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THIERRY OF CHARTRES AND GUNDISSALINUS ON SPIRITUAL 
SUBSTANCES: THE PROBLEM OF HYLOMORPHIC COMPOSITION 

Dominicus Gundissalinus (1125-1191 or after), who worked in Toledo in 
the second half of the twelfth century, translated into Latin more than twen-
ty Arabic philosophical writings, mainly by Avicenna, al-F r b  and Ibn 
Gabirol. He also wrote at least five independent philosophical treatises, 
titled De unitate et uno, De scientiis, De divisione philosophiae, De anima, 
De processione mundi, and possibly a few others,1 in which he employed 
the Arabic and Hebrew texts that he had translated to elucidate problematic 
aspects in Latin philosophical writings. 

Gundissalinus’ deep knowledge of twelfth-century Latin philosophical 
writings, especially those composed by masters at Chartres in the first half 
of the century, has led many scholars to suppose that he had been a student 
at Chartres.2 This hypothesis is confirmed by close textual studies. Niko-
laus Häring and Karen Fredborg have shown a direct textual relation be-
tween Gundissalinus’ De divisione philosophiae and the commentary on 
Cicero’s De inventione by Thierry of Chartres.3 As is typical of his way of 
working, in his De divisione Gundissalinus quotes parts of Thierry’s acces-
sus in both the sections on grammar and rhetoric.4 Gundissalinus knew the 
writings of several other Chartrean masters. In De divisione he also de-
pends on the commentary on De inventione by Thierry’s student, Petrus 

                                                 
1 For example, he may be the author of the Liber mahamaleth, éd. A.M. VLASSCHAERT, 

Stuttgart 2001. 
2 M.-TH. D’ALVERNY, “Les traductions à deux interprètes, d’arabe en langue vernaculaire 

et de langue vernaculaire en latin”, in Traduction et traducteurs au Moyen Âge. Actes du 
colloque international du CNRS organisée à Paris, Institut de recherche et d’histoire des 
textes, les 26-28 mai 1986, éd. G. CONTAMINE, Paris 1989, 193-206. 

3 N. HÄRING, “Thierry of Chartres and Dominicus Gundissalinus”, in Mediaeval Studies 
26 (1964), 271-286; K.M. FREDBORG, “The Dependence of Petrus Helias’ Summa super 
Priscianum on William of Conches’ Glosae super Priscianum”, in Cahiers de l’Institut du 
Moyen Âge grec et latin 11 (1973), 1-57; EADEM, “Petrus Helias on Rhetoric”, in Cahiers de 
l’Institut du Moyen Âge grec et latin 13 (1974), 31-41. 

4 GUNDISSALINUS, De divisione philosophiae, ed. L. BAUR (Beiträge zur Geschichte der 
Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters 4.2), Münster i.W. 1903, 43.10-51.3, 63.21-69.7; 
cf. THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Super Rhetoricam Ciceronis, ed. K.M. FREDBORG, in The 
Latin Rhetorical Commentaries by Thierry of Chartres (PIMS: Studies and Texts 84), To-
ronto 1988, 49, 1-55, 32. On Gundissalinus’ typical modus operandi, see N. POLLONI, “Gun-
dissalinus on Necessary Being: Textual and Doctrinal Alterations in the Exposition of Avi-
cenna’s Metaphysics”, in Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 26 (2016), 1-28. 
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Helias.5 Moreover, Alexander Fidora has demonstrated a close textual 
proximity between Gundissalinus’ De divisione and the second version of 
the Glosae super Priscianum by William of Conches.6 In his De processio-
ne mundi Gundissalinus’ use of the term elementatum is the same as Wil-
liam’s distinctive usage, and his refutation of the idea of a primordial chaos 
is likewise nearly the same as William’s.7 Furthermore, the treatise De es-
sentiis by yet another Chartrean student, Hermann of Carinthia, is one of 
the main sources of Gundissalinus’ De processione mundi, and another 
Chartrean text, the anonymous Ars artium, certainly influenced his De divi-
sione philosophiae.8 It seems most likely, then, that Gundissalinus studied 
in Chartres sometime before 1148, but in any case it cannot be doubted that 
the thinking of Chartrean masters was fundamental to his personal philo-
sophic formation.9 

In the rest of this essay, I shall examine a particular philosophic prob-
lem, the composition of spiritual substances, concerning which Thierry of 
Chartres and Gundissalinus took similar approaches to the ontological dif-
ference between the Creator and creatures but elaborated different solutions 
regarding the composition of simple created substances. As one might ex-
pect, the influence of Thierry upon Gudissalinus is great; it is the reason for 
their different solutions that must be explained. 

                                                 
5 See FREDBORG, “Petrus Helias on Rhetoric”, and R.W. HUNT, “The Introduction to the 

Artes in the Twelfth Century”, in Studia mediaevalia in honorem admodum Reverendi Pa-
tris Raymundi Josephi Martin, Ordinis Praedicatorum s. theologiae magistri LXXum natalem 
diem agentis, Bruges 1948, 85-112. 

6 A. FIDORA, “Le débat sur la création: Guillaume de Conches, maître de Dominique Gun-
disalvi?”, in Guillaume de Conches: Philosophie et science au XII siècle, éd. B. OBRIST et I. 
CAIAZZO, Firenze 2011, 285-87 ; see GUNDISSALINUS, De divisione philosophiae, ed. BAUR, 
44.16-50.26; cf. E. JEAUNEAU, “Deux rédactions des gloses de Guillaume de Conches sur 
Priscien”, in Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 27 (1960), 244-46. 

7 For William of Conches, see I. CAIAZZO, “The Four Elements in the Work of William of 
Conches”, in Guillaume de Conches : Philosophie et science au XII siècle, éd. OBRIST et 
CAIZZO, 10-17; D. ELFORD, “William of Conches”, in A History of Twelfth Century Western 
Philosophy, ed. P. DRONKE, Cambridge 1988, 308-27. Cf. GUNDISSALINUS, De processione 
mundi, ed. G. BÜLOW, in Des Dominicus Gundissalinus Schrift von dem Hervorgange der 
Welt (BGPThM 24.3), Münster i.W. 1925, 36.9-38.21. 

8 See C. BURNETT, “A New Source for Dominicus Gundissalinus’s Account of the Science 
of the Stars?” in Annals of Science 47 (1990), 361-74. 

9 In 1148 Gundissalinus is attested for the first time in Segovia, where he stayed until 
1162; see L.M. VILLAR GARCÍA, Documentación medieval de la Catedral de Segovia (1115-
1300), Salamanca 1990, 91 n. 41; N. POLLONI, “Elementi per una biografia di Dominicus 
Gundisalvi”, in Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littèraire du Moyen Âge 82 (2015), 7-22. 
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Thierry of Chartres on the Composition of Creatures 

One of the most distinctive features of Thierry of Chartres is his arithmeti-
cal and numerological approach to philosophy.10 Indeed, some of Thierry’s 
most distinctive theories are directly linked to his exquisite “arithmetical 
awareness,” notably his discussion of God as a metaphysical and numero-
logical unity. According to Thierry, God is the absolute One, the simplest 
and purest unity from which every other unity is derived and whose cau-
sality corresponds to the creation of the world.11 As a metaphysical unity, 
God is pure being, a complete act without any preceeding potency, the for-
ma essendi in which everything that comes to be participates.12 In arithmet-
ical terms, the One is the source of the infinite series of numbers, and its 
primary form of causality is the generation of all the following numbers;13 
this numerical causation entails the creation of the universe, since “creatio 
numerorum rerum est creatio.”14 These principles require Thierry to clarify 
two things pertaining to God, (1) the possibility of a trinitarian distinction 

                                                 
10 See E. JEAUNEAU, “Mathématiques et Trinité chez Thierry de Chartres”, in Die Meta-

physik im Mittelalter, ihr Ursprung und ihre Bedeutung, ed. P. WILPERT, Berlin 1963, 289-
95; E. MACCAGNOLO, Rerum universitas: saggio sulla filosofia di Teodorico di Chartres, 
Firenze 1976. The significance of this approach has been underscored by I. CAIAZZO in her 
edition of THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, The Commentary on the De arithmetica of Boethius 
(PIMS: Studies and Texts 191), Toronto 2015. 

