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The fina l sections (§§11-13) °f On the Liberal Arts  move to the uses of 
as tronomy in na tura l philosophy with three  specific examples : the  planting of 
plants , the  transmuta tion of metals , and medica l inte rventions . Grosse tes te ’s 
conceptua l framework for as tronomy emerges from a varie ty of sources , 
media ting diffe rent models  of the cosmos and its  opera tions and compo-
nents . The  emphas is  on the  quadrivia l a rts  and the ir applica tion within the  
disciplines  of na tura l philosophy marks his  text out as  s ignificantly differ-
ent from previous medieva l trea tises on the libera l a rts , and the focus  on 
as tronomy as the culmina tion of the  applicability of the  a rts  is ra re r s till 
(see  Ch. 2 §§2-3). The  s tress la id on as tronomy a t the  culmina tion of the  
trea tise offe rs particula r ins ight into the broader worldview tha t frames 
Grosse tes te’s  conception of the  libera l a rts .

As tronomy, for ancient and medieva l thinkers , incorporates  as trology, the 
two regarded ‘as  a  s ingle  predictive  ente rprise , of grea ter or lesser ce rtitude’.1 
Accura te as tronomica l da ta and ca lculation are an essentia l part of any 
predictive process ; working out the subsequent effects demanded other 
skills . Although there are many diffe rent models , ancient and medieva l 
cosmologies opera ted with a dis tinction be tween the  ce les tia l and te rres -
tria l regions . For example , in the complex cosmology tha t Grosse tes te  
inherited, from Aris tote lian and Arabic traditions , amongs t others , the  
universe  cons is ts  of two regions  divided by the  moon. The  higher, ce les tia l 
spheres , associated with the fixed s ta rs and the plane ts , are perfect, 
immune from change  save movement in space . Be low the  moon, diffe rent 
conditions  apply. The  world here  is  subject to cons tant change  and suscep-
tible  to genera tion and corruption. The  notion tha t the  plane ts  have  a  causa l 
influence  on what happens  on earth, from na tura l phenomena  to human

1 Roger Beck, A Brie f His tory ofAncient Astrology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 3.
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behaviour, is  the  bas is  of as trology. Mundane  as trology was seen as  a  na tura l 
and legitimate  part of as tronomy. Where  difficulties emerge , especia lly in 
the  Chris tian tradition, is  on the  issue  of judicia l as trology, especia lly insofar 
as it impinges  upon the  fa te  of the  individua l.

The cla im, inherent in judicia l as trology, tha t the future can be pre-
dicted by s tudy of the s ta rs was regarded as suspect on account of its  
implicit double denia l of human free will and God’s omnipotence .2 At 
Hereford Grosse tes te would have encountered a devotee of judicia l 
as trology in Maste r Roger (Ch. 1 §3.5). However, the way in which he 
describes  and deploys  as tronomy-as trology is  precise  and seems des igned 
to s trike a ba lance be tween the suspicions aga ins t the whole ente rprise  
from some quarte rs , and the uncritica l enthus iasm for it among other 
groups .3 A s imila r sense of ba lance opera tes in his account of medica l 
as trology a t the  end of the  trea tise . Here  the  emphas is  is  on he lping na ture  
hea l by administe ring remedies a t the most propitious time , not on pre-
dicting illness  and cure  on the  bas is  of a  horoscope .

Grosse tes te  devotes mos t a ttention in these  fina l sections to the  trans-
muta tion of meta ls , us ing a lchemy within an as tronomica l-as trologica l 
context. The definition and his tory of a lchemy, especia lly its  Arabic e labor-
a tion, will be outlined be low. For the  present purpose , it is  worth noting 
tha t Grosse tes te  seems  anxious  to pos it the  transmuta tion of meta ls  within 
a na tural, ra ther than superna tura l or magica l, sphere . An a lchemica l 
unders tanding of the universe builds , in this sense , on ancient notions , 
principa lly Aris tote lian, of the e lements , qua lities , and compos ition of 
bodies , applied from the  smalles t speck of dus t to the  body of the  cosmos .

The  sources  of Grosse tes te’s remarks  on plants , meta ls , and the  human 
body a re  difficult to identify, and any a ttempt to do so mus t needs  naviga te  
be tween over-precis ion on the one hand, and over-genera liza tion on the 
other. It is  eas ie r to point to the founda tiona l thinkers  on whose work the  
medieva l deve lopment of as tronomy and as trology re lied. Fundamenta l to 
la te -antique , early medieva l Arabic and wes te rn European as tronomy was

i

2 e .g. Augus tine , De civitate  Dei 8. 19, ed. Dombart and Kalb, CCSL 47 (Tumhout: 
Brcpols , 1955), 1.1.

3 Southern, Grosseteste 102-7. Judicia l as trology was popular in Norman and Angevin 
England. William of Malmesbury records , for example , a  s tory of Gerard Archbishop of York 
(1100-8 - he had been bishop of Hereford previously) tha t ‘he was guilty on many counts , 
and was in particula r prone to lus t. He is  a lso sa id to have  been a  devotee of the  black a rts , on 
the grounds that he  used to make a  practice  of reading Julius  Firmicus secre tly in the  a fte r-
noon’ [‘multorum criminum reus  e t maxime libidini obnoxius  e rat. Qui e tiam maleficiis  dicitur 
inseruisse , quod Iulium Firmicum secreto e t pos tmeridianis horis lectita re t’]: William of 
Malmesbury, Gesta  pontificum  Artglorum, cd. and trans . R. M. Thomson andM. Winterbottom 
(Oxford: Oxford Univers ity Press, 2007), 118. 2.




