in 
between authorities as it were. The platonic ‘world machine’ is as much part of the arguments over 
the sphericity of the universe as Aristotle or Ptolemy. Quite how much of Thebit’s De motu octave 
sphere Grosseteste knew in detail is open to question. In his discussion of the precession or trepidation 

The concentric circles of the universe, from the 
L’image du monde by Gossuin de Metz, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 
français14964, fol. 117. The treatise was 
composed c. the manuscript dates from the late 
13th century.  
Reproduced with permission.  



	

	

of the equinoxes, Grosseteste offers a survey of the differences between the positions in this respect 
of Ptolemy and Thebit. However, as Panti has shown, Grosseteste’s acquaintance in the De sphera 
with Thebit does not appear to have been as close as that of the Hereford compotus authors, with 
whose works he, Grosseteste, may have been more familiar. A central feature of Grosseteste’s 
treatise is its lacks of awareness of the divergence between the Ptolemaic astronomical theory of 
eccentrics and epicycles and the Aristotelian cosmological doctrine of concentric spheres. The De 
sphera follows Ptolemy in his mathematical cosmology, and reveals nothing of the problems that 
would emerge in the attempt to reconcile this with Aristotle’s physical cosmology, as exemplified in 
the De motibus cleorum of the Iberian astronomer Alpetragius (Nur ad-Din al-Bitruji) (d.1204). In the 
De sphera this controversy of incompatible models which, as McEvoy puts it, would later ‘frustrate all 
Grosseteste's efforts at understanding the heavens’ had not yet ‘appeared above his horizon’.  

Alpetragius’s text was translated at the latest by 1217, which gives a terminus date for the De sphera. 
It also provides a relative dating for the Compotus correctorius in which Grosseteste makes enthusiastic 
use of his Iberian predecessor. We are grateful to Philipp Nothaft for providing the translation of 
this work, made from the edition established by Robert Steele (1926), and for the following notes:  

The Compotus correctorius, written at some point during the 1220s, survives in over 40 copies from the 
thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. At ca. 20,000 words, it is not only among the most widely copied, 
but also the most voluminous texts in Grosseteste's scientific corpus. Much of its content resembles 
other textbooks written in the medieval computus tradition, which revolve around the calendrical 
cycles needed to calculate the date of Easter and feasts of the liturgical year. At the same time, 
however, Grosseteste’s contribution to the subject makes heavy use of concepts and data drawn 
from astronomical sources recently translated from Arabic into Latin, which help him expose the 
flaws inherent in the Christian Easter cycle. In the thirteenth century, works that dared to synthesize 
Latin computistics with Greco-Arabic astronomy were sometimes associated with the term Computus 
philosophicus, to distinguish them from the narrower Computus ecclesiasticus or Computus vulgaris. This 
fusion of knowledge traditions had already been a hallmark of English computus works written during 
the twelfth century, making it likely that Grosseteste’s own forays in this direction were influenced 
by predecessors such as Roger of Hereford and Magister Cunestabulus, both active in the 1170s. 
His own use of the Arabic lunar calendar as a tool to critique the existing ecclesiastical computation 
and make suggestions for its revision was to have a seminal influence on later medieval discussions 
of calendar reform, making Grosseteste’s work a legitimate precursor to the Gregorian reform of 
1582. 

The two texts for this symposium reveal Grosseteste on the cusp of a long and irreconcilable 
struggle over the conceptual framework for the medieval cosmos, and engaged in calendrical 
research that lay at the heart of the Church’s mission of pastoral care. He would change his mind 
about the conclusions of the De sphera, question his own assumptions and methods, and bring new 
knowledge to bear on the questions on which his investigations were focused. In other words, a 
perfect text for interdisciplinary analysis. 



	

 

The Durham-Università di roma, Tor vergata 
Partnership 

The present symposium inaugurates a formal partnership 
between Durham University, Institute of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies and Department of History, and the 
Dipartimento di Studi letterari filosofici e di storia dell’arte, 

Università di Roma Tor Vergata. The partnership is organised principally by Cecilia Panti and 
Giles Gasper, and will involve regular collaboration between staff from the two institutions, and the 
development of joint research programmes to build on the Ordered Universe project. 
 