11 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Tractatus de sex dierum operibus, in Commentaries on 
Boethius by Thierry of Chartres and his School, ed. N.M. HÄRING, (PIMS: Studies and Texts 
20), Toronto 1971, 570.44-51: “Quoniam autem unitas omnem numerum creat – numerus 
autem infinitus est – necesse est unitatem non habere finem sue potentie. Unitas igitur est 
omnipotens in creatione numerorum. Sed creatio numerorum rerum est creatio. Unitas igitur 
omnipotens est in rerum creatione. At quod est omnipotens in rerum creatione illud unice et 
simpliciter omnipotens est. Unitas igitur omnipotens. Unitatem igitur deitatem esse necesse 
est.” 

12 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, in Commentaries 
on Boethius by Thierry of Chartres and his School, ed. HÄRING, 168.62-67; see IDEM, Ibid., 
198.12-14: “Ens enim est quod suscepta forma essendi subsistit: scilicet quod forma partici-
pat. Sed deus nullo participat quoniam ex se est quicquid est. Unde non est ens sed entitas a 
quo fluunt omnia entia.” 

13 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
126.646-647: “omnium fons et origo numerorum est.” 

14 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS , Tractatus de sex dierum operibus, ed. HÄRING, 570.44-
51: “Quoniam autem unitas omnem numerum creat – numerus autem infinitus est – necesse 
est unitatem non habere finem sue potentie. Unitas igitur est omnipotens in creatione nume-
rorum. Sed creatio numerorum rerum est creatio. Unitas igitur omnipotens est in rerum 
creatione. At quod est omnipotens in rerum creatione illud unice et simpliciter omnipotens 
est. Unitas igitur omnipotens. Unitatem igitur deitatem esse necesse est.” 
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consistent with the absolute unity of God, and (2) the derivation of plurality 
from the One.  

Thierry discovers the solution to the first problem in the doctrine of 
unitatis equalitas. Applying arithmetical analysis to the relational distinc-
tions among trinitarian persons elaborated by Boethius, Thierry conceives 
the Trinity as being composed of the unity of the Father, the equality of the 
Son and the loving connection between them as the Holy Spirit. The key to 
Thierry’s interpretation is the generation of numbers. The number ‘one’ 
produces every number through the multiplication of its simplicity by the 
multiplicity proper to the multiplicand. The result of the multiplication of 
the one by itself is the same unity that it possesses, yielding something 
relationally different but arithmetically (and ontologically) coincident: 

Haec est tetragona<tura> prima, quam ex se gignit unitas, quae multiplica-
ta per se primum efficit tetragonum. Semel enim unum, primum tetrago-
nus est. Haec est aeterna illa tetragoni generatio, de qua hyspana sybilla in 
suo dicit vaticinio: “Cum pervenitur ad costam tetragoni sedentis aeterni, 
et ad costas tetragonorum stantium aeternorum, et caetera.” Tetragonum 
quidem sedentem et aeternum appellat dei filium, quem unitatis natura ex 
sua genuit substantia.15 

The first rise to the power in the numeric series, namely the tetragonatura 
as the multiplication of the number one by itself, corresponds with the eter-
nal generation of the Son by the Father:16 both of them are identical (they 
are ‘one’) yet differentiated by their relationship according to which the 
Father is the generating principle and the Son is the generated result, the 
equality of the One, the forma essendi of everything and the wisdom of 
God.17 The bond of love that expresses this relationship is the conexio be-
tween the Father and the Son, which is the third person of the Trinity, the 
Holy Spirit.18 

                                                 
15 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 

152.1378-1385. 
16 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 

225.51-53: “Per hanc similitudinem unitatis et numeri in Patre dicitur esse unitas. Pater enim 
hec proprietas est divine substantie per hoc quod ipsa creatrix est omnium rerum et omnia 
ginnit et a nullo ginnitur vel creatur.” 

17 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
145.1183-1186. 

18 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Glosa super Boethii librum De Trinitate, in Commentaries 
on Boethius by Thierry of Chartres and his School, ed. HÄRING, 297.60-64: “Sed nichil 
eternum nisi Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus. Et hi unum eternum quod et entitas est quia 
essendi equalitas longe pellens divisionem quia unitas: sese ex se ipso in hanc conexionem 
continens quia amor et nexus. Unitas itaque Pater est, Filius unitatis equalitas, Spiritus sanc-
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 Thierry of Chartres and Gundissalinus on Spiritual Substances 39 

There is no multiplicity or alterity in the One, since the principle that 
causes every kind of difference and plurality is the first number created, 
from which the infinite variety of numerical beings proceeds. This position 
has some major implications, due to Thierry’s correlation between numeri-
cal and ontological levels. Thierry adopts the same means to account for the 
derivation of plurality from the absolute unity. In this instance, Thierry 
identifies the principle of alterity with the first number created by the unity, 
the number two: 

Unitas prima est omnium, et ipsa est simplex, et eadem sibi similis. Bina-
rius vero, quia primus multiplex est, ab illa simplicitate et identitate re-
cedit, quia cum de sola unitate dicatur quod ipsa sit sola, de binario posito 
dici potest quod ipse sit alter ab ea, et ita ipse est principium alteritatis, 
quia altera unitate praecedit unitatis simplicitatem.19 

There is no multiplicity or alterity in the One because the principle that 
causes every kind of difference and plurality is the first number created, 
from which an infinite variety of numerical entities proceeds infinitely.  

Because of his correlation of numerical and ontological orders, Thier-
ry’s conception has major implications. First of all, the ontological causali-
ty of the One, which at the same time is absolute unity and “onitas quasi 
entitas omnium rerum,” entails a universal desire for unity experienced by 
every created being, since everything desires to be ‘one’, for being ‘one’ 
corresponds to ‘being’, i.e., to existing properly.20 This ontological desire is 
caused by the participation of every being in the forma essendi, the causal 
expression of the equality of the One. This participation involves a certain 
degradation of the created being’s ontological structure, since the created 
being exists actually only by participating the real Being of God, and also 
involves a communality between those different degrees of being, ex-
pressed by the presence of aspects of equality in the created being constitut-
ing its perfection and actuality.21 The causal medium for this ontogonic 
                                                 
tus unitatis equalitatisque conexio.” 

19 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
180.667-672. 

20 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 170. 
39; IDEM, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, in Commentaries on Boethius by 
Thierry of Chartres and his School, ed. HÄRING, 80.61-66: “Omne enim quod est ideo est 
quia unum numero est. Omne ergo quod est unum esse desiderat. Necesse ergo est ut divisi-
onem fugiat. Concludatur itaque ut quoniam unitas divisionem refugit, et unitatem equalitas 
diligit et equalitatem unitas. Amor igitur quidam est et conexio equalitatis ad unitatem et 
unitatis ad essendi equalitatem.” 

