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Who Was Galileo?

The ideas of
this ancient
Greek
philosopher,
Aristotle,
dominated the
universities of
the seventeenth
century. Galileo
was one of the
first scientists
to move from

just discussing
theories, as
Aristotle did,

to carrying out
experiments to
test whether
those theories
are correct.
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Science as we know it barely existed when Galileo Galilei
was born in 1564. At that time, universities were filled
with learned people called philosophers, who followed
the teachings of ancient Greeks such as Plato and
Aristotle. Philosophers spent their time discussing
ancient theories about how things might work, rather
than performing experiments to prove how things truly
worked.

Testing theories

Galileo rejected the traditional approach. He believed
that before an idea could be accepted as true, it had to
be tested and proven. This was one of his greatest
contributions to modern science. Galileo’s search for the
truth involved him in some spectacular experiments. It
is said that he once dropped balls of different sizes and
weights from the top of a tower to demonstrate that
the speed at which objects fall does not depend on their
weight.
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Telescopes led Galileo

to some of his greatest
scientific discoveries.
He made his own, which

were more powerful than
any others available at
the time.
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Famous in his lifetime

Galileo was as famous in his own time as he is today. He
was a highly entertaining speaker, making his audience
laugh at the same time as he made his opponents look
foolish. He published many popular scientific books and
performed public experiments, and his fame grew
throughout his life. Galileo was also a great inventor.
His inventions included powerful telescopes and early
versions of the pocket calculator and pendulum clock.

Galileo was also known for his attempts to show that
the earth moved around the sun. Today this sounds
obvious, but in the seventeenth century, this theory
challenged what nearly everyone believed. By making
the claim, Galileo angered many people. He faced the
threat of imprisonment and torture; he made a bitter
enemy of the pope, the head of the Catholic Church;
and he even risked being sentenced to death.
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On Galileo’s wonds
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One of Jalileo’s greatest scientific achievements was his detemination to back up his

theonies with proof. Ge once said that anyone interested in truly understanding how the

wonld wonked should:

“Measure what is measunable, and make measunable what i not go.”
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Galileo’s Early Years

Galileo was born in Pisa, Tuscany, on February 15, 1564.
He was the first son of Vincenzio and Giulia Galilei. The
family was originally from Florence, the capital city of
the Tuscany region, but Galileo’s father worked in Pisa
as a musician. He also did experiments on harmony.

Although the Galilei had once been one of the most
powerful families in Florence, by the time Galileo was
born, his parents were short of money. Members of a
well-known family such as the Galilei were expected to
dress well, eat well, and maintain a high standard of
living and keeping up this lifestyle was expensive.
Throughout Galileo’s childhood, his family was
constantly struggling for money.

In 1572, when Galileo was eight years old, his parents
returned to their home city of Florence. Galileo stayed
on with relatives in Pisa for two years. There is no record
of why Galileo’s parents left him in Pisa, but at the time
it was not unusual for children to live with relatives for
long periods. Galileo was finally reunited with his
mother and father in Florence at the age of ten.

This was Galileo’s
birthplace in Pisa,
where he and his
family lived until he
was eight years old.
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What’s in a name?

Like many Italian parents at the time, Galileo’s decided to give him a name that was
similar to the family name. Galileo’s name was important in another way: it remembered
Galileo Bonaiuti, a famous doctor after whom the whole family had been renamed
during the fourteenth century. Galileo’s fame grew throughout his lifetime, and today

he is known simply by his first name.
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Education

When he arrived in Florence, Galileo began to attend a
local school, where he improved his reading and writing
as well as studying other subjects such as philosophy and
history. When he was thirteen, Galileo’s father arranged
for him to go to a monastery run by a strict religious order.
Here his higher education began, and Galileo had to study
the subjects that were expected of a gentleman, including
Greek, Latin, and logic. These would also be useful in the
career Vincenzio had picked out for his son: medicine.

While at the monastery, Galileo decided that he wanted
to join the order of monks, but his father would not allow
it. Money was almost certainly the reason. For Galileo to
join the monastery, Vincenzio would have had to make a
large initial payment, and then continue to pay for
Galileo’s upkeep for the rest of his life. Galileo’s father
had two daughters and two sons to provide for. The
Galilei family needed their oldest son to become a money-
earning doctor, not a further drain on their funds.

This map shows the
main states of
Italy, which
became one country
in 1860-1861.
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The Italian states

Galileo’s family came from Florence, the capital of
Tuscany. Today, it is part of Italy, but in Galileo’s time,
Tuscany was one of several independent states that were
loosely called Italy (in the same way that Italy today is part
of a region known as Europe).
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A Change of Direction

In the fall of 1584, at the age of seventeen, Galileo left
home to go to the University of Pisa. Here, he followed
the wishes of his father and studied medicine for two
years. While he was studying at Pisa, Galileo noticed a
chandelier swinging like a pendulum. He used his pulse
to time the swings. But it was not until much later that
he realized the full potential of the pendulum’s time-
keeping properties.

In 1583, Galileo first came across the geometry studies
of the Greek mathematician Euclid. Galileo fell in love
with mathematics and abandoned his medical studies,
much to his father’s displeasure. Eventually, in 1585,
Galileo returned home to his father’s house with two
years of medical studies and two years of mathematical
studies behind him. But he had no degree, and he did
not have any real job prospects, either.

Earning aliving

Despite his lack of formal qualifications, Galileo taught
mathematics to private students. He was unable to get
3 university teaching job. He wrote papers on geometry
and gave public lectures. Galileo also took part in public
discussions with other mathematicians and
philosophers, and began to gain a reputation as a tough
opponent in an argument.
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age seventeen, and

university.

This was the Galilei family

home in Florence. Galileo
lived here from age ten to

again

when he returned from the
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