The first activity within this partnership is the Wednesday conference: Time and Time Reckoning in 
Medieval and Contemporary Scientific Perspectives. The four papers offer a variety of perspectives on 
questions related to the topics of the symposium: time, space, the calendar and the serious problems 
in the encounter with divergent ancient models of the cosmos. In February 2017 Cecilia will deliver 
the first in the public lecture series ‘A Cultural History of the Medieval Universe’ to be held at 
Durham Cathedral.  
 

The Durham-Notre Dame Partnership 

This symposium is generously hosted by the University of Notre Dame’s Rome Global Gateway 
under the aegis of a new partnership between the universities of Durham, and Notre Dame du Lac. 
The collaboration consolidates the two institutions’ shared strengths in knowledge exchange, 
cultural heritage and research-led teaching, and is designed to foster new opportunities for research 
initiatives and postgraduate provision. The Ordered Universe is delighted to be building on, and 
benefiting from, this new relationship in coming to Notre 
Dame’s facility in Rome.  

Notre Dame currently has five Global Gateways, located in 
Beijing, Dublin, Jerusalem, London and Rome.  

 The Global Gateway in Rome is housed in a palazzo in the 
heart of the city, close to the Colosseum. The neighbourhood 
(rione) is known as ‘Celio’, so named, legend has it, after the 
conqueror of the hill, Etruscan Caelius Vibenna (c.550 BC), 
where the modern-day rione is located. By the middle ages had 
become a popular area for churches, monasteries, mansions and vineyards due to its semi-rural 
topography. The building at Via Ostilia 15, now the Rome Global Gateway, was constructed as 
part of a nineteen-century development stretching roughly from the Roman Tempio di Claudio on Via 
Claudia south to the Chiesa di Santo Stefano Rotondo. 

The courtyard of the Notre Dame Rome 
Global Gateway 



	

 

Tuesday 5th April 

AM: Arrival of participants.  

Hotel:    Best Western Hotel President, 
    Via Emanuele Filiberto, 173 
    00185, Rome  
Tel.:     +39 06 770121 
 
Nearest metro:   Manzoni (line A)  
 
Symposium Venue:  Notre Dame Rome Global Gateway 
    Via Ostilia, 15 
    00184, Rome 
Tel.:    +39 06 772643100 
 
 
The Global Gateway is a 15 minute walk from the hotel.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Room 202, Level 2, Notre Dame Global Gateway 

15.15-15.30 Opening 
remarks 

Welcomes 
 
 

Giles Gasper, Principal Investigator 

Tom McLeish, Co-Investigator 

Theodore J. Cachey Jr., Academic Director,  
Notre Dame Global Gateway 

15.30-17.00 Session 1 Collaborative Reading of the De sphera: Part I 

17.00-17.30: Coffee/Tea Break in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

17.30-19.00 Session 2 Collaborative Reading of the De sphere: Part II 

20.00 Dinner   



	

  

Wednesday 6th April 

Room 202, Level 2, Global Gateway & Tor Vergata 

9.00-10.30 Session 3 Collaborative Reading of the De sphera: Part III 

10.30-10.45: Coffee/Tea Break in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

10.45-12.15 Session 4 Collaborative Reading of the De sphera: Part IV 

12.15-13.15 Lunch Served in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

13.30-14.30  Travel to Università di Roma, Tor Vergata 

14.30-18.00 

 

 

14.30-15.00 

15.00-15.30 

15.30-16.00 

16.00-16.30 

16.30-17.00 

 

17.00-17.30 

Conference 
at Tor 
Vergata 

 

 

Part of the Scuola di dottorato and the Interdisciplinary Centre: 
'Forme del sapere nel mondo antico', Tor Vergata 

Time and Time Reckoning in Medieval and Contemporary Scientific Perspectives 

Welcomes and Introductions 

Richard Bower, ‘The Contemporary Universe and Our Place In It’ 

Philipp Nothaft, ‘Precession or Trepidation? 12th and 13th Century 
Perspectives on the Motion of the Fixed Stars’ 

Discussion and Coffee 

Neil Lewis, ‘Grosseteste’s Treatment of Time in His Physics 
Commentary’ 

