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‘In questions of science, the authority of a thousand is not worththe humble 


reasoning of a single individual.’


Galileo Galilei
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One bright and sunny morning around 1590, or so the story goes, a curious crowd gathered beneath the Leaning Tower of Pisa in northern Italy. Standing at the very top of the tower was Galileo Galilei, the rebellious professor of mathematics at the local university. He held two balls in his hands, identical in size but each a different weight.


The murmuring crowd watched as he released the balls and they plummeted through the air. Everyone knew they would fall at different speeds depending on their weight – the famous scholar Aristotle, who had gone unquestioned for 2,000 years, had said so. And yet …


The two balls struck the ground at exactly the same moment. When they did, Galileo’s revolutionary theory, that Earth’s gravity affects all objects in the same way regardless of their weight, was proved right. Aristotle’s ideas had been dealt a fatal blow, paving the way for a scientiﬁc revolution.


DANGEROUS FALL



THUD!
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Today’s experts think the tale of Galileo’s Leaning Tower experiment is just that – a story invented long after his death. But why do people still repeat myths about him centuries later? Perhaps it’s because Galileo attracted plenty of drama in his own lifetime – he sparked a revolution, confronted powerful authorities and risked his life.


But in truth, Galileo’s story started much earlier than the sixteenth century – after all, humankind has always been fascinated bythe secrets in the skies ...
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SECRETS IN 

THE SKIES




Our prehistoric ancestors stared at the stars and saw patterns, inspiring them to tell stories and create cave-wall paintings that still survive today.


We call these patterns constellations and we can spot them just as our ancestors did. The sky doesn’t stay still, though. Rising in the east and setting in the west, the Sun, Moon and stars appear to move across it each day.
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Taurus


Scorpius


Orion


Leo


Early stargazers couldn’t tell the Earth was moving, so they concluded that the heavens were fixed to a spinning ‘celestial sphere’, with Earth sitting still at its centre.


But later night-time observers knew it couldn’t be that simple, as not every object in the sky moved in the same way. TheMoon changed its shape and moved through the constellations each night, while the Sun took a year to move through a band of constellations called the zodiac. Other objects looked like bright stars but moved around the zodiac on complicated, looping paths. Astronomers in ancient Greece called these puzzling objects ‘planets’, from a word for ‘wanderer’.


Untangling these curious movements took thousands of years, but it was the key to understanding our true place in the universe.
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The earliest astronomers were also astrologers – they believed that celestial objects inﬂ uenced lives on Earth.
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