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The Robert Grosseteste Lecture 2019, Bishop Grosseteste University, Lincoln 
 

What’s it all for? Grosseteste on the liberal arts and education, then and now. 
David Thomson 

 
One of Robert Grosseteste’s earliest treatises was his foundational one on the Liberal Arts, in 
which he laid out what he saw as the purpose of what we would call Further and Higher 
Education - the arts and sciences alike. He went on to become one of Oxford’s most famous 
lecturers and also a bishop with an energetic programme of lay education in Lincoln Diocese 
- and his treatise went on to have an interesting afterlife inspiring interest in lay education in 
the times of Wycliffe and then Chaucer. This year’s lecture will take us on that journey and 
then wonder with us at whether it has something to say to us too in an age when the purpose 
of education seems to be being hollowed out and the bigger picture is in peril.  
 
Grosseteste and the Liberal Arts 
 
Thank you very much for the invitation and opportunity to speak to you this afternoon on 
Grosseteste, the liberal arts and education.  
 
Robert Grosseteste needs no introduction here in the university that bears his name, where all 
of you are deeply engaged in teaching and learning, but I would like to share with you the 
story of one of his earliest works, his treatise on the liberal arts, which you may not know as 
well as some others, and how it was repeatedly received and reinvented in the middle ages – 
each time with something to say to us about education. And to wonder a little at the end at 
what that might mean for us today. 
 
My own interest in Grosseteste was re-awoken by a chance encounter with Giles Gasper, who 
has occupied this podium before me, which led to my joining the collaborative group which 
under the banner of The Ordered Universe is producing new editions and commentaries on 
Grosseteste’s scientific writings. If I may be allowed a small advertorial, the first volume of 
the series will be published by OUP on November 6th and contains the texts that I will be 
referring to today.  
 
Grosseteste was by any standards a significant educationalist, as another forthcoming volume 
on Robert Grosseteste and Theories of Education from your own Ordered Human project 
demonstrates, in whose shadow anything I say today must respectfully stand. Take out a 
second mortgage, and buy, buy, buy! 
 
The breadth of Grosseteste’s educational engagement is staggering: tertiary level Latin 
treatises on topics right across the range of arts and sciences, and the chancellorship, or 
something very like it, of Oxford University; a popular teaching text in Anglo-French; a 
practical text on estate management for his noble employer; a large collection of sermon 
summaries and snippets; and an organised campaign of congregational and clerical education 
across the largest diocese in England. 
 
Although we are unsure where Grosseteste received his own higher education, it would have 
been shaped by the framework of the Liberal Arts, as handed down from antiquity. We need 
of course to be careful how we hear these words. ‘Liberal’ did not mean non-conservative, far 
from it, but such as befitted a free member of society. And of the seven ‘Arts’ involved, four 
– arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy, called the ‘quadrivium’ – were studied as 
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mathematical sciences, and seen as superior to the more elementary study of grammar, 
rhetoric and logic that preceded them. They were called the ‘trivium’ meaning the ‘three 
ways’ just as the ‘quadrivium’ meant the ‘four ways’, but the modern meaning of the word 
‘trivial’ says it all about where the importance was felt to lie. 
 
We also need to take into account the mediaeval reception of the liberal arts which modified 
them significantly. In particular it is important to note here that they were transplanted into a 
Christian context, so the scriptures and theology become in part both their context and 
content; and secondly that as lost works of Aristotle reached the west through new 
translations from the Greek and then the Arabic, substantial new areas of study opened up in 
logic, ethics and physics – and Grosseteste was deeply committed on both these fronts. 
 
Composition: the first ‘Cathedrals Group’ c. 1200 
 
The study of the seven arts as received from antiquity is, then, where Grosseteste’s higher 
education will have begun, and they are the subject of one of his own earliest writings, the 
treatise De liberalibus artibus, pictured here in one of its surviving manuscripts. 
 