Anne Lawrence Mathers, ‘Spheres, Rays and the Sublunary Air: 
Weather and its Prediction in Grosseteste, William of Conches, and 
Arab Astronomers’ 

18.00-19.00   Return to central Rome 

20.00 Dinner  

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left: Università di Roma 
Tor Vergata - Facoltà di 
Lettere e Filosofia 



	

 

Thursday 7th April 

Room 202, Level 2, Notre Dame Global Gateway 

9.00-10.30 Session 5 Collaborative Reading of the De sphera: Part V 

10.30-10.50: Coffee/Tea Break in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

10.50-12.20 Session 6 Collaborative Reading of the Compotus correctorius: Part I 

12.20-13.30 Lunch Served in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

13.30-15.00 Session 7 Collaborative Reading of the Compotus correctorius: Part II 

15.10-17.10  Tour of local sights 

18.00-19.30 Public 
Lecture 

Tom McLeish and Cecilia Panti, ‘Wonders of the Universe: 
Planetary Systems and Knowledge of the Cosmos in the Middle 
Ages and Now’ 

Notre Dame Rome Global Gateway, Matthew and Joyce Walsh Aula, 
Room 103, Level 1  

19.30-20.00 Wine and 
Cheese 
Reception 

Served in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

20.30 Dinner  

 

Friday 8th April 

Room 202, Level 2, Notre Dame Global Gateway 

9.15-11.00 Session 8 Review of the De generatione sonorum and De artibus liberalibus writing I 

11.00-11.15: Coffee/ Tea Break in Exposition Room 107, Level 1 

11.15-12.45 Session 9 Review of the De generatione sonorum and De artibus liberalibus writing II 

12.45-13.45 Lunch Local pizzeria 

13.45-15.00 Session 10 Planning for De sphera writing 



	

 

Attendees and Disciplines: 

1) Professor Tom McLeish FRS (Durham University)   Physics 
2) Dr Hannah Smithson (University of Oxford)    Vision Science 
3) Dr Jack Cunningham (Bishop Grosseteste University)  History 
4) Dr Michael Huxtable (Durham University)    English Studies 
5) Professor Neil Lewis (Georgetown University)   Philosophy 
6) Professor Cecilia Panti (Università di Roma, Tor Vergata)  Philosophy 
7) Dr Peter Claus (University of Oxford)    History/University Access 
8) Professor Brian Tanner (Durham University)   Physics 
9) Dr Pierre Dechant (University of York)    Mathematics 
10) Professor Richard Bower (Durham University)   Computational Cosmology 
11) Dr Philipp Nothaft (University of Oxford)    History of Science 
12) Professor John Coleman (University of Oxford)   Phonetics 
13) Dr Clive Siviour (University of Oxford)    Engineering 
14) Dr Sigbjørn Sønnesyn (Durham University)    History/Medieval Latin 
15) Dr Giles Gasper (Durham University)    History 
16) Ulrike Nowak (University of Mannheim)    Psychology 
17) Dr Anne Lawrence Mathers (University of Reading)   History 
18) Dr Luigi Campi (Università degli Studi di Torino)   Philosophy 
19) Dr John Bissell (University of Bath)      Mathematics 
20) Dr Nicola Polloni (Università di Pavia/Durham University)  Philosophy/History 
21) Joshua Harvey (University of Oxford)    Engineering 
22) Timothy Farrant (University of Oxford)    Theology 
23) Kathy Bader (Durham University)     History 
24) Dr Clelia Crialesi (Università di Roma, Tor Vergata)   Philosophy 
25) Dr Fabio Seller (Università degli Studi di Napoli “Federico II”) Philosophy 
26) Professor Robert Goulding (University of Notre Dame du Lac) History 
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Detail of a tinted drawing of Robert Grosseteste, bishop of Lincoln. British Library, Harley 3860  f. 
48 (Northern England, possibly Durham). Early 14th century.  

 

 

For more information, visit www.ordered-universe.com 

To contact the project, email: ordered.universe@durham.ac.uk 



 

Notre Dame Global Gateway 
Via Ostilia, 15 

Best Western Hotel President 
Via Emanuele Filiberto, 173 

All Google Maps © Google 2016 

IM
EM

S 


