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Nicolaus Copernicus

SPACE AND MAN -- a program in Special English
by the Voice of America.

In the year 1492, Christopher Columbus began a voyage
from Spain and discovered a new world. In that same year, a
young man began studies at the University of Krakow in
Poland and would discover the secrets of the solar system.
The young man’s name was Nicolaus Copernicus.

m Harry Monroe. Today, Kay Gallant and | will teli
about the life and work of this great scientist.

Astronomy -- the study of the stars -- is one of the oldest
sciences. Ancient Greek  scientists studied the heavens two-
thousand four-hundred years ago. Using only their eyes and
their minds, they created some important ideas about the
universe.

A Greek named FEudoxus taught two-thousand four-
hundred years ago that the Earth was the center of the
universe. Fudoxus said the sun and stars all moved in circles
around the Earth. Two-hundred vears later another Greek.
Aristarchus. offered the opposite idea. He said movements of
the stars showed that the Earth moved around the sun.

Few people, however, accepted this idea. When they
looked up they saw the stars, sun, and moon moving. They
did not feel the Earth move.
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Almost everyone agreed that the Earth was the center of
the universe. But no one could find a way to prove it. The
planets did not seem to move around the Earth in perfect
circles as they should. The planets would move slowly
toward the east. But at times, some planets would seem to
stop moving or move in the opposite direction for a while.
Then they would begin their travels east again .

Some scientists said this could be explained if a planet
was moving in a small circle at the same time it was moving
in a much larger circle around the Earth. Another
explanation said the Earth might not be at the exact center of
a planet’s circular path.

About eighteen-hundred years ago a Greek scientist in
Egypt, Claudius Ptolemy. used these ideas to develop a
system that seemed to work.

Ptolemy used his system to say where in the sky the sun.
moon, and planets would be later in the year. And he was
almost always correct. The planets always were somewhere
near the place that Ptolemy’s system said they would be.

So, people accepted Ptolemy’s explanation as scientific
proof. And Ptolemy’s system was accepted as true by the
Roman Catholic Church. The church would condemn any
who disputed that the Earth was the center of the universe.
For thirteen centurics. no onc publicly questioned
Ptolemy’s explanation of how the universe worked.

A few people. however, believed that Ptolemy was
wrong. Nicolaus Copernicus was onc. ‘

Nicolaus Copernicus was a quicet person who did not
scem likely to rebel against tradition. Copernicus was born in
the vear 1473. He was born in Torun, a Baltic port town in
what now is Poland. His father was a successtul businessman.
His mother was a sister of the Roman Catholic bishop of the
area.
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