 
 

The beginning of the De liberalibus artibus fromNárodní knihovna České republiky; Praha; Česko MS X.H.12 fol. 48r 
Source: Image repository of the National Library of the Czech Republic 

Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License 
 
Now although Grosseteste was perhaps educated and certainly started his working life in the 
bishop’s household here at Lincoln, it is in Lincoln’s sister secular cathedral and diocese of 
Hereford that the liberal arts treatise was most likely written. We need to remember that at 
this time – we are talking the very end of the twelfth century – the English universities had 
not yet taken formal shape, and the most significant centres of higher education were the 
cathedrals: it was the foundation period we might say of what we now call the Cathedrals 
Group of universities of which BGU is of course part.  
 
Hereford was one such centre, a place where a master might, with the goodwill of the bishop, 
open a school and attract pupils, and help the diocese fulfil its educational mission to provide 
what we could call Initial and Continuing Ministerial Education today. A poet called Simon 
de Freine tried to lure the famous Gerald of Wales there from Lincoln, where he had retired 
after royal service to be with his friend William de Montibus, writing that  
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The city of Hereford is greatly fitting for you, 
in which is the proper place 
of the Trivium and the Quadrivium 
It has flourished and flourishes 
and in this city, in a special way, 
the honour of the seven arts predominates. 

 
Grosseteste’s own interests spanned these fields, and it was Gerald’s recommendation that 
brought him to Hereford as outstanding not only in pastoral and legal administration but 
skilled in medicine with a strong foundation in the liberal arts and letters. That meant that his 
duties as a young magister in the bishop’s household were very varied and mostly 
administrative, but it is clear from his surviving writings that he took the opportunity to teach 
as well, and we can perhaps speculate that his little treatise on the liberal arts is the record of 
something like an inaugural lecture there, or his opening salvo to a new echelon of students, 
laying out his stall and the curriculum to come. I say ‘lecture’ deliberately because it is worth 
remembering that although we inherit the text in written form, the teaching of the day would 
have been oral. 
 
Harrison Thomson called the treatise, “the polished work of a man who is sure of his ground 
- pre-episcopal Grosseteste at his best,” but as is typical of Grosseteste’s treatises and sermon 
notes, it is short and reads more like a summary either as the basis for a fuller lecture or as a 
report of one. It would only take about a quarter of an hour to deliver as it stands, it does not 
cover the subjects evenly, and begins and ends rather abruptly 
 
In a succinct two-paragraph introduction, Grosseteste lays out the purpose of the arts (and so 
education and the intellectual enterprise more generally) in terms that go back to Hugh of St 
Victor. A characteristically Victorine theological framework is deployed in which the period 
of God’s work of creation precedes the Fall, which is followed by a balancing period of 
God’s work of restoration; and the arts – which we must remember include what we call the 
sciences – are how we as humans can co-operate with God in this and be purged of error and 
led back to perfection. For Grosseteste, the arts are not just liberal but liberational. Embedded 
in these short and to us perhaps obscure paragraphs is a programme which is realistic about 
the imperfect state we are in, but positive and hopeful about our active participation in a work 
of investigation, discovery, analysis and utilisation that recognises and involves all aspects of 
our humanity, body, mind and spirit, and leads us into a full expression of it. 
 
Grosseteste then introduces Grammar, Logic and Rhetoric very briefly, the first three more 
elementary arts or trivium, in just one paragraph. Grammar informs our sight by enabling us 
to understand and communicate what we see correctly. Logic then enables is to judge the 
information received correctly and know what sort of things we are dealing with; while 
Rhetoric moves our desires and leads our mind towards a correct response to what grammar 
and logic have shown us. 
 
The treatise then moves swiftly on to the quadrivium – arithmetic, geometry, music and 
astronomy. If the arts of the trivium enable us to correct the reasoning and desire of the mind 
(Grosseteste would say aspectus and affectus), those of the quadrivium enable us to regulate 
the motions of bodily things, and this is clearly where Grosseteste’s interest lies, in what we 
might now call physics, because arithmetic and geometry are barely mentioned (as the arts 
which enable us to divide and join things and determine their position and form), while music 
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and astronomy are given substantial treatment. The first, music, jumps straight into a quite 
technical and abstract theorising of motion through a consideration of its place in the 
generation of sound, in speech, in musical instruments and in other sounding objects, 
reaching right up to the ordered motion of the heavens. Such sound in its turn can be 
perceived by the soul and help restore its own harmony (described in numerical terms), thus 
completing a cycle of restoration towards the intended divine order. The second, Astronomy 
deals with the order of the whole visible cosmos, drawing on arithmetic and geometry but 
adding in the consideration of actual spatial and temporal position.  
 
