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This is the fourth of the Ordered Universe symposia under the aegis of the Arts and Humanities
Research Council award which provides funding for the project until the end of 2019. It is also the
18th Ordered Universe symposium in a sequence stretching back to July 2010. This symposium
takes place at Pembroke College, University of Oxford, one of the original homes of the project.
The interdisciplinary ethos of the Ordered Universe has developed into an iterative methodology of
reading, listening, discussing and writing together. The core of our activities is a collaborative
reading process that, although constantly evolving, remains simple. Collaborative reading means
that every question is important and every point of view equal (they should also at some point make
their way to the chair of the session!). The aim of the project is to work through Grosseteste’s shorter
scientific treatises (opuscula) and present them in new editions, translations and multi-disciplinary
perspectives. These are the 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). All will be published by Oxford University Press and the first volume, containing
the De artibus and the De generatione is in process.
From Grosseteste much else flows: we have been working on Middle English interpretations of
Grosseteste’s science as well as the Latin texts. Academic results are shared in articles and comment
pieces across our respective fields: most recently in a special edition of Applied Optics and in
Palgrave Communications. The series of public lectures and workshops continues, as do our
creative partnerships: 2016-2017 has seen over 20 presentations to the public at Festivals, Seminars,
Talks (many led by Tom McLeish), and Interactive Exhibitions podcasts, sound and light shows at
the Berlin and Cambridge Light Festivals as part of Project Cosmos, a new project with sculptor
Alex Carr – Sculpting with Light and the Through a Glass Darkly collaboration with the
National Glass Centre, University of Sunderland, which culminates in a full-scale exhibition of
glass-work related to Ordered Universe at the Glass Centre October 2017-February 2018.
We have some new participants at this symposium, and would like to welcome: Dr Sebastian Falk,
(University of Cambridge), Dr Francesca Galli, (Università della Svizzera Italiana) and Sarah
Griffin (University of Oxford). We are delighted to be joined by Ross Ashton and Karen Monid
from the Projection Studio once more.

The symposium will focus on two treatises, neither of which have formed part of Ordered Universe
collaborative reading before. De impressionibus elementorum and the De cometis form the
twin axes on which our activities hinge. Neither of the two treatises are easy to date, but are most
probably twards the end of the earlier phase of Grosseteste’s scentitific writings, with the first hints
of the crucial doctrines and methodloges for the middle and later works. The sublimation of matter
raised in the De cometis and the construction of the De impressionibus around the resolutio and
composito, point towards works like the De luce, De colore and De iride, and the Commentary
on Posterior Analytics of the mid and later 1220s.
The De cometis has a rather mixed reception in modern scholarship, much of which is the result of
a complex transmission, in the course of which a much modified version of the text entered the
tradition. This version was the one adopted by Ludwig Baur in his edition of 1912. Cecilia Panti, in
her critical edition of 2001 clarified the situation – the modified text is not by Grosseteste but
appears to date from the 1260s, and represents a re-ordering of the elements within the treatise.
There are not, then, two recensions of the text completed by Grosseteste, only one, and it is this one
that forms the basis of our reading. The
treatise has also been discussed in light
of the appearance of Halley’s comet,
probably in 1222/3. Whether this was
the occasion, referred to in the opening
lines of the treatises, that inspired
Grosseteste to write about comets is not
in fact clear. Moreover, the treatise
deals, not so much with the experience
of direct observation of a comet, but an
exposition of different theories of what
comets are, how they behave and why.
Grosseteste moves through a refutation
of four existing theories of comets,
before discussion the phenomenon on
its own principles followed by his own
explanation of how they come to be and
what they are. The doctrine of
sublimation plays a key role here: a
comet is sublimated fire separated from
its terrestrial nature and assimilated to the celestial nature, allowing its diurnal movement. This
involves consideration of astrological and alchemical aspects to a comet’s behaviour and effects. A
further question raised by analysis of the treatise is the extent to which Aristotle’s Meteorology was
known to Grosseteste at the time of composition. In turn this impinges on the issue of where the De
cometis was composed – possibly in Paris.
Similar interests in sublunary phenomena and the mixture of terrestrial elements pervade the De
impressionbus elementorum. As McEvoy notes (‘The Chronology of Robert Grosseteste’s
Writing on Nature and Natural Philosophy’ Speculum, 58 (1983), pp. 614-55), the treatise may be
seen to emblematise a more concerted emphasis on Grosseteste’s part on a scientific approach to