21 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. 
HÄRING, 146.1226-32: “Dicitur autem unitas quasi entitas, quod nihil aliud est quam ipsam 
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dynamics is carried out by the form that unifies the creature’s being and 
gives it its essence and actuality.22 

Secondly, because the plurality of created beings cannot be derived di-
rectly from the absolute unity of the One, Thierry must find an ontological 
correspondent to the duality expressed by the number two as principium 
alteritatis; that ontological principle of alterity is matter: 

Cum materia ipsa sit alteritas, necessario ad dualitatem, ideoque ad pari-
tatem, pertinet. Vis enim paritatis est in ipsa materia. Ex vi namque duali-
tatis, id est paritatis, ipsa est materiae mutabilitas.23 

Matter is at once the metaphysical expression of duality and the very prin-
ciple of mutability, the substrate that actualizes the plurality of created be-
ings. In this perspective, it is clear how Thierry links the union of form and 
matter with the interaction between unity and multiplicity that qualifies 
created beings. This bond between metaphysical and numerical orders is 
grounded in the presence in created beings of vires from the unity and alter-
ity in form and matter, thanks to which the form unifies the intrinsic plu-
rality of the matter.24 

The first result of this hylomorphic interaction is the actualization of 
matter. Both matter and form are created by different aspects of God’s be-
ing.25 The forms, as images of the eidetic world coincident with God’s wis-

                                                 
esse rerum intelligi. Deus autem rerum est entitas, quare et ipse vere est unitas. Eadem vero 
unitas entitatis est aequalitas. Haec enim est essendi forma, perfectio et integritas, ultra 
quam et infra nihil est quod ad esse rei pertineat, quo scilicet nihil plus de rei esse est, vel 
minus. Quae videlicet aequalitas rerumque perfectio omnem excludit superfluitatem, om-
nemque perficit et implet indigentiam.” 

22 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 166. 
15-18: “Forme enim uniunt: non dividunt. Ex hoc enim est unusquisque homo quod unione 
hominum participat: ex hoc unumquodque animal quod unione animalium participat que est 
forma uniens omnia animalia”; Ibid., 172, 91-92: “Sed ex quo res formam habet, et nomen 
habet. Aliter enim esse non posset esse. Nomina quippe essentiant res”. And IDEM, 278, 95-
96: “Recte ergo dicitur quod nichil est secundum materiam quia nichil dicitur secundum 
ipsam aliquid sed secundum propriam formam.” 

23 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
185.809-812. 

24 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
188.884-885: “quia vis unitatis inserta est formae, vis alteritatis ideoque dualitatis materiae.” 

25 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. 
HÄRING, 81.91-99: “Sed quod mutabile est, aptum est ut diversos status recipiat. Dictum est 
autem quoniam aptitudo hec materia est. Quare et materia ipsa quidem mutabilitas est. Hec 
autem ab unitate descendit. Unitas ergo materiam creat ex eo quod unitas est. Hec eadem 
formas rerum creat omnium ex eo quod unitatis est equalitas. Forma namque rei integritas et 
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dom,26 possess an actual being that causes the actuality of the creature. The 
immanent acts of the forms, however, are different from the pure act that is 
God’s being, since the act of a form is always preceded by a possibility, 
that is, a form is always the actualization of a potency. This state of potency 
is expressed by the matter, which in itself is pure potency, the potency of 
everything that can possibly be, which then becomes a being when it re-
ceives a form.27 According to Thierry, 

Actus vero duplex est. Aut enim cum possibilitate est aut sine possibili-
tate. Actus cum possibilitate est forma in materia. Actus sine possibilitate 
est necessitas. Possibilitas enim est aptitudo recipiendi status diversos, ut 
dictum est. Possibilitas ergo est mutabilitas. Quod ergo sine possibilitate 
est inmutabile est: quare necesse. Actus igitur sine possibilitate necessitas 
est.28 

God’s being is pure formal and actual being, absolutely simple and one, 
without any possibility of change. In contrast, the being of creatures is 
composite, composed by potency and act and also by matter and form, 
which are the ontological constituents of created being and becoming, be-
cause of the coincidence between matter, duality and possibility, on the one 
hand, and form, unity and actuality, on the other. 

The correspondence in Thierry’s thought between the compositions of 
form and matter and act and potency, without any further clarification re-
garding the ontological status of spiritual substances, might lead one to 
think that Thierry affirms ‘universal hylomorphism’, that angels, souls and 
spirits as well as corporeal beings are composed of matter and form. Focus-
ing on the correspondence that Thierry establishes between the composi-
tions of form and matter and act and potency, and on his preoccupation 
with God’s creation of the corporeal world—a preoccupation that is clear 
not only in the Tractatus de sex dierum operibus but also in his commen-
taries on Boethius—some scholars indeed have argued that Thierry posits 

                                                 
perfectio eius est: velut humanitas quidem, ut more inusitato loquar, equalitas est essendi 
hominem.” 

26 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. 
HÄRING, 161.25-27: “Forme autem inmateriate quas phisica conprehendit sunt imagines 
rerum. Ubi enim forma est inmateriata nunquam potest esse veritas sed imago.” 

27 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. 
HÄRING, 76.58-61: “Possibilitas ergo materia est, actus vero forma. Cum ergo dicitur: res 
possibilitate est, idem est ac si diceretur: ipsa quidem non est sed esse potest. Cum ergo 
dicitur: res actu est, idem est ac si diceretur: est.” 

28 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. 
HÄRING, 75.16-21. 
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an hylomorphic composition of spiritual substances.29 A careful analysis of 
Thierry’s words, however, yields a different conclusion. 

Although Thierry states clearly that “ens enim est tantum quod est ex 
materia et forma,” he also clearly distinguishes between corporeal and 
spiiritual being (“omne res corpus vel spiritus”), implying an ontological 
distinction between them.30 This distinction cannot mean that incorporeal 
substances have a purely formal being, because the defining difference 
between the being of God and that of creatures is that God’s pure act suf-
fers no potency whereas potency precedes the being of every creature. To 
suppose that angels, for example, possess actual, formal being implies an 
ontological indifference between God and spiritual creatures in terms of the 
their formal status and their simplicity, inasmuch as the angelic beings 
would lack the duality expressed by matter. On the other hand, to suppose 
that spiritual creatures suffer some composition that differentiates them 
from the utter simplicity of God’s being would imply that there must be a 
material substrate to their being that expresses their previous ontological 
possibility. 

In the gloss to his Lectiones on Boethius’ De Trinitate, Thierry distin-
guishes between a proper hylomorphic composition in corporeal substances 
and a quasi-hylomorphic composition in spiritual creatures: 

Ens enim omne participatione entie dicitur ante cuius participationem ni-
chil erat nisi possibile esse quod cum participat entia et unitate prima par-
ticipat forma. Atque ideo nulli esse convenit nisi composito ex materia et 
forma vel quasi ex materia et forma.31 

Thierry is clearly aware of the problem that arises from his identification of 
matter and form with potency and act, and he tries to amend it by declaring 
that spiritual substances are not composed by matter and form, but “quasi 
ex materia et forma.” Unfortunately, neither the Glosa to his Lectiones nor 
in his other commentaries on Boethius does Thierry clarify what these 
components of such a composition are. 