All this takes up about two-thirds of the treatise, and Grosseteste then concludes with a 
lengthy reflection on how the arts serve both moral and natural philosophy, again 
foregrounding the role of astronomy in enabling us to wisely understand and control the 
natural world, and work towards beneficial consequences in agriculture, metallurgy and 
medicine – with which reference it rather suddenly ends (leaving  open the possibility that the 
treatise is incomplete). 
 
Despite its evident unevenness, the treatise does nevertheless take us through the arts in turn, 
and while retaining them as the official framework, as it were, characteristically of its age it 
is unafraid to adapt it, reflecting Grosseteste’s interest in what we would call science, and the 
theological framework which surrounds and motivates it. 
 
Why the tyheology? As Jack Cunningham , who has masterminded so much of the study of 
Grosseteste in this place, memorably put it, the system Grosseteste inherited from Hugh of St 
Victor, “does not merely offer a balm for the earthly condition of man, rather he prescribes a 
complete antidote; and paradoxically the cure for a malady that came from eating of the tree 
of knowledge is the consumption of further knowledge. ... Grosseteste’s fallen man might be 
afflicted but the disease is far from incurable.” 
 
This for Grosseteste is what it’s all for. In his teaching the insights of natural philosophy 
cohere with and reveal divine order. There is no humanities/science divide nor a 
spiritual/practical or a theological/secular one. His fundamental position is that there is an 
ordering principle in the cosmos, that it is revealed to us in faith, that we and our minds are 
both part of that and order and also of its apparent disorder, and are in a possibly unique 
position to conceive all this and collaborate in its reordering and ours. 
 
Grosseteste is paving the way for an approach to learning that both anchors it in salvation 
history but also positively invites human engagement with the ordering of the physical world. 
By pursuit of the arts, by which Grosseteste means as much the sciences as what we would 
call the arts more narrowly, the mind is cleared, the desires of the heart are properly aligned, 
and the works of the body are correctly ordered. If this does report an introductory lecture 
(which must be pure conjecture), it was a powerful call to what Jean Leclerq called, in 
writing about the monastic life of that time, the love of learning and the desire for God, albeit 
in a more secular key.  
 
Translation: Wycliffite Oxford c. 1390  
 
It’s time now, though, to board our Tardis and travel forward about 150 years from 
Grosseteste’s death in 1253, because despite the foundational and inspirational nature of 
Grosseteste’s work, most of it, including the De liberalibus artibus effectively went to sleep 
for over a century. The new world of scholasticism seems to have had limited interest in his 
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work, and his approach to Biblical study on the one hand must have felt old-fashioned while 
on the other his scientific explorations were not followed up by anyone else other than his 
admirer Roger Bacon. (And even Bacon names him more often than he quotes him.) So the 
bulk of his work lay undisturbed in the thickets of the library of the Oxford Franciscans, to 
which it had been bequeathed, until one particular prince came to wake it up. 
 
Prince is not of course the right word for John Wycliffe, but he was certainly a man of ardent 
faith and high intellect who was willing to go where others feared to tread. His encounter 
with Grosseteste’s work began in the 1360s when he was lecturing on logic at Oxford. Like 
Grosseteste before him, Wycliffe was developing his theology while still formally a master of 
arts, and like Grosseteste he was willing to strike out on his own.  As his theological views 
developed, Wycliffe promoted ‘Lincoln’, as Grosseteste was usually now called, as an 
important authority, even if he sometimes took his ideas to places of which the bishop would 
not have approved. 
 
It is at this point that Grosseteste’s works emerge from the shadows, as those on both sides of 
the Wycliffite controversies engaged with them. Some three-quarters of the surviving 
manuscripts of his work date to after 1370, and as Southern puts it, no matter how little 
Lollard preachers and pamphleteers knew of ‘Lincoln’s’ work, they knew that he was on their 
side. And part of that was an accurate reflection of the fact that he was as a bishop 
fundamentally committed to lay education, in the full spirit of the reforms of the Fourth 
Lateran Council, and with a heart-felt desire for lay understanding of the faith – what in 
today’s Catholicism might be called evangelization (to distinguish it slightly from 
‘evangelical’ which later Christians might claim as a label for the Lollards). 
 
