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  Summary


  Galileo Galilei was born in Pisa, Italy, on February 18, 1564, to a family of aristocratic lineage but average wealth. When he was seventeen, his father, a noted musician who also earned money in the wool trade, sent him to study medicine at the University of Pisa. Galileo, however, soon turned to a career in mathematics.


  A lack of money forced him to leave school in 1585, and for four years he supported himself by tutoring students in mathematics. In 1589 he obtained a position lecturing at the University of Pisa, where he remained for three years, making discoveries that challenged the then-dominant view of physics, which was based on the ancient writings of the Greek philosopher Aristotle. Most famously, he discovered that two objects, dropped from the same height, fall at the same rate regardless of their weight. In 1592, he moved on to the University of Padua, where he would remain for more than fifteen years. There, he met Marina Gambi, who became his mistress and bore him three children. He also did groundbreaking research in physics, discovering the law of inertia and paving the way for the work of Sir Isaac Newton in the 17th century.


  Meanwhile, in the world of astronomy, a great debate was raging between the ancient system of Ptolemy, which placed the earth in the center of the universe, and heliocentric system of Copernicus, which posited the sun at the center, and the earth in an orbit around it. In 1609, after word came from Holland of the invention of the telescope, Galileo built his own version of the instrument. With this new tool, he observed the mountains and craters on earth's moon, and discovered four moons orbiting Jupiter. In 1610 he published Sidereus Nuncius, cataloguing his discoveries, and the book made him a celebrity in Europe.


  Using new evidence provided by his telescope, Galileo now began to advocate strongly the Copernican theory. The Catholic Church, however, disapproved of heliocentricity, feeling that it was contrary to the statements in the Bible: if God created human beings as His supreme creation, He would place man at the center of His cosmos. In 1616 the Church sent Galileo formal warning that they considered his theory a denial of Christian doctrine. Thus he refrained from publishing anything about his theories for the next decade, but the ascension of a liberal Pope, Urban VIII, encouraged him to publish the Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems in 1632, which openly argued for the Copernican system. The Church now accused Galileo of heresy, tried him before the Inquisition, and forced him to renounce his views and submit to the Church.


  Galileo lived under house arrest for the last eight years of his life. Yet he still continued to write: in 1638, he published his last work, a compilation of all his research into physics; it was published in Germany, because the Inquisition had forbidden the printing of any of his work in Italy. Galileo went blind in 1638 and died on January 8, 1642, at the age of seventy-seven.


  Context


  Galileo was born into a continent wracked by cultural ferment and religious divisions. The late 1500s saw the last years of the Italian Renaissance, a revival of arts and letters that sought the recovery and reworking of classical art and philosophy from ancient Greece and Rome. In the 15th and 16th centuries, Renaissance Italy was a center of artistic and intellectual ferment, a home for the great geniuses of the revived humanistic spirit–Machiavelli, Da Vinci, Petrarch, Michelangelo, and many more. But the popes were also enjoying the peak of their influence: not just the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church during these years, the popes served as secular leaders as well, controlling much of central Italy around their seat in Rome, and the decadent spirit of the age infected their Church. The Renaissance Popes, a colorful group who acted as great patrons of the flourishing artistic culture, presided over an era of corruption and worldliness within the Church, and their personal morality brought the reputation of the Papacy to historic lows.


  By the time of Galileo's youth, the Church was purging itself of the excesses of the Renaissance–but facing a crisis in the north. Martin Luther, a former monk, attacked Catholicism for having become too worldly and politically corrupt, and for obscuring the fundamentals of Christianity with pagan elements ranging from the cult of the saints to the adoration of the Virgin Mary. His reforming zeal, which appealed to a notion of an original, "purified" Christianity, set in motion the Protestant Reformation, which split European Christianity in two. In response, Roman Catholicism steeled itself for battle. The Catholic Counter-Reformation, called into being by the Council of Trent, emphasized orthodoxy and fidelity to the true Church. A new religious order, called the Jesuits, or Society of Jesus, arose to act upon these principles, and now stood at the vanguard of the battle with Protestant heresy. The Counter-Reformation reinvigorated the Church, and incited a great wave of intellectual, artistic, and religious energy. But it also put an end to the liberality and leniency of the Renaissance; its emphasis on religious orthodoxy, rigidly enforced by the Inquisition, would soon clash with the emerging scientific revolution.


  Galileo, with his study of astronomy, would figure at the center of this clash. Conservative astronomers, working without telescopes, had always ascribed to the theory of geocentricity, which held that the earth ("geo," as in "geography" or "geology") lay at the center of the solar system, and the sun–and the other planets–revolved around it. Indeed, to the casual observer, it seemed common sense that the sun "rose" in the morning and "set" at night, in its circling pattern around the earth. Ancient authorities like Aristotle and the Roman astronomer Ptolemy had championed this viewpoint, and the notion also coincided with the Catholic Church's view of the universe, which placed mankind, God's principle creation, at the center of the cosmos. Thus buttressed by common sense, the ancient philosophers, and the Church, geocentricity seemed secure in its authority.


  Ptolemy had worked out a geocentric system of brilliant geometric precision–but this system of interlocking orbits grew ever more complex as astronomers strained to make more modern observations fit a mistaken theory, and in the 16th century, the theory began to fall under attack. The first to question it was Nicholas Copernicus, a Polish astronomer, whose work On the Revolution of Heavenly Orbs (published after his death, in 1543) proposed a heliocentric system, in which the planets–including earth–orbited the sun ("helios"). This more mathematically satisfying way of arranging the solar system did not attract many supporters at first, since the available data did not yet support a wholesale abandonment of Ptolemy's system. But by the end of the 16th century astronomers like Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) had begun to embrace it, and once Galileo began to observe the heavens through his telescope, the fate of the Ptolemaic system was sealed.


  But so too was the fate of Galileo–for the Catholic Church, desperately trying to hold the Protestant heresy at bay, could not accept a scientific assault on its own theories of the universe. The pressures of the age set in motion the historic confrontation between religion and science, which would culminate in the Church's disastrous trial of Galileo in 1633.


  Important People, Terms, and Events


  People


  
    Giulia Ammananti - Galileo's mother. An aristocratic woman, she was dissatisfied with her middle- class financial status, and disapproved of Galileo's father's dabbling in music.

  


  
    Aristotle - An ancient Greek philosopher and scientist, his theories on physics and astronomy informed the conventional wisdom of Galileo's day.

  


  
    Robert Bellarmine - A Cardinal in the Roman Catholic Church and a member of the Jesuit order. A great intellect, he was initially well disposed to Galileo, but Galileo's enthusiasm for the Copernican system led to a falling-out between the men.

  


  
    Nicholas Copernicus - A great Polish astronomer in the early 16th century, he first proposed the theory that the earth might go around the sun.

  


  
    Vincenzo Galilei - Galileo's father. Vincenzo made a living in the wool trade, but his first love was music.
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