However, some light is shed on this problem in Thierry’s commentary 
on Boethius’ De arithmetica, which he composed before the Glosa. 32 In 

                                                 
29 See, e.g., E. BETTON, “Avicebron è l’unica fonte dell’ilemorfismo universale?” in Actas 

del V Congreso internacional de filosofía Medieval, Madrid 1979, 619-29. 
30 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 

169.1, 266.30. 
31 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 

276.52-55. 
32 See CAIAZZO (ed.), THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, The Commentary on the De arithmeti-
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this text, Thierry’s problem pertains to the hylomorphic composition of the 
rational human soul, the immutability of which cannot be presumed be-
cause of the continuous variation of its states caused by the passions. Thier-
ry finds the solution in the numerological correspondence between matter 
and duality, and in the identification of equality and unequality as the forc-
es that constitute the hylomorphic components: 

Naturae namque, id est substantiae, ex materia constant et forma. Cum 
materia ipsa sit alteritas, necessario ad dualitatem, ideoque ad paritatem, 
pertinet. Vis enim paritatis est in ipsa materia. Ex vi namque dualitatis, id 
est paritatis, ipsa est materiae mutabilitas. Quoniam ergo alteritas parte al-
tera longiori figurae est implicita, necessario vis parte altera longioris im-
plicita est materiae; et ex vi parte altera longioris figurae est ipsa mutabili-
tas. Et quia formam unitatis retinet imparitas, ideo quoque vis imparitatis 
est in forma. Ex vi enim unitatis est essendi aequalitas. Quadrato quoque 
vis unitatis et imparitatis, propter omnium dimensionum aequalitatem, est 
implicita.33 

Thierry seemingly distinguishes between the hylomorphic principles and 
the vires that express them: unity and duality are forces that arise in matter 
and form but are not coincident with them; they are caused by numbers 
conceived as ontological realities that possess a causal efficiency (“creatio 
numerorum rerum est creatio”). Because the vires are distinct from their 
bearers, Thierry can define spiritual being as a composition of equality and 
inequality, not matter and form: 

Anima quoque, licet ex materia non constet et forma, constat tamen ex eo-
dem et diverso, quoniam anima est motus; ubi vero motus, ibi mutatio de 
uno in aliud, ubi unitas et identitas, ubi alteritas et diversitas. Quare anima 
ex eodem constat et diverso. Et ut rem altius exequar, in principalibus cau-
sis rerum vires suas habent numeri, et geometricae figurae quae ex ipsis 
descendunt; immo causae rerum ex vi numerorum et figuram geometrica-
rum causae ipsarum sunt.34 

Because the soul is characterized by its movement, which marks a pas-
sage from potency to act, the soul necessarily is composed by two states 
between which it moves, either between act and potency or between identi-
ty and diversity. The vires that are expressed by matter and form in corpo-
real beings are caused by the numbers and geometrical figures that derive 
from them: the square as equality and the rectangle (“figura a parte lon-

                                                 
ca of Boethius, 21-22. 

33 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
185.807-18. 

34 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 
186.822-29. 
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giori”) as inequality. Thus, because created being in general is fundamen-
tality composed of identity and diversity, the matter and form that compose 
corporeal substances are simply the expressions and specification of the 
identity and diversity that cause the composition of all created beings, both 
spiritual and corporeal.35 Thierry’s conception of a metaphysical composi-
tion of equality and inequality in all created beings enables him to claim 
that the mutability of angelic beings and human rational souls results from 
an ontological possibility that is proper to their being without needing to 
posit a universal hylomorphic composition in all creatures, spiritual as well 
as corporeal. Spiritual creatures are not composed by matter and form but 
by the more fundamental forces that underlie them, namely potency and act 
and inequality and equality: “quamvis enim anima non constet ex materia, 
habet tamen vim materiei et formae.”36 

Is this an adequate solution to the problem of the composition of spir-
itual beings? It would seem not. Thierry appeals to a cosmological compo-
sition of identity and diversity in all creatures that is typical of Plato’s Ti-
maeus which is not at all consistent with the Aristotelian physics that he 
accepts in his subsequent analysis. It seems that Thierry himself was aware 
of the limits of this kind of solution, for he does not advance it in any of his 
other works. In the Glosa to his Lectiones on Boethius’ De Trinitate, one of 
his last works, Thierry once more simply asserts the quasi-hylomorphic 
composition of spiritual creatures.37 Apparently, Thierry never found a 
satisfactory solution to the problem of the composition of spiritual sub-
stances, and was able only to assert that they are not composed of matter 
and form. 

* * * 

Gundissalinus’ Ontology: The Influence of Al-Ghaz l  

Gundissalinus’ indebtedness to the thought of Thierry of Chartres is deep-
rooted. With Thierry, Gundissalinus shares both numerological analysis 
and the analytic procedure of compositio and resolutio, which ultimately 

                                                 
35 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 

186.820-22: “Quoniam ergo omnis ratio naturae, id est substantiae, ex materia constat et 
forma, ideoque ex mutabili et immutabili, quare ex eodem et diverso constant omnia.” 

36 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, at 
189.908-11, and 181.700-1. 

37 See HÄRING, Commentaries on Boethius by Thierry of Chartres and his School, 73. 
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derives from Calcidius’ commentary on the Timaeus.38 
Gundissalinus employs a numerological method in various ways in his 

De processione mundi, mainly as a key argument for the demonstration of 
the duality of the first caused thing, and for summarizing the results of his 
cosmological description in a twofold numerological synthesis.39 Concern-
ing the principle of alterity he refers explicitly to Thierry’s Commentum 
super Arithmeticam Boethii: 

Sed primum principium alteritatis binarius est, qui primus ab unitate rece-
dit. Si igitur primum creatum unum esset, tunc nulla esset diversitas; si ve-
ro nulla esset diversitas, nulla esset, quae futura esset, creaturarum univer-
sitas.40 

While this text refers directly to Thierry’s Commentum, at the same time it 
points to the fundamental principle of Gundissalinus’ ontology: every 

                                                 
38 See GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 3.6-10: “Ratio inquirit com-

ponendo et resolvendo; resolvendo ascendit, componendo descendit. In resolvendo enim ab 
ultimis incipit, in componendo a primis incipit. Unde per ea, quae facta sunt, invisibilia dei 
intellecta creatura mundi conspicit, cum ratio ad compositionem accedit hoc modo.” This 
speculative method is used by Gundissalinus throughout De processione mundi. He derives 
the procedure directly from Thierry of Chartres; see THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commen-
tum super Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 75.29-76.61, but the ultimate source is 
CALCIDIUS, Commentaire au Timée de Platon, éd. B. BAKHOUCHE (Histoire des doctrines de 
l’antiquité classique 24), Paris 2011, 530.4-532.27. 

39 GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 17.1-10: “Unum enim duobus 
prius est; omne enim illud prius est alio, quod destructum destruit et positum non ponit. Nisi 
autem praecedat unum, non erunt duo; aut si duo fuerint, necesse est unum esse. Sed non 
convertitur: si unum est, duo sunt, duo esse necesse est. Duo igitur principia esse non pos-
sunt. Dicitur utrumque prius esse laborans, neutrum neutri principalem sedem relinquit. Nisi 
enim alterutrum alterutro prius esset, nequaquam primum omnium existeret. Unum igitur est 
principium, una est causa efficiens omnium.” This is a good example of the arithemetical 
method that Gundissalinus shared with Thierry, but the source of this passage is not Thierry 
but his student at Chartres, HERMANNUS DE CARINTHIA, De essentiis, ed. C. BURNETT, Lei-
den 1982, 78.17-22: “Unum autem plane omnium principium intelligi necesse est. Duobus 
namque prius est et unum – nisi enim precedat unum, nichil est quod duo constituat. Atque 
ubi duo, et unum est necessario. Non vero convertitur, ut, si unum est, et duo fore necesse 
sit. Duo itaque principia qui vel existimari possint, dum, utrumque prius esse laborans, 
neutri principalem sedem relinqueret?” For the summary of the results of his cosmological 
description, see GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 55.6-56.12. 