This was an invigorating time for English as a language. A historian of the time, John 
Trevisa, famously records how one of the effects of the social changes following the Black 
Death, which was raging just as Wycliffe encountered Grosseteste, was that  
 

John Cornwal, a maister of gramere, changede the lore in gramer-scole and 
construccion of Freynsch into Englysch; and Richard Pencrych lurned that maner of 
teching of him, and other men of Pencrych, so that now, the year of oure Lord 
a  thousand three hondred foure score and five, of the  secund Kyng Richard after the 
Conquest nine, in the  gramer-scoles of Engelond children leveth Frensch  and 
construeth and lurneth an Englisch. 

 
I am prejudiced in favour of the grammar texts in English because they were the subject of 
my own doctoral research, but in truth this change was part of a much bigger one that saw 
English occupy a new social position and prestige. The 1360s are the decade in which 
Parliament was first opened in English and English used in the law courts, and in the 1370s 
the great English-language poets Chaucer and Langland started to write their works. And 
between 1382 and 1395 translations of the Bible now called Wycliffite spread quickly, so that 
some 250 manuscripts still survive – the most of any Middle English work. 
 
It is in this context that the De liberalibus artibus was translated and adapted into the Middle 
English treatise which we call The Seven Liberal Arts. I say translated and adapted because 
although the English treatise draws heavily on Grosseteste – both on the liberal arts and the 
treatise on the generation of sound that circulated with it, the treatise follows the pattern of its 
times and re-works its material to suit the needs and interests of the new writer and his 
audience.  
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This approach to authorship was not uncommon amongst the emerging array of works in 
English in the period between the introduction of the vernacular, which brought with it a 
diversification of voices and texts, and the standardisation of those texts that followed the 
introduction of printing. “Authority”, the approach to it and reflection upon it, is in some 
ways the core subject matter of time, whether in literature (think of the way in which Chaucer 
plays with his characters and authorities including the authorial voice), or in theology (think 
of the contested nature of the debate about the use of English translations of the Bible and the 
tenets of “Lollard” theology, and the highly-structured efforts of Archbishop Arundel to 
repress them). 
 
I hypothesise that since a text of the De liberalibus artibus was with Grosseteste’s other 
papers at the Oxford Franciscans, the English treatise on the Seven Liberal Arts had its 
origins in that milieu with an intended readership of educated laity and supportive clerks who 
were also buying and reading English translations of the Scriptures and interested to read 
more widely in English as well. 
 
I see no signs in this text of Wycliffite heresy; but any theologising in English came under 
suspicion, which perhaps partly explains why just a single copy of the treatise survives; 
because it does enjoy that theologising in a way that the rather dry and direct style of the 
Latin original does not.  
 
The Middle English author follows Grosseteste in offering first a prologue and then coverage 
of the liberal arts in turn, but the prologue is new (and has a matching conclusion) and each 
art is now properly covered. If we assume, as I think we must, that the present long section on 
geometry that concludes the work is a replacement in the “second edition” for a shorter one 
now missing in its proper place, then the arts are also covered in their usual order and at 
comparable lengths. All of this leads to a more orderly and more finished treatise than the 
Latin original, and certainly one more suited, not only its use of the vernacular, to a non-
clerical audience.  
 
The prologue is written with something of a flourish, and while its basic thrust, that the 
purpose of the arts is both educational and salvific, purging error and leading to perfection, is 
that of Grosseteste, it is expanded into a full and engaging introduction to draw in the reader, 
and its use of phrases such as the ‘corrupcioun of the clog’ to describe our human condition 
fit with the presumed readership amongst those who might also be watching mystery plays or 
reading Piers Plowman. The use of ‘readership’ is deliberate here, since while the initial 
milieu of Grosseteste’s treatise was presumably one of orally delivered instruction, it is more 
likely that the Middle English treatise was intended to be individually read from the 
beginning.  
 
