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On Light:
Light Essence According to Robert Grosseteste in De Luce
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Abstract

Robert Grosseteste was one of the greatest philosophers of 12" and 13™ centuries.
Among his writings, there is a treatise called “De Luce” in which he tries to consolidate
his philosophical approach with theology and to give an account that fits his scientific-
philosophical point of view and the creation in the Book of “Genesis”. To this end,
Grosseteste in the first part of the treatise explains the very nature of Light and then
demonstrates how is it possible to consider Light a creator of all things created and how
this Light actualizes these possible things from within not outside. He asserts that Light
extends Seipsam, a byproduct of which is matter’s extension, and this assertion would
be a basis for him to give an innovative interpretation of how things are created. In this
article, we first try to investigate his intellectual background and to show upon which
basis he interpreted Light in this manner, by doing this there will be an appropriate
moment for us to analyze “De Luce” and to show what sort of intellectual consequences
had his light theory and how it could contribute in developing of Renaissance

philosophy.

Keywords: Robert Grosseteste, Light, Form, Matter, Creation.

Extended Abstract

The concept of matter is one of the most complex concepts that has occupied the minds
of philosophers in the history of philosophy. Determining and defining the nature of

matter, what the matter is, and whether it deals with the title of the elemental body in
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our daily life and in our natural intuition, is what we are trying to define in philosophy.
As we know, in Aristotelian philosophy, with the dual scheme of matter-form, an
attempt has been made to give a justified explanation of the world. That is, the material
things, the beings of this world, all were considered to be a combination of matter and
form, and what stands before us in the field of material existence which is nothing but a
strange combination of matter and form, the separation of the two only in mental
analysis would be possible. And in the world of realization, in reality, and there is no
such distinction. For this reason, many philosophers throughout the history of
philosophy decided to give another explanation of their relationship or perhaps their
identity by more closely examining the nature of matter and form. One of the ways in
the history of philosophy that created a suitable ground for reviewing the issue of matter
form is the late Neoplatonic philosophy. In this philosophy, the matter is emphasized
more. The nothingness of matter is a realm that, instead of mere negativity, turns matter
into a generative womb that can create nothing. The references to this matter in the
Bible also caused the late Neoplatonic philosophy, a philosophy that now tried to
include the Bible in its philosophical structure, to use the metaphors and images of that
book. At the very beginning of the Bible, that is, in the book of Genesis, 1:2, it is stated
that "in the beginning... the earth was empty and formless"; This point became a reason
for thinkers and philosophers to work hard and revise the conventional understanding of
matter. In this way, the Aristotelian DAn/Hole was re-evaluated and, in the interpretation
that will be shown in this article, its hitherto invisible aspect was revealed, the
generative womb. The Aristotelian Prima Matera, which until this time, was considered
a passive thing whose actuality (in actu esse) was due to the form, and this Prima
Matera could only make apparent what it has in it, only if it has been in touch with
form. Passive prima matera out of its inactivity state and in actuality, now was a
generative thing in itself and had come out of the domination of Aristotle's philosophy
of form. In this intellectual point of view, the prima matera found a completely different
dignity, and it surpassed the form in realization, and thus, this time, the form became the
appearance and Manifestation of the matter. It was in this philosophical mood (in the
sense that Heidegger understands the mood) that philosophical research about matter
increased as an "unknown matter", a matter that due to its unknown nature, was subject
to any possibility. On the other hand, because the late Neoplatonic philosophy tried to
consider the created world as a whole world based on possibility and free it from the
burden of necessity, the prima matera found a fundamental opportunity to take over the

position that it had for a long time. The treatise “De Luce” or on light written by Robert
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Grosseteste should also be read from the same perspective. In this treatise, he tries to
provide a philosophy for the infinite possibilities of the created world by revising the
concept of matter and giving a new description of the nature of lux/light and its
relationship with its lumens. In fact, Grosseteste's treatise on light, with its innovative
description of matter and light, and using arithmetic theory, tries to create a context that
will later be exemplified in Renaissance and Baroque philosophy, for example, concepts
like the folding and unfolding of Nicholas Cusanus or the concept of accumulation
(aggregatum) of Leibniz. Actually, the review of this treatise, most of which has been
tried to be reported from Latin to Persian, is an unprecedented opportunity that allows
us to review the traditional views of metaphysics. It gives us the opportunity to a new
look at the issue of matter and thinks that if we read metaphysics with a focus on the
matter this time, instead of considering the indeterminacy of matter as a kind of
existential weakness. Considering this formlessness as a possibility, how can a

philosophy based on the principle of possibility be imaginable?
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Numerus enim infinitus ad alium numerum infinitum potest esse in omni propoertione
numerali et non-numerali sicut alibi demonstravimus.
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24. Et similiter patet de omnibus speciebus numeralis proportionis, quoniam secundum quamlibet
earum proportionari potest infinitum ad infinitum.
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