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This is the fifth 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 
20th 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 sphera, De impressionibus 
elementorum, De cometis, De luce, De motu supercelestium, De motu corporali et de luce, De differentiis 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 liberalibus and the De generatione sonorum is in process.  

2017 was a busy year for the project. In addition to bringing together the first volume for our 
Oxford University Press series which presents On the Liberal Arts and On the Generation of Sounds with 
the Middle English Seven Liberal Arts, we have been working on a new scientific paper on phonetic 

recognition, inspired by Grosseteste’s comments on sound and human 
vocal production. Alongside these activities the Through a Glass Darkly 
collaboration with the National Glass Centre, University of Sunderland 
came to fruition in a major exhibition Illuminating Colour which runs until 
March 11th 2018. Concurrently Alexandra Carr, multi-media sculptor, as 
a Leverhulme Trust Artist in Residence, produced a significant corpus of 
work drawing on medieval and modern cosmology, including temporary 
installations in Oxford, Ushaw College, and the Bowes Museum, Barnard 
Castle, as well as the centrepiece for an exhibition on Dante. Ross Ashton 
and Karen Monid projected Spiritus onto the Museum of Natural History 
in Oxford as part of the Heritage Light festival. Finally the project was 
integral to the OxNet Access Scheme Summer School, followed by the 

formal launch of the OxNet hub school at Southmoor Academy in Sunderland. Ordered Universe 
will lead activities for the North-East hub. A wide variety of talks, seminars, public lectures, 
conference appearances and so forth have also taken place. 

Three key new team members have been appointed this year; Dr Rebekah White to the second 
post-doctoral position, working with Hannah and the rest of the team, from a scientific as well as 
interdisciplinary perspective; Sarah Gilbert as project Administrator; and Dr Kataryzna Kosior as 
the Southmoor school co-ordinator. 



 

The symposium will focus on three treatises, all of which have formed part of Ordered Universe 
collaborative reading before. De impressionibus elementorum, De cometis and De sex differentiis form the 
axes on which our activities hinge. None of the treatises are easy to date, but probably date to the 
1210s and the early 1220s, with the first hints of the crucial doctrines and methodologies 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. De sex differentiis shows 
Grosseteste’s growing familiarity with the Aristotelian corpus. 

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 focus 



 

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 falsification 
(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. 

De sex differentiis is one of the shorter texts within the corpus of opuscula. It deals with two, inter-
related, problems, the first of which is how to talk intelligibly about place in an absolute sense, the 
second to reconcile seemingly contradictory statements on the first issue in Aristotle’s De caelo and 
the Physics which appear to contradict each other on the number of natural or absolute places. 
Grosseteste’s treatise focuses on a number of issues overlapping with those raised in De sphera, the 
vocabulary of which the symposium will also consider.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Sculpting with light and Illuminating Colour 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alexandra Carr’s Leverhulme Trust funded Artist in Residence took place over the summer, 2017. 
The residency was based at Ushaw College in County Durham, and hosted by the departments of 
History and Physics, and latterly the School of Modern Languages and Cultures. From light 
painting with enthusiastic volunteers from the project (top-left) to installations involving film and 
reflective materials, Alexandra worked on aspects of medieval and modern cosmology, in an 
extended meditation on light and dark. With installations around at Ushaw College, the Bowes 
Museum in Barnard Castle, and at Pembroke College Oxford, Alexandra also produced shadow 
and line drawings. The centerpiece of the residency was a sculpture of the medieval cosmos with its 
nested spheres, made from thousands of glass beads, which fitted perfectly for the Durham Palace 
Green Library exhibition on Dante and the latter’s majestic vision of the heavens in his Paradise.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Collaboration between the Ordered Universe project and artists at the National Glass Centre, 
University of Sunderland, began about 18 months ago. Cate Watkinson and Colin Rennie, with 
help from students at colleagues at the NGC, produced all of the pieces for a major exhibition of 
new work over the summer. All pieces drew on Grosseteste’s treatises On Colour and On the Rainbow 
and were the product of artistic craft and inspiration, familiarity with 13th century writings, and 
shared knowledge. How the pieces were conceived, pondered, executed and mounted was an 
exciting and mind-opening experience, Grosseteste’s scientific vision equally so. The exhibition 
ranges from large-scale pieces dwelling with the juxtaposition of colour to the text of On Colour 
etched in glass, set so that it casts a rainbow. We were also very pleased to work with photographer 
Rosie Reed Gold in the record of the pieces and the exhibition. Watch this space for more activities 
on this front. Meanwhile the exhibition is open until March 11 of this year, so if you find yourself in 
the North-East, make a bee-line. Part of the exhibition and some different pieces will also be 
displayed in Pembroke College as part of the Ordered Universe Project Conference in April. 