The section on grammar opens with a definition close to that given by Grosseteste and a 
reference to the standard divisions of the subject into Orthography, Etymology, Syntax and 
Prosody – but then strikingly and unusually branches out to build on Grosseteste’s interest in 
the articulation of vocal sounds and their relationship to letter forms – which is developed not 
in the De liberalibus artibus but in his short treatise on the generation of sound which 
circulated with it – and offers the first account of articulatory phonetics in English. 
Sometimes the observation of the shapes the vocal tract takes are interesting and accurate; 
sometimes they (like Grosseteste’s) are led astray by an a priori desire to link them to the 
letter forms:  
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Whan any substancial voice is caused sumtyme of openyng is more in the mowth outward 
than withyn toward the lunges and than it is like a triangle whos foote is in the mowth, and 
the poynt in the throte, and this is the generacioun of the first letter A, and therfor it is in 
figure like a triangle; or ellis it is contrarie wise and than is V caused, and his figure is 
turned and hath contrarie situacioun. Somtyme the throte is opened equaly on every part, 
and so is I caused and therfor it hath a rect and egal figure. The generacioun of O is in 
rounde openyng of the mowth, so that the tunge and the lippis bowe theym silf in their 
myddis; but E is gendrid in the inward of the throte and the mowth so that the mowth 
drawith to roundenesse more than the throte, and therfor his figure is half cercle like a 
bowe with a part of a strynge in th over ende. 

 
Genuinely new ground is being broken here, which complements the material found in the 
Middle English treatises on grammar, which do not cover the subject, and this must reflect 
the interest of its time in the nature of language and the vernacular that the movement to 
translate the Scriptures into English in particular generated. Although, despite the attempts of 
some commentators to find otherwise, the phonetics here shows no particular sign of 
reflecting English pronunciation, yet the very fact that it is written in English represents a 
movement towards an understanding that English was as susceptible as Latin, Greek and 
Hebrew to formal rule-based analysis and not qualitatively different as a “barbarous” tongue 
– an understanding that would undermine many of the objections to having the Scriptures 
presented in it. 
 
Logic and rhetoric receive a couple of paragraphs each, essentially laying out the divisions 
under which the subjects would be studied. When the writer reaches arithmetic, he branches 
out again from Grosseteste and offers five paragraphs rather than two. His sources or 
parallels are now other vernacular treatises on ‘numbering’ which brought Latin standard 
texts into English. He offers simple ways to do basic calculations such as the sums of series, 
and the same practical emphasis means that care is taken to explain the function of the zero, 
and how calculations should be laid out on the page: we are not far from the counting house 
here where Chaucer the poet had a day job for many years. 
 
Music and Astronomy each also receive five paragraphs (and we can suppose that Geometry 
originally did, to match the other subjects of the quadrivium, before this section was replaced 
by the longer one, which we will consider a little later). Both retain and follow Grosseteste’s 
interest in these topics, but a neat inclusio conclusion is added at the original end of the 
treatise that takes us back to the beginning and reminds us that,  

 
… sith it is so that ther bien sum werkis only of nature, and sum that longith both to 
vse and nature, thiese vij special sciences bifore rehersed bien partis and pilers of 
philosophie, and rectifie makyng parfite both our werkis and of nature; and for 
asmoche as the disposicioun of konnyng is to be a rule and guydyng of our 
operacioun, as Lyncolniens saith, therfor thiese vij afore other mown wele be cald 
sciences and konnynges. 

 
I would like to suggest that in its way this moment of translation that is more than translation, 
that is a participation in a bottom-up exploration of what the English language is and what it 
can be used for, and so in the end about what ordinary English speakers can consider and 
express, is in its way a moment also of what Dr Yvonne Hill of the Ordered Human Project 
has called Knowledge Democracy. She has identified that, “Grosseteste’s work on scientific 
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methodology provided an iconic base for scientific research and validated the significance of 
empirical research. His use of metaphors on light and illumination are powerful in the context 
of experiencing education and framing the educational experiences of others.” What we see 
here is that in the reception of Grosseteste’s work this spirit of exploration and discovery in 
active learning was not lost, but found new expression in a new age. 
 
 
Revision: Chaucer’s London c. 1425-50 

 
The single manuscript in which the English treatise survives is not, however, the author’s 
original. It is actually a second edition of the work, if I can put it like that. This revised 
edition of the Seven Liberal Arts must obviously have been written after the date of the first 
edition which I have placed at c.1390, and before the manuscript’s date of 1458-68. But when 
and where? 
 
