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Copernicus, Nicolaus (1473–1543)

Nicolaus Copernicus is thought of as the founder of modern astronomy. He was born in Torun, Poland, on February 19, 1473. Little is known about his early life except that his father died when Nicolaus was 10 and he was adopted by an uncle, who was a bishop. 

Copernicus went to the university in Cracow. There he studied such subjects as Latin, mathematics, and astronomy. It was probably at this time that he changed his Polish name, Niklas Koppernigk, to the Latin form of Nicolaus Copernicus. In 1496, Copernicus went to Italy, where he spent the next ten years at various universities. He studied medicine, obtained a degree in canon (church) law, and pursued his interest in astronomy. 

Copernicus questioned the system of astronomy that had been put forth 1,400 years earlier by Ptolemy of Alexandria and was still upheld not only by scholars but also by the church. This system viewed the Earth as the center of the universe, and all things—the sun, the stars, and the planets—were thought to be moving around the Earth. 

Copernicus' System 

Using mathematics and logic, Copernicus concluded that Ptolemy's system was wrong. For one thing it could not account for the motion of the planets as they seemed to go back and forth across the sky. So Copernicus worked out a different system that accounted for their movements. It was his view that all of the planets, including the Earth, move through space in orbits around the sun. He also concluded that while the Earth is traveling through space, it is revolving on an axis once every 24 hours. This rotation accounts for the apparent movement of the sun and stars rising and setting each day. 
Copernicus did not announce his findings because he did not want to quarrel with the official position of the church. In fact, he was a staff member of the Cathedral of Frauenburg (now Frombork), a post he held until his death. Instead, he submitted his ideas in unsigned form to other scholars. Finally he allowed his work to be published. His great book, On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, appeared at the very end of his life. Legend says that Copernicus saw the first copy on the day he died, May 24, 1543. 

Copernicus had expected his book to cause an uproar. But it caused none. Because the book was highly technical, almost no one could understand it. Still, some scholars did read the book, among them Galileo and Kepler. Its influence on them was great. They realized that Copernicus' view of the universe was the correct one, and they carried on his work. The theories Copernicus developed became the basis for modern astronomy. 
Please see reverse side for the questions:

Copernicus DBQ’s:

1.  What three topics did Copernicus study in Italy?

2.  What was Ptolemy’s theory of the universe?

3.  If Copernicus states that Ptolemy is wrong, who else is Copernicus saying is wrong? Why is
 
 this important?

4.  What are three discoveries that Copernicus makes and explain why they are important.

5.  Why did Copernicus not want to publish his findings?
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