40 GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 20.23-21.1; cf. THEODORICUS 
CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. HÄRING, 180.667-672: “Unitas 
prima est omnium, et ipsa est simplex, et eadem sibi similis. Binarius vero, quia primus 
multiplex est, ab illa simplicitate et identitate recedit, quia cum de sola unitate dicatur quod 
ipsa sit sola, de binario posito dici potest quod ipse sit alter ab ea, et ita ipse est principium 
alteritatis, quia altera unitate praecedit unitatis simplicitatem.” 
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caused being has a twofold being, which is the result of its ontological 
composition of matter and form. 

For the construction of his ontology, Gundissalinus relies mainly on the 
Arabic works that he translated in Toledo, most notably, at least regarding 
the composition of created beings, the Fons vitae by Ibn Gabirol.41 It is 
from the Fons vitae that Gundissalinus adopts the doctrine of universal 
hylomorphism, which maintains that every created being is composed of 
matter and form. Gundissalinus, however, progressively problematizes 
major features of Ibn Gabirol’s doctrine. 

One of the most peculiar aspects of Ibn Gabirol’s account is the func-
tional circularity of both matter and form in the constitution of each level of 
reality.42 Since what is form at one level of reality is matter at another and 
vice versa, the determination of each of the two ontological constituents is 
necessarily external and non-intrinsic, for it depends on the functionality 
performed by each one at a particular link in the chain of being. 

Gundissalinus embraces this corollary of Ibn Gabirol’s cosmology in 
his De anima but later abandoned it in the De processione mundi. As I have 
demonstrated elsewhere, this change is related to Gundissalinus’ progres-
sive adoption of doctrines proposed in al-Ghaz l ’s Summa theoricae 
philosophiae and Ibn Daud’s ha-Emunah ha-Ramah, and especially Avi-
cenna’s doctrine of necessary and possible being.43 Gundissalinus’ attempt-
ed synthesis between Ibn Gabirol’s universal hylomorphism and Avicen-
na’s ontology represents his greatest theorietical effort, inasmuch as the two 
authors have divergent, often opposed, perspectives concerning created 
being. According to Avicenna, caused being is always composed by possi-
ble being per se and necessary being per aliud. This composition in corpo-
real beings is fourfold, since they are also composed of matter and form, 
whereas spiritual beings do not have any matter but only possible and nec-
essary being, and the actuality of their quiddity.44 On the contrary, as stated, 
Ibn Gabirol posits a hylomorphic composition of both spiritual and corpo-

                                                 
41 For the complicated interpretation that informs Gudissalinus’ translation, see S. PESSIN, 

Ibn Gabirol’s Theology of Desire, Cambridge 2013. 
42 N. POLLONI, “Toledan Ontologies: Gundissalinus, Ibn Daud, and the Problem of Ga-

birolian Hylomorphism”, forthcoming in Appropriation, Interpretation and Criticism: Phil-
osophical and Theological Exchanges between the Arabic, Hebrew and Latin Intellectual 
Traditions, ed. A. FIDORA and N. POLLONI. 

43 See IDEM, Ibid. 
44 AVICENNA, Liber de philosophia prima, sive Scientia divina, ed. S. VAN RIET (Avicenna 

Latinus 3), Louvain 1977-80, 481.51-482.64. 
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real substances, in which each of the ontological constituents is character-
ized by potential being that is actualized in their reciprocal union.45 

To mediate these opposite doctrines Gundissalinus relies on al-
Ghaz l ’s and Ibn Daud’s interpretations of Avicenna’s teachings. Al-
Ghaz l ’s Summa is a partial Latin translation of his Maqasid al-falasifa, 
which is an original exposition of Avicenna’s Danešname-ye ‘Ala’i; in fact, 
the Summa is a summary, based on original interpretations, of those doc-
trines of Avicenna that al-Ghaz l  subsequently rejected in the Tahafut al-
falasifa.46 Al-Ghaz l ’s interpretations were cogent enough, however, that 
in the Latin West the Summa was read as a summary of Avicenna’s meta-
physics.47 

For Gundissalinus al-Ghaz l ’s Summa clarified aspects of Avicenna’s 
thought that were only implicit in the Metaphysica. In the Summa, for ex-
ample, Gundissalinus discovered an explicit account of the theoretical link 
between the doctrine of act and potency, on the one hand, and the doctrine 
of necessary being, on the other; implicitly, al-Ghaz l ’s account of Avi-
cenna’s teaching provides a basis for explaining the composition of spiritu-
al substances: 

Omne vero esse quod non est necesse esse, est accidentale quiditati. Unde 
opus est quiditate ad hoc ut esse sit ei accidentale. Igitur secundum conside-
racionem quiditatis erit possibile essendi, et secundum consideracionem 
cause, erit necesse essendi eo quod ostensum est quod quicquid possibile est 
in se, necesse est propter aliud a se; habet igitur duo iudicia scilicet, necessi-
tatem uno modo, et possibilitatem alio modo. Ipsum igitur secundum quod 
est possibile, est in potencia, et secundum quod est necesse, est in effectu; 
possibilitas vero est ei ex se, et necessitas ex alio a se; est igitur in eo multi-
tudo unius quidem quod est simile materie et alterius quod est simile forme. 
Quod autem est simile materie est possibilitas, et quod est simile forme est 
necessitas, que est ei ex alio a se.48 

                                                 
45 Although it is form that actualizes matter, form in itself has no actual being. This is one 

of the more obscure points of Ibn Gabirol’s ontology, for it is difficult to understand how 
form, which does not have an actual being, can cause the actuality of the matter, the hylo-
morphic composite and of itself; see IBN GABIROL, Fons vitae, ed. C. BAEUMKER (BGPThM 
1.2), Münster i.W. 1892, 272.18-25. 

46 See J. JANSSEN, “Al-Ghazali and his Use of Avicennian Texts”, in Problems in Arabic 
Philosophy, ed. M. MARÓTH, Piliscaba 2003, 37-49; R.M. FRANK, Creation and the Cosmic 
System: Al-Ghazali and Avicenna, Heidelberg 1992. 

47 T. HANLEY, “St. Thomas’ Use of Al-Ghaz l ’s Maq id al-Fal sifa”, in Mediaeval 
Studies 44 (1982), 243-70; A.H. MINNEMA, “Algazel Latinus: The Audience of the Summa 
Theoricae Philosophiae, 1150-1600”, in Traditio 69 (2014), 153-215. 

48 AL-GHAZ L , Metaphysica, in Algazel’s Metaphysics. A Medieval Translation, ed. J.T. 
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According to Avicenna, created being is composed of possible being per se 
and necessary being per aliud. This notion implies the identification of 
possible existence per se with potency and necessary existence per aliud 
with the actualization of that potency through God’s causality. Al-Ghaz l  
explicitly links this explanation of the composition of created beings to a 
doctrine of hylomorphism, stating that possible being per se is “similar to 
matter” (simile materie) and necessary being per aliud is “similar to form” 
(simile forme). 

The context of the passage quoted above is al-Ghaz l ’s explanation of 
the first caused being, namely the first Intelligence, a wholly spiritual sub-
stance whose composition lacks any matter. Spiritual substances, however, 
yet have a quasi-hylomorphic composition, inasmuch as the possibility 
from which they are composed is, as al-Ghaz l  remarks, is simile materie 
and and necessity in their composition is simile forme. The theoretical iden-
tifications proposed by al-Ghaz l  are summarized in the following scheme: 

existential modality 
 

possible being per se necessary being per 
aliud 

act and potency 
 

potency act 

the composition of 
spiritual substances 

similiar to matter similiar to form 

the composition of 
corporeal substances 

matter form 

This scheme is stated by Ibn Daud even more explicitly in his ha-
Emunah ha-Ramah. Ibn Daud declares that what a spiritual substance “has 
from its substance is like matter, that is, possibility, and what it has from 
something else is like form.”49 The misinterpretation of this analogy, he 
adds, is Ibn Gabirol’s main error in the Fons vitae.50 

Readers will recognize that the notion of a quasi-hylemorphic composi-
tion of spiritual substances that Gundissalinus discoverd in al-Ghaz l  and 
Ibn Daud is similar to the account proposed by Thierry of Chartres in a 

                                                 
MUCKLE, Toronto 1933, 120.9-23. 