The evidence for this lies in the treatise itself. What must have been an original and relatively 
short section on Geometry set at its natural place in the sequence of the arts was replaced by a 
considerably longer section which mainly deals with ‘mensuration’ or practical ways of 
measuring lengths, heights, depths and areas of real-life objects such as trees, fields, wells 
and floors. And this was done at some length, since this section is nearly as long as the other 
six combined. It was then supplemented by an additional listing of the common or 
mechanical crafts (tilling, venery, medicine, theatre, wool-working, arms-making, and 
navigation – a list which perhaps surprisingly goes back to Hugh of St Victor but which is not 
found in Grosseteste), and a revised ending once again linking back to the text’s beginning. 
 
Although we have no hard data to locate this revision, circumstantial evidence offers a 
convincing milieu for it. First, we can note the vibrant mercantile life that the description of 
the practical arts gives:  

 
Venery contains all occupations in hunting, fowling, fishing, with all the preparing of 
food and drink and generally all crafts of fishmongers, butchers, taverners and 
brewers. Medicine considers all the qualities of a man’s body and teaches how by 
using medicines to bring health into the parts of a man’s body and to bring sickness 
out. Theatre teaches craft in all manner of plays for theatre is called the place of 
playing and of sports. Lanifice contains all manner of weaving and working in wool 
thread, cloth, skins, baskets or mats and so forth, as tailors, hosiers or drapers, fullers, 
shearmen and skinners. Armoury not only uses instruments for ships and warfare but 
also makes instruments for the same. Navigation contains all merchandising and 
ventures by water and all things to be bought and sold. 

 
The word for theatre, theatrik, is only found here, and it is a rare and early reference to a 
‘place of playing’, and the whole passage calls to mind the bustling commercial and social 
life of a port city like London – and perhaps London especially, since as we will see its 
subsequent copy which I do not think can be that much later, is clearly located there. 
 
Secondly, the interest in practical measurement coheres with the pragmatic interests and 
needs of those who would inhabit such a milieu, and represents the sort of text such people 
might wish to read.  
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Thirdly, and perhaps most interestingly, the techniques of measurement described make use 
of an instrument called a quadrant, which was essentially an astrolabe with its markings 
collapsed from a full circle into a single quarter of it. A plumb line descending from what 
would have been the centre point of the circle (now the right angle of the quadrant) intersects 
these markings and allows readings of declination to be taken and also readings from other 
specialised scales that allow more complicated trigonometrical calculations to be made.  
 

 
The “Canterbury Quadrant” with markings set for 1388, found on the site of an old inn in Canterbury in 2005, now British 
Museum item 2008,8017.1. British Museum image used under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 

4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license. 
 
 
Such a quadrant was found recently at an old inn in Canterbury with markings that show a 
use-on date of 1388 and we can whimsically imagine the pilgrims in Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales written 10 years earlier using to check their bearings – if they weren’t of course 
fictional and didn’t in the story even make it to Canterbury… If I was being really silly, I 
would describe the gadget as iPhone of its day and our manuscript as the missing manual, 
although following its instructions is a bit of test until you have got your eye in: 
 

If you want to know the height of a thing with a quadrant or triangle, behold and 
consider the highest part of the thing through both holes of the quadrant, and go 
towards or away from the thing until the perpendicular plumb line falls upon the 
midline of the quadrant, that is to say upon forty-five degrees. After this you should 
take the length from your eye to the earth and mark the place where you are standing 
and measure to the base of the thing that you are measuring, and add to it the length 
from your eye to your foot, and all that together will be the altitude that you will have, 
as is shown in the picture. 

 
The picture has dropped out from the manuscript and I could give you a nice modern diagram 
to show how the maths work, but instead here is another one that shows that really anybody 
could get the hang of it eventually: 
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Detail from British Library MS Burney 275, f.390v. The bear and goat on the right are using a surveying quadrant with plumb-bob. 
Used by permission. 

