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			Nicolaus Copernicus and the heliocentric revolution


			

					
Born: 19 February 1473 in Toruń, Poland


					
Died: 24 May 1543 in Frauenburg, modern-day Frombork, Poland


					
Major achievement: formulating a heliocentric model of the solar system


			


			The name Copernicus is synonymous with a major turning point in the history of astronomy. For fourteen centuries, planetary observation and calculations had been based on Aristotelian and Ptolemaic theory, which held that the Earth was stationary in the middle of a finite universe, orbited by the other planets and extra-terrestrial objects in a realm beyond which lived monsters, gods and angels. Copernicus changed all of this forever, introducing a new system which harboured the seeds of a revolution. 


			The early 17th century is marked by monumental change. Equipped with new technologies, explorers took to the seas in search of new passages to new lands. While Copernicus was studying in Krakow, Christopher Columbus (1450/1451-1506) discovered America. At the same time, humanism was transforming the intellectual sphere, cultivating a thirst for knowledge driven by Europe’s rediscovery of its antique roots and enriched by the intellectual explosion from the medieval East. The Roman Catholic Church was equally shaken to its core by the Protestant Reformation, and found its second wind through its own counter-reformation. 


			This period, characterised by a cultural return to antiquity, is nonetheless marked a profound separation from the intellectual traditions for which Claudius Ptolemy (100-170 AD) was responsible. He was a true polymath; a mathematician, geographer and astronomer who established precedents in geography and astronomy which would last for an astonishing length of time. However, the discovery of America showed the cracks in his geographic model and Nicolaus Copernicus too would transform Ptolemy’s theory of the heavens with the shocking proposition that the Earth was not immobile. Further still, Copernicus hypothesised a universe in which the Earth turned on its own axis and orbited the sun, which replaced the Earth as the planetary system’s central entity. These are the only elements which differentiate Copernican theory from Ptolemy’s model, therefore the two hypothetical systems remain largely similar. Nevertheless, Copernicus was at the origin of a revolution which would, across the five centuries which followed his life and work, radically alter our understanding of the universe. This revolution occurred in several stages, from Galileo (Italian astronomer and physicist, 1564-1642) to Kepler (German astronomer, 1571-1630), from Kepler to Newton (English physicist, mathematician and astronomer, 1642-1727) and from Newton to Einstein (American physicist, 1879-1955). 


		




		

			Biography 


			A humanist education


			Nicolaus Copernicus was born on 19 February 1473 in Toruń, a city in Royal Prussia in the heart of the Kingdom of Poland. He was the youngest of four children and his father, a rich merchant from Krakow, was attracted to Toruń by its flourishing commerce as part of the Hanseatic League. Copernicus was orphaned at just ten years old and taken to live with his maternal Uncle Lukas Watzenrode (1447-1512), a highly cultured man who was renowned for his military prowess and above all for his position as Bishop of Warmia (Ermland). 


			Having been tutored by the future chaplain to Pope Leon X (1475-1521), Bernard Sculteti (1455-1518), the 18-year-old Nicolaus Copernicus was sent by his uncle to the University of Krakow to study theology, canon law and liberal arts. It was under the teaching of Albert de Brudzewo (Polish astronomer, 1445-1497) that Copernicus learned the rudiments of astronomy. In 1496, he left for Italy to continue his studies at the University of Bologna where he continued to specialise in law and philosophy. However, in Bologna he made the acquaintance of Domenico Maria Novara (Italian astronomer, 1454-1504), with whom he made numerous astronomical observations and discovered the philosophical and scientific literature which existed on the subject. 


			Meanwhile, his uncle was appointed as Canon at Frombork Cathedral. After returning to Poland to take orders, Copernicus left once again for Italy, this time to study in Padua. There, he focussed his studies on medicine, though still managed to earn the title of doctor in canon law in May 1503. He then returned home to Poland, where he was to stay for almost all of his life until his death.


			A diverse career path


			As canon, Copernicus had great economic and political responsibility. As a doctor, he cared for his uncle the Bishop of Warmia. Furthermore, Copernicus assumed administrative responsibilities within the Prince-Bishopric of Warmia, his duties including land allocation, assisting settlers and representing the Chapter at Royal Prussian state assemblies. 


			When Poland went to war with the knights of the Teutonic Order, Copernicus fought in the conflict and was forced to flee Frombork during an attack in January 1520. He also organised the city of Olsztyn’s defence as a military commander. 


			Meanwhile, Copernicus was also writing an important paper on economic and monetary reform – De monete cutende ratio, ie “On the Minting of Coin”. In this work, Copernicus writes with great scientific rigour on the importance of monetary value in relation to gold and silver. He also expressed an early version of what would come to be known as “Gresham’s law”, whereby bad money drives out good money; that is, if two currencies are produced at the same time, the more valuable of the two will be stockpiled and cease to circulate while the less valuable will remain. 



OEBPS/Images/9782806279194_title.png
COPERNICUS

The Discovery of the Heliocentric Revolution

Written by Mélanie Mettra
Translated by Rose Brichard

RS 50MINUTES. .cof





OEBPS/Images/9782806279194_coverMarketing.png
COPERNICUS

The Discovery of the Heliocentric Revolution

GECHA 50MINUTES.com





OEBPS/Images/EN-_History.png
50MINUTES.com

BECOME AN EXPERT
IN HISTORY

Jing

@mﬂ(ﬂm

George Washington

www.50minutes.com