49 ABRAHAM IBN DAUD, The Exalted Faith, trans. N.M. SAMUELSON, Rutherford, NJ 1986, 
174.135a3-4. 

50 See The Exalted Faith, trans. SAMUELSON, 174.153a7-9, where IBN DAUD states that 
Ibn Gabirol did not explain that spiritual substances have something like hyle and something 
like form, but rather asserted that they have matter and form, which he could not establish. 
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quite different context in the Glosa. The speculations of Thierry and al-
Ghaz l  are likewise similar on other doctrinal points that Gundissalinus 
developed further. This is the case of Thierry’s famous doctrine of the four-
fold rerum universitas: 

Et ea quidem universitas est in necessitate absoluta in simplicitate et un-
ione quadam omnium rerum que deus est. Est etiam in necessitate con-
plexionis in quodam ordine et progressione: inmutabiliter tamen. Est in 
possibilitate absoluta: in possibilitate tamen sine actu omni. Est etiam in 
determinata possibilitate: possibiliter et actu. Absoluta enim necessitas re-
rum omnium conplicatio est in simplicitate. Necessitas conplexionis 
earum rerum explicatio in quodam ordine. Qui ordo a phisicis factum dici-
tur. Absoluta autem possibilitas est eiusdem universitatis rerum conplica-
tio in possibilitate tantum de qua veniunt ad actum. Et vocatur a phisicis 
primordialis materia sive caos. Determinata vero possibilitas est explicatio 
possibilitatis in actu cum possibilitate. Sic eadem rerum universitas qua-
tuor modis est.51 

The rerum universitas comprises four genres of being: first, everything is 
“complicated” or subsumed in God, the being that is necessitas absoluta, 
who is the complete unity and first cause of all things; second a ‘determi-
nate necessity’ (necessitate conplexionis) is manifest in the progression of 
forms, which third, join with matter to give birth to the ‘determinate possi-
bility’ (possibilitas determinata) of corporeal beings; finally, an ‘absolute 
possibility’ (possibilitas absoluta) is expressed by prime matter, which is a 
pure potency actualized only through its union with immanent forms. 

For Thierry, as we have seen, the forms are also images of the eidetic 
world that constitutes God’s mind. Because God’s unity is absolute, the 
“true forms” that are his ideas cannot be identified with the forms that join 
the matter, which constitute ‘determinate necessity’; otherwise, there would 
be a plurality in God’s being On the contrary, the necessitas complexionis 
is the plurality of immanent forms derived from God’s eidetic world; these 
immanent forms are ‘necessary’ because they are characterized by actuali-
ty, which is the cause of the actualization of matter in hylomorphic compo-
sitions. In contrast, matter as possibilitas absoluta is characterized by a 
complete potency; the result of its union with the actuality of form is the 
possibilitas determinata of every created being. 

Thierry clearly states the equivalence between the doctrine of act and 
                                                 

51 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 
157.3-158.16. On Thierry’s doctrine of the fourfold rerum universitas, see A. SPEER, Die 
entdeckte Natur: Untersuchungen zu Begründungsversuchen einer scientia naturalis im 12. 
Jahrhundert (Studien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters 45), Leiden-New 
York 1995, 252-64. 
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potency and his modal ontology: 
Actus vero duplex est. Aut enim cum possibilitate est aut sine possibilitate. 
Actus cum possibilitate est forma in materia. Actus sine possibilitate est 
necessitas. Possibilitas enim est aptitudo recipiendi status diversos, ut dic-
tum est. Possibilitas ergo est mutabilitas. Quod ergo sine possibilitate est 
inmutabile est: quare necesse. Actus igitur sine possibilitate necessitas est.52 

The absolute necessity of God’s being has no previous possibility and 
therefore does not suffer any mutability. In this perspective, the difference 
between ‘absolute’ and ‘determinate necessity’ becomes clearer: the ‘de-
terminate necessity’ of immanent and derived forms is an actuality that 
follows a previous state of potency, whereas the ‘absolute necessity’ of 
God’s being suffers no potency whatsoever.53 This distinction between two 
kinds of necessity clarifies Thiery’s statement that “possibilitas ergo mate-
ria est, actus vero forma. Cum ergo dicitur: res possibilitate est, idem est ac 
si diceretur: ipsa quidem non est sed esse potest. Cum ergo dicitur: res actu 
est, idem est ac si diceretur: est.”54 In sum, ‘matter’ is pure ‘possibility’ and 
‘form’ is a mediated ‘necessity’, derived from the absolute necessity, God. 
Speaking of creatures as being composed of ‘possibility’ and ‘necessity’ 
allows one to speak about the composition of spiritual substances without 
needing to refer to ‘matter’.Thierry’s doctrine of the rerum universitas and 
its ontological problematization can be depicted in the following scheme: 

absolute necessity pure act without previous 
potency 

God’s being 

mediated necessity act forms 

absolute possibility 
 

potency matter 

possibility + mediated 
necessity 

act + potency spiritual substances: 
quasi-hylomorphism 

possibility + mediated 
necessity 

act + potency corporeal substances: 
matter + form 

                                                 
52 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 

75.16-21: “Unde dicimus et verum est quod actus et possibilitas rerum omnium sunt princi-
pia quorum tamen alterum ab altero descendit, scilicet possibilitas ab actu, quia mutabilitas 
ab immutabile. Est autem immutabilitas que est ipsa divinitas ut forma et non imago: scilicet 
forma sine materia.” 

53 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 
168.62-66. 

54 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Lectiones in Boethii librum De Trinitate, ed. HÄRING, 
76.58-61. 
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Thierry’s ontological scheme is parallel to, but not identical with, al-
Ghaz l ’s and Ibn Daud’s interpretation of Avicenna’s ontology, which is 
based on the fundamental distinction between the absolute necessity of the 
necessary existent per se, God, and the mediated necessity of caused neces-
sary existents, whose being is composed of possible being per se and nec-
essary being per aliud. Both al-Ghaz l  and Ibn Daud relate the composi-
tion of caused necessary existents to the composition of act and potency. 
The doctrinal affinity between the theories of al-Ghaz l  and Ibn Daud, 
based on their interpretations of Avicenna, and the theory of Thierry may 
be schematized thus: 

necessary being per se pure act without previous 
potency 

God’s being 

necessary being per aliud  act that actualizes potency forms 

possible being per se 
 

potency matter 

necessary being per aliud 
and possible being per se 

act + potency spiritual substances: 
quasi-hylomorphism 

necessary being per aliud 
and possible being per se 

act + potency corporeal substances: 
matter + form 

Al-Ghaz l ’s interpretation of Avicenna’s doctrine of necessary and 
possible being shares many points in common with Thierry of Chartres’ 
doctrine of the rerum universitas. These affinities are not due to a common 
source, Avicenna’s Metaphysics, for that work was translated into Latin by 
Gundissalinus himself, after Thierry’s death. The affinities between Thierry 
and Avicenna, via al-Ghaz l , show once more how common problems 
arising from Aristotle’s thought often yield common solutions arrived at 
independently in different contexts. Although the doctrinal affinity between 
Thierry and al-Ghaz l  itself is historically coincidental, it is not so in Gun-
dissalinus, who read Islamic and Jewish philosophical writings through the 
lens of the teaching of the masters of Chartres, notably Thierry. Indeed, in 
his De processione mundi Gundissalinus considered the theories of both 
Thierry of Chartres and al-Ghaz l , and forged his own solution to the prob-
lem of the composition of spiritual substances in the terms of their teach-
ings. 