 
Now Chaucer also wrote a very popular Treatise on the Astrolabe, dated to 1391, that while 
not textually linked to our treatise includes instructions of a very similar sort, so suddenly a 
rather trivial insertion along the lines of a Scouting Manual on how to tell how tall a tree is, is 
offering us a very convincing milieu for the composition of its treatise, the bustling city of 
London recovering from the plague years as the fifteenth century took hold, seeing English 
become more and more the language for everything. 
 
In his new clothes, Grosseteste is still at the heart of a democratisation of education 
concerned to operate at all levels. Just as he wrote in both Latin and the Norman-French 
vernacular of the day, for clerks, a noble family and the general laity of his diocese, 
encouraging a breadth of learning from the most advanced new works of Aristotle to the 
Lord’s Prayer, so now his treatise on the liberal arts shows itself open to responding again to 
new interests and meeting new needs. In its original form its practical science was theory-
laden and breaking new ground. Now it has become the missing manual for everyday 
calculations.  
 
Publication – or not: the world of Caxton c. 1460-80 
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The beginning of the Seven Liberal Arts from Trinity College Cambridge MS R.14.52 fols 244v-245r 
By kind permission of the Master and Fellows 

 
This is not, however, the end of our story. The manuscript in which the English treatise 
survives and to which I referred earlier is MS R.14.52 at Trinity College Cambridge. It was 
written by a known London scribe, called the ‘Hammond scribe’ after the scholar who 
identified him, between 1458 and 1468. The scribe was a professional, working for the 
Herald’s Office, the book trade and to private commission, and his output included literary 
texts by Chaucer and Lydgate. His volume is a substantial quarto book described by the first 
editor of the English treatise,  Linne Mooney, as part of a multi-volume ‘Everyman 
encyclopaedia of knowledge for a member of London’s fifteenth-century merchant class,’ in 
fact for Sir Thomas Cook, who had served on a 1457 commission to find an alchemical cure 
for the king’s ailments. 
 
Copying mistakes show that this is not the first time the revised edition was written out. It is a 
‘fair copy’, a royal adviser’s prestige encyclopaedia in which all manner of learning was 
collected for his personal enjoyment and edification. It was just the sort of book that might 
have become the exemplar for a printed edition when these started to be produced some 
twenty years later. Chaucer was lucky. His Canterbury Tales was the first book in English to 
be printed by Caxton, in 1476 when he opened his press at Westminster, and its fame was 
secured; and the treatise on the astrolabe followed. 
 
But when Caxton came to print an introduction to the liberal arts as part of his first ever 
illustrated volume in 1481, at the request and expense of Hugh Bryce, another London 
merchant, it was a different text called The Mirror of the World. There was a good market for 
it, but there was no extra room in the market for a somewhat mangled fifteenth century 
revision of a fourteenth century translation of a thirteenth century treatise on the liberal arts 
that didn’t in fact give much of introduction to them and was by a now long-forgotten author. 
Robert who? 
 
New urban elites and the arrival of printing led, yes, to the multiplication of copies of books, 
but no, not to their diversity, because it was the same books in inevitably increasingly 
standardised texts and language that now filled the booksellers’ shelves. And this being 
business, those close to the centres of power and with financial resources had a level of 
control over what those books on the shelves were. 
 
Welcome to the world of the market economy. And welcome to our world that offers a 
significant challenge to what we have called a democracy of knowledge, since if I am being 
cynical I would say that the illusion that everyone can now know everything, or at least have 
it appear on their equivalent of the astrolabe, hides a deeper truth that serious observing, 
discovering, analysing, synthesising for ourself and ourselves from the bottom up gets lost in 
the babble of everything-speak, where truth is a construction not a reality, and educational 
assessment and attainment can be predicated on some very pre-prescribed answers, as the 
Tanners’ work for the Ordered Human Project has pointed out.  
 
They point out how a student’s actual observations in an experiment can be suppressed in 
order to produce the required result. It’s not so different from the old story about the vicar in 
the classroom who described a small furry creature with a bushy tail to the children and asked 
them what it was called, to which the answer came back “Jesus”, since that was the answer to 
all his questions normally. 
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So there is also a challenge to not just what I might call the integrity of our learning, its 
attention to the actuality of the world around it be that in the arts or sciences,  but also to its 
integration, to the sort of view of the world we are constructing as we inhabit it and these 
processes. Is there in fact an underlying order to things that makes them intelligible? An 
underlying pattern that means that beauty and purpose are not in fact just in the eye of the 
beholder? And an underlying vitality that breathes fire into the equations and provides the 
fixed point on which all that we want to say about the dignity and worth of each human 
individual for instance can predicated? And is it the role of education in a place like this as 
elsewhere to explore these questions and maybe even explore some answers? 
 
