
SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION: GALILEO’S INQUISTION 
 

During the 17th century, European scholars increasingly tried to understand the natural world 
though science. Galileo Galilei was one of these scientists and he is sometimes called the Father 

of the Scientific Reason.  
 
Geocentrism is a model that places the earth at the center of the astronomical system.  

Heliocentrism is a model that places the sun at the center of the astronomical system. In this 
model, other bodies in space orbit around the earth.  

 
Early Greek, Indian, Egyptian, and Islamic astronomers had theorized about the stars, the sky, 
and the “heavenly bodies” for centuries. In 17th century Italy, people didn’t know that the solar 

system was but a tiny piece of a much larger galaxy and universe. Most people at the time 
agreed with the geocentric theory, because they could not feel the earth move, so therefore it 

was stationary.  
 
Nicholas Copernicus was one of the first European scientists to challenge this idea, but he 

knew how radical his theory was, so he did not publish his findings until right before his death. 
The Church declared that the earth was the center of the of the solar system, and few people 

dared to question that.  
 

In 1545, the Catholic Church convened at the Council of Trent to attempt to stop the spread of 
Protestantism, which began when Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses – complaints against 
corruption in the Catholic Church - to a church door in Wittenberg. The Council decreed that only 

the Catholic Church can interpret the Bible, and that the Holy Office of the Roman Inquisition 
could persecute heretics. A heretic is someone whose beliefs go against the Church’s official 

beliefs. 
 
In the late 1500s, Giordano Bruno, a believer in the heliocentric theory, theorized that the sun is 

just one of many moving stars, and that the universe contains many planets orbiting other stars. 
He was tried before the Roman Inquisition and was burned at the stake as a heretic.  

 
Galileo was born in Italy in 1564. He was a religious man who wanted to be a monk at one 
point. Instead, he studied motion and physics at the University of Pisa. The more he studied, the 

more he believed the heliocentric theory. In 1609, he built a telescope. The observations made 
from that telescope convinced him that Copernicus’s heliocentric model was right, and Galileo 

began teaching the model to his students. 
 
In 1615, the Church warned Galileo to stop teaching the heliocentric model. In 1616, the Church 

banned the works of Copernicus and others that supported heliocentrism. Galileo continued to 
write and teach about his theories and ideas. His 1632 book, Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief 

World Systems, came too close to arguing the theory was true, and he was brought before the 
Inquisition as a heretic the following year.  
 

 
 

Using these facts and the two following documents, decide for yourself: Was Galileo really a 
heretic?  
 

 
 

 
 



Document A: Galileo’s Letter 

 

1. (Sourcing) When was this document written? 

 

 

2. (Contextualization) Look at your timeline. Why might Galileo write a letter defending himself at this 

time? 

 

 

 

3. (Close reading) According to Galileo, why do some people think his teachings are heretical? 

 

 

 

 

4. (Close reading) How does Galileo defend himself against these charges? 

 

 

 

 

5. (Context) Using the information on your timeline, do you think the Catholic Church would accept 

Galileo’s defense? Explain why or why not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Document B: Cardinal Bellarmine 

 

1. (Close reading) Explain two reasons Cardinal Bellarmine gave for believing the geocentric theory. 

a.   

 

 

 

 

b.   

 

 

 

 

2. (Close reading) How did Cardinal Bellarmine respond to the following arguments from Galileo?  

a. The Bible passages about the sun standing still should not have been interpreted literally. 

 

 

 

b. The model of the universe (heliocentric or geocentric) is not a matter of salvation. 

 

 

 

3. (Context) Why do you think the Catholic Church was so committed to defending the literal meaning 

of Bible passages?  

 

 
 

 
 
 



 
Judgment of Galileo 

 
Imagine you are a member of the Inquisition at Galileo’s trial. You have the following evidence: 

Heliocentrism and the Catholic Church Timeline, Document A, and Document B. That is all the 
evidence you have. Truly try to place yourself in 1633. Decide your answer to the question, 
using only the evidence at hand: Was Galileo really a heretic? Explain your responses below. 

 
 

Galileo __________________ (was/was not) a heretic because: 
 

1. Reason 1: 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Quote from document to support your reason 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
2. Reason 2:  

 

 
 

 
 
 

Quote from document to support your reason 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 



 
 


