Some interesting (to me!) historical facts about Galileo Galilei

From the Appendix to the book A Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawking
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Galileo, perhaps more than any other single person, was responsi-
ble for the birth of modern science. His reniowned conflict with the
Catholic Church was central to his philosophy, for Galileo was one
of the first to argue that man could hope to understand how the
world works, and, moreover, that we could do this by observing
the real world.

Galileo had believed Copernican theory (that the planets or-
bited the sun) since early on, but it was only when he found the
evidence needed to support the idea that he started to publicly
support it. He wrote about Copernicus’s theory in Italian (not the
usual academic Latin), and soon his views became widely sup-
ported outside the universities. This annoyed the Aristotelian pro-
fessors, who united against him secking to persuade the Catholic
Church to ban Copernicanism.

Galileo, worried by this, traveled to Rome to speak to the
ecclesiastical authorities. He argued that the Bible was not intended
to tell us anything about scientific theories, and that it was usual to
assume that, where the Bible conflicted with common sense, it was
being allegorical. But the Church was afraid of a scandal that

might undermine its fight against Protestantism, and so took re-
pressive measures. It declared Copernicanism “false and errone-
ous” in 1616, and commanded Galileo never again to “defend or
hold” the doctrine. Galileo acquiesced.

In 1623, a longtime friend of Galileo’s became the pope.
Immediately Galileo tried to get the 1616 decree revoked. He failed,
but he did manage to get permission to write a book discussing
both Aristotelian and Copernican theories, on two conditions: he
would not take sides and would come to the conclusion that man
could in any case not determine how the world worked because
God could bring about the same effects in ways unimagined by
man, who could not place restrictions on God’s omnipotence.

The book, Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems,
was completed and published in 1632, with' the full backing of the
censors—and was immediately greeted throughout Europe as a
literary and philosophical masterpiece. Soon the pope, realizing
that people were secing the book as a convincing argument in favor
of Copernicanism, regretted having allowed its publication. The
pope argued that although the book had the official blessing of the
censors, Galileo had nevertheless contravened the 1616 decree. He
brought Galileo before the Inquisition, who sentenced him to house
arrest for life and commanded him to publicly renounce Co-
pernicanism. For a second time, Galileo acquiesced.

Galileo remained a faichful Catholic, but his belief in the
independence of science had not been crushed. Four years before
his death in 1642, while he was still under house arrest, the manuscript
of his second major book was smuggled to a publisher in Holland. It
was this work, referred to as Two New Sciences, even more than
his support for Copernicus, that was to be the genesis of modern
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