And now? 
 
Grosseteste did not always feel optimistic about how the world was going in his day, any 
more than we do now. But he did remain committed to this double anchor, in the fundamental 
Orderedness of the cosmos within the good purposes of God, and the fundamental worth of 
the educational enterprise in enabling us to find that order in and for our own lives.  
 
He valued the anchor that faith gave him. He strove endlessly to form the diocese of Lincoln 
in particular into a community that understood that faith and lived out its values. He inspired 
trust to the point that many called for him to be made a saint, and out of conscience 
challenged some of the most powerful people in his world. And at the foundation of it all was 
the belief that through a liberal education we could truly be made free of all that clogs and 
corrupts us and regain something of the wisdom of the Father of Heaven. 
 
To put my own cards on the table, I come to this as someone who like Grosseteste – well, 
infinitesimally so anyway – has straddled the worlds of academia and church affairs, 
practising both as a mediaevalist and as a cleric, with on the one hand current research 
interests in in all the historical topics we have covered today, while on the other hand being 
recently retired from full-time episcopal work which included diocesan leadership and vice-
chairmanship of the church’s national Board of Education. I have axes to grind! And in 
particular I am passionate about the possibility that in a pluriform world, our schools and 
colleges, churches and chaplaincies with their Christian and indeed Church of England 
foundations can still thrive and fulfil their mission, and do it best if they have warm fires and 
open doors. By ‘warm fires’ I mean a vibrant and attractive sense of our Christian identity, 
and by ‘open doors’ I mean a real welcome to anyone and everyone to gather round the fire. 
If the fire is quenched for fear that others will be burned by it, we have no life to sustain us 
and offer to others, and possibly no integrity either, leaving us wide open to a purely 
functionalist view of education that grows economic units not people. And if we are so 
nervous or precious that we close our doors and find ourselves unable to welcome whatever 
diversity the world brings us, we will not only hamstring our mission before it has begun, but 
are in danger of denying the fullness of the life of God, whose expression and order was such 
a constant source of interest and inspiration to Grosseteste. It is a serious mistake to suppose 
that the open doors of inclusivity and the warm fires of integrity cannot belong together: they 
are in fact two sides of the same coin that is the good news of the Gospel. 
 
So it is immensely heartening to encounter here at BGU a modern university, committed to 
excellence in teaching, learning and research alongside a properly inclusive emphasis on the  
life-enrichment and self-development of its students and staff, that is also unashamed to name 
its Church of England foundation as its inspiration in that mission and to name faith, 
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community, trust, conscience and wisdom as cornerstones of its ethos and the building blocks 
of life in all its fulness. 
 
So with Grosseteste watching our backs, we can dare to say boo to the goose that seeks to lay 
the golden eggs of a humanity and an educational institution over-defined by its economics 
and over-crude in its approach to outcomes, gold that soon proves to be fools’ gold if the 
truth be told. And hooray for the liberation of a liberal education that is free to develop the 
true nature and worth of all its learners and teachers without being over-beholden to clip-
boards and spreadsheets, bottom lines and bureaucratic targets, a world where faith and 
theology, art and the arts, science and technologies can spark off each other as individuals 
embark on life-long learning that gives them life . Surely, that’s what it’s all for. And you 
know, it is not unlikely that such a freed and freeing approach will even produce the best 
outputs for society too. 
 
‘The true teacher’, as Grosseteste and your own Ordered Human Project put it, ‘is the one 
who internally illuminates the mind and reveals the truth.’ If this afternoon’s lecture 
celebrating Grosseteste’s legacy can encourage this place of teaching and learning to even 
further fire up and illuminate the minds of all its members, and encourage it to boldly open its 
doors ever wider to all who seek to walk through them in search of truth, then its work will 
be done. 