Gundissalinus’ Concept of Hylomorphic Composition 

Gundissalinus relies on al-Ghaz l ’s and Ibn Daud’s interpretations of Avi-
cenna to resolve problematic points of Ibn Gabirol’s ontology. Gundissali-
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nus’ adoption of the doctrine of necessary and possible being in itself im-
plies a new understanding of hylomorphic principles, quite different from 
Ibn Gabirol’s. Avicenna’s modal ontology enables Gundissalinus to pin-
point the intrinsic determination of matter and form. There is only one mat-
ter that always remains intrinsically and functionally matter, and this matter 
receives a multiplicity of forms that specify it into genera and species.55 
The matter is the substrate of possibility, as Avicenna teaches, and its re-
ception forms causes the actuality of the hylomorphic compound, com-
posed of necessary being per aliud and of the components matter and form, 
which are potencies as Ibn Gabirol teaches.56 

In this conception, the key feature of the ontological difference between 
the Creator and creatures is the tension between unity and multiplicity, as 
Gundissalinus learned from most of his sources. However, far from being a 
strictly arithmetical composiiton, as Thierry conceives, or a ‘modal’ com-
position, as Avicenna and his followers conceive, this multiplicity is due to 
a proper ontological composition of matter and form. Gundissalinus’ hylo-
morphism is thus universal: if the main characteristic in distinguishing 
God’s being from the being of creatures is the internal composition of crea-
tures, every created being must be composed of matter and form. This doc-
trine is the key to Gundissalinus’ ontology. 

An example of Gundissalinus’ adhesion to Ibn Gabirol’s universal 
hylemorphism is found in the seventh chapter of his De anima, wherein he 
presents many arguments demonstrating the hylomorphic composition of 
the soul.57 Gundissalinus states clearly that 

                                                 
55 GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 43.11-21: “Quapropter hoc factum 

est, ut in materia nutu creatoris formis advenientibus, prout cuiusque formae dignitas exige-
bat et aptitudo partium materiae appetebat, varia rerum species formaretur, ita quidem ut 
principia formae, corporeitas et spiritualitas, in materiam iam constitutam, hoc est factam 
substantiam unam, advenientes eam totam penitus in duo prima rerum genera, scilicet corpo-
ream et incorpoream substantiam, distinguerent, quae duo genera post modum formae il-
larum comites et pedissequae in multimodas rerum species et ordines naturae ministerio 
consequenter distribuerent. Imprimis igitur ex materia et forma compositum distributum est 
in corpoream substantiam et incorpoream.” 

56 AVICENNA, Liber de philosophia prima, ed. VAN RIET, 200.8-11; IBN GABIROL, Fons 
vitae, ed. BAEUMKER, 300.4-8: “Esse primae formae, scilicet existere per se in actu, est 
impossibile, quia non habet esse nisi cum materia simul; sed in intellectu et in potentia est 
possibile. Et in hoc differentia inter ipsam et accidens, quia accidens non intelligitur existens 
per se.” 

57 El Tractatus de Anima atribuido a DOMINICUS GUNDIS(S)ALINUS, ed. M.J. SOTO BRUNA 
et C. ALONSO DEL REAL, Pamplona 2009, 142, 2-164, 22. 
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Quamvis enim anima sit simplex, videtur tamen constare ex materia et 
forma. Cui enim advenit forma corporeitatis ut fiat corporea substantia, ei-
dem prorsus advenit forma spiritualitatis ut fiat incorporea substantia. Un-
de corporea et incorporea substantia in substantia quidem nullatenus dif-
ferunt, sed potius substantialiter conveniunt. Immo in substantia unum 
sunt cum nomen et ratio substantiae aeque omnibus conveniat.58 

How can Gundissalinus reconcile sources that are explicitly opposed? 
Indeed, the doctrine of universal hylomorphism taught by Ibn Gabirol is 
explicitly opposed by all of Gundissalinus’ other philosophic authorities. 
One should note, however, that there are some traces of universal hylo-
morphism in other authors whom Gundissalinus consulted, namely Calcidi-
us and especially Hermann of Carinthia.59 Gundissalinus borrows the causal 
modality by which he describes cosmogenesis in De processione mundi 
directly from Hermann’s De essentiis.60 Several of Hermann’s explicit doc-
trines, for example his concept of “incorporeal body,” require a notion of 
universal hylomorphism.61 Gundissalinus makes these implications explicit 
and tries to systematize them in a coherent metaphysical theory that goes 
beyond the terms of the Timaeus, which constitutes Hermann’s theoretical 
horizon. 

Both Hermann and Gundissalinus try to resolve Thierry’s problem with 
the composition of spiritual creatures. Hermann does so by positing the 
possibility of an incorporeal ‘body’; Gundissalinus instead posits a de-
corporealization of matter, which he does not conceive as the substrate 
‘matter’ in Aristotelian terms, but as the substrate ‘possibility’. Corporeali-
ty comes later in the progressive information of matter (see Figure A, be-
low). Because matter and form must satisfy the ontological modality of 
‘possibility’, each of them has a potential being that is actualized only in 
their reciprocal union. Gundissalinus’ conception can be represented as 
follows: 

necessary being per se act without previous po-
tency 

God’s being 

                                                 
58 GUNDISSALINUS, Tractatus De anima, ed. SOTO BRUNA et ALONSO DEL REAL, 142.2-8. 
59 J.C.M. VAN WINDEN, Calcidius on Matter. His Doctrine and Sources, Leiden 1965, 

165-72, shows how Calcidius’ teaching implies universal hylomorphism.  
60 N. POLLONI, “Il De processione mundi di Gundissalinus: prospettive per un’analisi ge-

netico-dottrinale”, in Annali di Studi Umanistici 1 (2013), 25-38. 
61 HERMANNUS DE CARINTHIA, De essentiis, ed. BURNETT, 102.30-104.2: “Quare pronun-

tiandum videtur, cum nec absolute corpus sint, nec pure incorporeum, saltem medium illud 
quod plane corpus incorporeum dici possit.” 
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possible being per se  potency form without matter 

possible being per se 
 

potency matter without form 

necessary being per aliud  Act with previous potency spiritual substances: 
matter + form 

necessary being per aliud 
 

Act with previous potency corporeal substances: 
matter + form 

Because of his conception of the de-corporealization of matter, which 
simply stands for ‘possibility’, Gundissalinus no longer needs to posit a 
‘quasi-hylomorphism’, as proposed by Thierry, al-Ghaz l  and Ibn Daud. 
Moreover, the status of form is no longer defined by actual being, since the 
actuality of forms is the mediated necessity of existence, and this is always 
expressed by a duality of form and matter. 

In this light, Gundissalinus’ quotation of Thierry of Chartres’ Commen-
tum on Boethius’ De arithmetica in De processione mundi takes on a dif-
ferent meaning.62 Thierry affirms that the number two is the principium 
alteritatis in the perspective of a theory that identifies alterity with matter, 
whence arises the problem of how change can exist in beings that are not 
composed of matter; Gundissalinus’ key point in De processione is not the 
intrinsic duality of matter, but the duality of the two principles that consti-
tute every being except God’s, necessity and possibility. 