physical problems, with a more worked out version of the resolutio and compositio method
associated with Aristotle. The treatise sets out to explain various meteorological phenomena: dew,
rain, snow and hail and gives the prominent role in the process of their formation to light rays.
Themes of light reflection and the activity of heat play an important role in Grosseteste’s general
discussion, as do elements of what might be referred to as experimental verification and falstification
(whether or not these where experiences or experiments proper to Grosseteste himself). The
resolutio moves from heat to water, the compositio explores the consequences of mixed earth,
water and air, exemplified in the formation of bubbles or vapour. Grosseteste makes use of a
number of different sources, knowledge of Aristotle’s Meteorology and On the World can be
assumed, reasonably, but Seneca, Pliny and Arabic writers are also apparent. The treatise is unusual
amongst the scientific opuscula in beginning with a biblical quotation, and may also make use of
the Hexaemeral Homilies of Basil the Great (330-379), translated into Latin by Eustathius in the
fifth century. No knowledge is shown by Grosseteste in the De impressionibus of refraction
(although the action of the burning glass is referred to), nor is any notion of incorporation of matter.

Ordered Universe and the Creative Arts: Project
Cosmos
One of the features of the Ordered Universe programme from 2015
onwards has been a series of partnerships with the creative arts. Exponents
of various media, from glass to sound and light projection, from kinetic
sculpture to film-making, have been inspired by the work of the project and
the beautiful and complex world of Grosseteste’s scientific thought.
Collaborations are up and running with the National Glass Centre,
University of Sunderland, the Projection Studio, Sculptor Alexandra Carr
and Film-maker Alan Fentiman. All four of these encounters begin from,
and develop particular interests in, Grosseteste’s ideas, and the work of
articulating and expressing these responses has been extremely stimulating.
In all cases new light is shed on the medieval and modern scientific ideas at play; and new
experiences shared between the Ordered Universe and artistic teams.
The Projection Studio, in the form of Ross Ashton and Karen Monid, started collaborating with
Ordered Universe in the summer of 2015, for the Durham Lumiere Festival, together with Durham
University’s Institute of Computational Cosmology. The World Machine, projected onto the
Cathedral blends modern and medieval visions of the cosmos. We have developed this theme
further, over the course of 2016-2017 as Project Cosmos. The first element Spiritus was
produced for the 2016 Berlin Light
Festival, and its subsequent iteration,
Spititus: Light and Dark for the
2017
e-Luminate
Festival
in
Cambridge. Ross and Karen have
attended Ordered Universe symposia,
led public lectures, and taken part in
public interactive exhibitions, bringing
Ordered Universe, and the projections
it has contributed to, to the public. To
see the interaction between and
melding of modern and medieval
visualisation of the universe helps to
bring additional dimensions to the
analytical work of textual elucidation.
The interplay between the technical,
the musical and the visual elements of
a show has important parallels to the
process of working between academic
disciplines. And the results have been
spectacular.
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9.45-10.00

Welcomes

10.00-11.30

Session 1

Hannah Smithson and Giles Gasper
Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus: Part I

11.30-11.45: Break
11.45-12.45

Session 2

Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus: Part II

13.00-14.15: Lunch – Pembroke College
14.30-16.00 Session 3
Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus: Part III
16.00-16.15: Break
16.15-17.15 Session 4

Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus: Part IV

17.30-18.00

Excursus 1 ‘The De luce by Bartolomeo da Bologna’ – Francesca Galli,
Università della Svizzera Italiana

19.15

Dinner

Pembroke College

Thursday 18th May

10.00-11.00

Session 5

Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus: Part V

11.00-11.30

Excursus 2

‘Robert Grosseteste’s De cometis’ – Cecilia Panti
‘Comets and Their Record in the Middle Ages’ – Brian Tanner

11.30-11.45: Break
11.45-12.45

Session 6

Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part I

13.00-14.15: Lunch – Pembroke College
14.30-16.00

Session 7

Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part II

16.00-16.15: Break
16.15-17.15

Session 8

Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part III

18.40

Dinner

Pembroke College: High Table

Friday 19th May

10.00-11.30

Session 8

Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part IV

11.30-11.45: Break
11.45-12.45

Session 9

Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part V

13.00-14.15: Lunch and end of collaborative reading
14.30-15.45

Session 10

Collaborative editing: Volume 1

15.45-16.00: Break
16.00-17.30

Session 11

19.30

Dinner

Collaborative editing: Volume 1
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Physics
Vision Science
Theology
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Computational Cosmology
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History of Science
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Philosophy and Literature
History of Art
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