Sunday 7th January 

MARY Eccles Room, Pembroke College, University of 
Oxford 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.00–15.30 Welcome and updates – Giles Gasper 

15.30–17.00 Session 1 Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus elementorum: Part I 

17.00–17.15 Break 

17.15–18.45 Session 2 Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus elementorum: Part II 

19.30 Dinner – SoJo 

 

Monday 8th January 2018 

 

09.45–11.15 Session 3 Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus elementorum: Part 
III 
 11.15–11.30 Break 

11.30–13.00 Session 4 Collaborative Reading of the De impressionibus elementorum: Part 
IV 

13.00–14.15 Lunch 

14.15–15.45 Session 5 Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part I 

15.45–16.15 Break 

16.15–17.45 Session 6 Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part II 

17.45–18.00 Break 

18.00–18.45 Excursus 'England and France c.1200-c.1225' – Giles Gasper  

19.30 Dinner  
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Tuesday 9th January 

 

 

09.45–11.15 Session 7 Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part III 

11.15–11.30  Break 

11.30–13.00 Session 8 Collaborative Reading of the De cometis: Part IV 

13.00–14.15 Lunch  

14.15–15.45 Session 9 Collaborative Reading of the De sex differentiis: Part I (this will include 
comparison with the De sphera) 

15.45–16.15 Break 

16.15–17.45 Session 10 Collaborative Reading of the De sex differentiis: Part II (this will 
include comparison with the De sphera) 

17.45–18.00 Break 

18.00–18.45 Meeting Report on Volume 1 and Planning for Volume 2 

19.30 Dinner 

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

	



 

Wednesday 10th January 

 

09.30–11.00 Session 11 Collaborative Reading of the De sex differentiis: Part III (this will 
include comparison with the De sphera) 

11.00–11.30 Break  

11.30–13.00 Session 12 Collaborative Reading of the De sex differentiis: Part IV (this will 
include comparison with the De sphera) 

13.00–14.00 Lunch  

14.00–15.00 Session 13 (Optional) OxNet Decisions 

 

 

 

 

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

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

 

Ether	by	Alex	Carr	
Chapel,	Pembroke	College	Oxford,	July	2017	

Original	art	and	image	Ó	Alex	Carr	



 

Attendees and Disciplines 

 

1) Dr Giles Gasper (Durham University)    History 
2) Professor Tom McLeish (University of York)    Physics 
3) Dr Hannah Smithson (University of Oxford)    Vision Science 
4) Dr Peter Claus (University of Oxford)    History 
5) Dr Jack Cunningham (Bishop Grosseteste University)  Theology 
6) Professor Anne Lawrence-Mathers (University of Reading)  History 
7) Professor Cecilia Panti (Università di Roma, Tor Vergata)  Philosophy 
8) Professor Brian Tanner (Durham University)   Physics 
9) Dr Clive Siviour (University of Oxford)    Engineering Science 
10) Dr Sigbjørn Sønnesyn (Durham University)    History 
11) Dr Rebekah White (University of Oxford)    Experimental Psychology 
12) Tim Farrant (University of Oxford)     Theology 
13) Joshua Harvey (University of Oxford)    Engineering Science 
14) Dr Philipp Nothaft (University of Oxford)    History/Theology 
15) Dr Sebastian Falk (University of Cambridge)    History of Science 
16) Dr Luigi Campi (Università degli Studi di Milano)   Philosophy 
17) Alex Carr        Multi-media Sculptor 
18) Sarah Griffin (University of Oxford)     History of Art 
19) Sarah Gilbert (Durham University)     History and Palaeography 
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