Gundissalinus’ mediation of the divergent doctrines of his sources is 
evident in his account of cosmogenesis in De processione mundi, where he 
abandons Ibn Gabirol’s cosmology for a new one in which the “reification” 
of Porphyry’s tree is accompanied by Ibn Daud’s secondary causality and, 
indirectly, by Avicenna’s theory of cosmogenesis (see Figure A, below).63 

                                                 
62 THEODORICUS CARNOTENSIS, Commentum super Arithmeticam Boethii, ed. CAIAZZO, 

180.667-672: “Unitas prima est omnium, et ipsa est simplex, et eadem sibi similis. Binarius 
vero, quia primus multiplex est, ab illa simplicitate et identitate recedit, quia cum de sola 
unitate dicatur quod ipsa sit sola, de binario posito dici potest quod ipse sit alter ab ea, et ita 
ipse est principium alteritatis, quia altera unitate praecedit unitatis simplicitatem”; cf. 
GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 20.23-21.1: “Sed primum principium 
alteritatis binarius est, qui primus ab unitate recedit. Si igitur primum creatum unum esset, 
tunc nulla esset diversitas; si vero nulla esset diversitas, nulla esset, quae futura esset, crea-
turarum universitas.” 

63 In De unitate et uno, Gundissalinus presents a cosmological system derived from Ibn 
Gabirol’s Fons vitae, in which cosmogenesis occurs through different hypostases; see 
POLLONI, “Material Possibilities and Formal Necessities: Some Remarks on Gundissalinus’ 
Ontology”. One of the main features of Thomas Aquinas’ criticism of universal hylo-
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It is in this new cosmology that the incorporeality of matter finds its justifi-
cation, as well as the hylomorphic composition of spiritual substances. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This response to the problematic of Thierry of Chartres’ ontological 

doctrine, which in part systematizes Hermann of Carinthia’s ontology, 
would have been impossible without al-Ghaz l ’s interpretation of Avicen-
na’s modal ontology.64 The doctrinal core of Gundissalinus’ ontology is 
precisely the identification of necessary being per aliud with the hylomor-
phic compound, which entails a doctrine of universal hylomorphism that 
results from merging the opposite ontological doctrines of Avicenna and 
Ibn Gabirol. 

Conclusions 

Gundissalinus’ treatment of the composition of spiritual substances illus-
trates well his attitude towards, and use of, philosophical authorities. In the 

                                                 
morphism is his accusation that Ibn Gabirol reifies Porphyry’s tree. But the circular func-
tionality of matter and form proposed in the Fons vitae seems to avoid reification almost 
completely, which on the other hand is rather typical for Gundissalinus. 

64 Indeed, even if Gundissalinus’ key source on this point seems most likely to be Ibn 
Daud, the Jewish philosopher is himself deeply indebted to al-Ghaz l ’s Maq id; see R. 
FONTAINE, In Defense of Judaism: Abraham Ibn Daud. Sources and Structure of ha-Emunah 
ha-Ramah, Assen-Maastricht 1990, 23-32. 
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Islamic and Jewish works that he translated into Latin he discovered nu-
merous doctrines, theories and new problems, which he employs selectively 
to address and resolve problems that had already raised and discussed in the 
Latin tradition. Gundissalinus’ use of Arabic sources to cast light on, and 
reformulate, conventional problems in the Latin tradition is evident, for 
example, in his treatments of Avicenna’s modal ontology, his reflections on 
the soul and on al-F r b ’s division of the sciences.65  

So Gundissalinus employs the theory of universal hylomorphism, 
which he found emphatically pronounced in the Fons vitae, to resolve ques-
tions concerning the composition of spiritual substances, and to examine 
the hypothesis of a primordial chaos, which he rejects.66 On the question of 
the composition of spiritual substances as on others, however, Gundissali-
nus remains strongly attached to the Latin philosophical tradition, particu-
larily to the tradition of the masters of Chartres, in which he was schooled. 
In his mixture of Islamic, Jewish and Christian philosophical ideas, Gun-
dissalinus displays a thorough-going syncretism, grounded on his belief in 
the universal validity of philosophy, which transcends particular traditions 
of religion and culture. Yet, as Alexander Fidora has clearly demonstrated, 
Gundissalinus’ syncretism is deeply rooted in, and governed by, the Latin 
tradition of thought.67 

Among the doctrines that Gundissalinus adopted from Islamic and Jew-
ish sources, Ibn Gabirol’s theory of universal hylomorphism establishes for 
him a clear link between problems of the ontological difference between 
God and creatures, and, in a different philosophical framework, the necessi-
ty of positing the principle of multiplicity at the beginning of cosmogene-
sis, at the level of the first thing caused. The solutions to these linked prob-
lems proffered by Thierry of Chartres and al-Ghaz l , by means of arith-
metical duality on the one hand and a quasi-hylomorphism on the other, 
Gundissalinus judged to be unsatisfactory. By synthesizing Avicenna’s and 
Ibn Gabirol’s ontologies, and problematizing the latter through Ibn Daud’s 

                                                 
65 See A. FIDORA, “La metodología de las ciencias según Boecio: su recepción en las 

obras y traducciones de Domingo Gundisalvo”, in Revista Española de Filosofía Medieval 7 
(2000), 127-36; IDEM, “La recepción de San Isidoro de Sevilla por Domingo Gundisalvo (ca. 
1110-1181): Astronomía, Astrología y Medicina en la Edad Media”, in Estudios eclesiásti-
cos 75 (2000), 663-77. 

66 On this point see GUNDISSALINUS, De processione mundi, ed. BÜLOW, 36.9-38.21, and 
the study of FIDORA, “Le débat sur la création : Guillaume de Conches, maître de Domi-
nique Gundisalvi?” 271-88. 

67 A. FIDORA, Domingo Gundisalvo y la teoría de la ciencia arábigo-aristotélica, Pam-
plona 2009, 112. 
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objections and the former through al-Ghaz l ’s interpretation, Gundissali-
nus constructed a new version of universal hylomorphism meant to account 
for the ontological difference between God and creatures, and to satisfy the 
requirements of both theories of modality and hylomorphic composition. 
Some seeds of this solution had already been posed by Thierry of Chartres, 
which Gundissalinus strengthened by recourse to ideas of Avicenna, medi-
ated by al-Ghaz l  and Ibn Daud. Whether, philosophically speaking, Gun-
dissalinus’ syncretic solution is itself satisfactory must be left to the judg-
ment of readers. What Gundissalinus’ treatment of the question of the com-
position of spiritual substances represents is a twelfth-century attempt to 
address a specifically Aristotelian problem, within a Platonic structure of 
thought that he inherited from masters at Chartres, without benefit of direct 
access to texts by Aristotle but to his ideas only as mediated by Islamic and 
Jewish philosophers. A more knowlegeable, sophisticated and subtle treat-
ment of the composition of created spiritual beings would need to wait a 
century, until the knowledge of Aristotle’s teaching was far greater, for 
discussion by the likes of Thomas Aquinas, Roger Bacon, Henry of Ghent, 
Giles of Rome and John Duns Scotus. 
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Abstract: In this essay, the author examines the problem of the composition of spiritual 
substances in Thierry of Chartres and Gundissalinus. While Thierry is reticent to admit a 
hylomorphism in spiritual creatures, Gundissalinus develops Thierry’s thought on the matter 
through al-Ghaz l ’s and Ibn Daud’s treatment of the composition in spiritual substances. 
Gundissalinus concludes that spiritual creatures are composed of matter and form (if not 
exactly in the way that Ibn Gabirol proposes), a conclusion that would be unacceptable to 
his main philosophical authorities. 
Keywords: Abraham Ibn Daud, al-Ghaz l , Avicenna, Dominicus Gundissalinus, Hermann 
of Carinthia, hylomorphism, Solomon Ibn Gabirol, spiritual substances, Thierry of Chartres. 



 

 

 




