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A COMPARISON OF THREE TEXTS ON HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

By CHARLES H. LOHR

Although the rich collection of Lull's works in the library of Nicholas of
Kues' testifies eloquently to the debt the German cardinal owed to the Cat­
alan polymath, Ramon Lull, the extent of the cardinal's indebtedness was
not properly appreciated until the study of Eusebio Colomer in Nikolaus von
Kues und Raimund Llull (Berlin, 1961). 'The depth of Cusanus's engagement
with Lull manifests itself especially in the excerpts from Lull's works made
by him (now preserved in MS Cus. 83, fol. 93r-102r of the cardinal's library,
and edited by Colorner, Nikolaus von Kues, 125-86). These excerpts have
recently been reedited by Ulrich Roth2 and the original texts of most of
the works of Lull that were excerpted by Cusanus published in the series,
Raimundi Lulli opera latina (28 vols., Palma de Mallorca-Turnhout,
1957-2003).3

The original text of one of the most important of the works of Lull
excerpted by Cusanus has, however, not yet been published. Here I would
like to present the text of Lull's De potentia, obiecto et aciu, as it was under­
stood in the tradition leading up to Cusanus's excerpts. Lull's work is pre­
served complete in a rather late manuscript in Rome, Biblioteca Nazionale
Centrale Vitt. Emmanuele II fondi minori 1832 (s. XV/XVI), fo!.
519r-609v.4 The work is also found somewhat abbreviated in two manu­
scripts almost contemporary with Lull himself. J. N. Hillgarth first noted
the presence of the work in the famous Eleclorium, a vast anthology of
Lull's works intended for use in the university of Paris (Paris, BNF lat.
15450, Iol. 99v-111 r)," its companion manuscript, the magnificent Brevicu-

1 Jakob Marx, Verzeichnis der Handschriften-Sammlung des Hospitals zu Cues (Trier,
1905; repro Frankfurt a. M., 1966). Cusanus's collection of Lull's works includes MSS
81-88, 37 (item 2), 118 (item 1).

2 Ulli Roth, ed., Cusanus Texte: III. Marginalien, 4. Raimundus Lullus. Die
Exzerptensammlung aus Schriften des Raimundus Lullus im Codex Cusanus 83 (Heidelberg,
1997), 24-88.

3 Cf. ibid., 12-14.
4 Carmelo Ottaviano, "II perduto 'Liber de potentia, obiecto et actu' de Lullo in un

manuscrito romano," M iscel.ldnea lul.liana (Barcelona, 1935) 97-108 = Estudis franciscans
46 (1934): 257-68. The complete transcription of the text from the Rome manuscript by
the regretted Manuel Bauza, formerly member of the Raimundus Lullus Institut, Freiburg,
has generally been followed below.

5 J. N. Hillgarth, Ramon Lull and Lullism in Fourteenth-Century France (Oxford, 1971),
354-55.
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lum, meant as a gift for the Queen of France, also contains the work (Karls­
ruhe, Landesbibliothek St. Peter perg. 92, Iol. 18r-22r).6 The versions of De
potentia in the Electorium and Breviculum are virtually the same in both col­
lections; the principal difference between these versions and the manuscript
in Rome consists in a modified order of the sensitive powers (dist. II) (M S:
visiva, auditiva, odorativa, gustativa, tactiva; Ell Br: tactiva, gustativa, odora­
tiva, visiva, auditiva) and the omission of the distinction III de quaestionibus
in both collections. Cusanus's excerpts (cod. Cusanus, 83 Iol. 98v-99v =

Colomer 164-72 = Roth 63-71) are not complete and are dependent on a
source different from both of these traditions. In the excerpts Nicholas
opens with a sentence from the introduction and then copies virtually the
entire distinction I (which gives the definitions of potentia, obiectum, and
actus), but gives distinction II only in part (de potentia vegetativa and poten­
tiva sensitiva up to de visu, following the order in the Rome manuscript);
distinction III de quaestionibus is omitted entirely, as in the other manu­
scripts.

The De potentia, obiecto et actu is certainly an authentic work of Lull; it is
listed in the earliest catalogue of his works found in the Electorium.' Accord­
ing to the colophon in the Rome manuscript, the work was written in
Rome:" citations of parallel places in the text indicate further that the work
was composed about the year 1296.9 The Electorium and the Breviculum
both seek in their own way to bring some clarity into Lull's chaotic produc­
tion. The Electorium, aiming at an anthology of Lull's works, copies the
works completely; the Breviculum attempts to provide a brief system of
Lull's ideas on the basis of somewhat fewer works.

The first step in the Breviculum's attempt at systematization is formed by
a pars dispositiva (Iol. 14r-27r), in which the De potentia, obiecto et actu (Iol.
18v-22r = Lohr, Opera latina, 123-73) and Lull's De naturali modo intelli­
gendi (AD 1310, ROL Ope 161) present the epistemological foundations for
Lull's art. The structure of the De potentia, following Lull's Tabula generalis,

6 The text is printed in Charles H. Lohr et aI., ed., Raimundi Lulli opera latina, SuppI.
1: Breviculum seu Electorium parvum Thomae Migerii (Le Myesier) , CCM 77 (Turnhout,
1990), 123-73 ("Liber de potentia, obiecto et actu"). Hillgarth discusses the Breviculum at
length in his Ramon Lull (446-67 and passim).

7 Hillgarth, Ramon Lull, 339 no. 68 (at one time in Paris, BNF lat. 16615; cf. ibid., 331).
Cf. Anthony Bonner, trans., Selected Works of Ramon Llull (1232-1316), 2 vols.
(Princeton, 1985), 1274 no. 111.26.

8 The colophon preserved in the Roman manuscript (fol. 609v) reads as follows:
"Raimundus hunc librum in civitate Romana finivit. Et ex tunc non proposuit aliquem
librum compilare ... excepta Arte memoriae et uno libro De sermonibus, quos Iaciet."

9 The works of Lull cited in De potentia are: Tabula generalis 1293 (1.1.0, 11.5.1); De
affatu 1294 (11.3.6); Arbor scientiae 1295/96 (11.3.6, 11.5.1); De anima rationali 1296 (11.5.0,
11.5.1); Proverbia Raimundi 1296 (11.3.6).
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recalls that man participates through his soul and body in the two realms of
created reality, the corporeal (the four elements, vegetative, sensitive, and
imaginative) and the spiritual (memoria, intellectus and voluntas). Although
the terminology recalls the scholastic picture of man, Lull's dynamic under­
standing of these powers presents something radically new. All of man's
activity manifests the same triadic structure; each of the powers of the soul
is revealed as made up of active and passive powers joined together by their
own natural acts.

Fundamental to the understanding of this conception of the activity of
man's powers is the distinction between necessary and contingent activity.
Lull maintained that just as things like fire have their contingent, external
objects (wood or water), so also they must have the necessary, internal
objects of their action. The proper object of fire is not the heating (calefa­
cere) of earth or water, which is merely an appropriated object; the proper
object of fire is fire itself, insofar as it burns (ignire); flame is its act. Lull is
thus able to redefine Aristotle's categories of substance and accident: the
proper activity of fire, say, is substantial, whereas its appropriated object
is accidental (wood or water). But finite agents, to reach their proper
objects, need such accidents as instruments of their powers to reach their
ends (fire needs wood to burn; Lull's example is the light of a lamp, which
lives from its oil).

These distinctions made possible a profound analysis of the activity that
is human knowledge. The perceptible things that mind encounters in the
world are not the necessary objects of knowledge; they are but contingent
and appropriated. The proper object of mind can only be an inner reality,
mind itself as knowable. To reach itself, mind must turn inwards; it must
free itself from the diversity and contingency that the senses and rational
knowledge present to it and ascend to the maximum object of knowledge,
which is God himself. Lull maintained that man can, through consideration
of his own powers, ascend to the Thinker who thinks himself continually.
Nicholas of Kues, in his earliest sermon (1430) - written about the time
of his excerpts from Lull's works - drew this all together: "Sed quia Trini­
tas in unitate est, gerit intra se omne creatum in suo esse imaginem Trinita­
tis ... per hoc, quod est ex potentia, obiecto and actu."!"

We give below (from left to right) the text of Lull's De potentia, obiecto et
actu as it is found in the Rome manuscript, the versions in the Electoriutn
and Breoiculum, and Cusanus's excerpts. Where EljBr has changed the
sequence of the paragraphs, an arrow before the text on the left indicates
that the paragraph has been moved up in EljBr from its position in the

10 Nicolai de Cusa Opera omnia 16. Sermones 1 (1430-1441), ed. Rudolf Haubst et al.
(Hamburg, 1991), 12.
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Rome manuscript, an arrow after the text on the right that the paragraph
has been moved down. The underlined sections have been newly ordered in
EljBr. The questions in Distinction III have been omitted here, as they
appear only in the Rome manuscript. The orthography has been modernized
throughout. The paragraphing has often been adjusted to show correspond­
ences between the four versions.

Albert-Ludwigs-Universitiit, Freiburg i. Br.
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