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Did you know that a man named “John Gooseflesh” changed the world? 
Johann Gensfleisch, which in English is John Gooseflesh, was born in the city 
of Mainz, Germany, around 1397 CE. However, by the time Johann started 
school, he went by the name Gutenberg instead of Gensfleisch and that is the 
name we remember. Gutenberg was the name of the large manor house in 
which Johann grew up. He came from a very wealthy family.

Johann was taught to read from an early age. Unlike the homes of 
less privileged children in the early 1400s, the Gutenberg house was full of 
books. That may not seem unusual, but it was. Books in the 1400s were very 
different from the books we have today. The book you are reading right now 
is a printed book. There are thousands of copies of this book, all exactly the 
same. They were printed by machines in a very short time. Not so with the 
books in Johann’s day. Each book in the Gutenberg’s home library was  
one of a kind, rare, and expensive. 

Chapter 1

The Power of  
the Printed Word

THE BIG QUESTION
Why was Gutenberg’s 
invention of a printing 
press so important?
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Books in the Middle Ages
Throughout the Middle Ages, books were made by hand. Much of the 

writing was done by monks working in monasteries, although the craft of 
making books also took place in some universities and secular schools. 
Primarily existing books such as the Bible and great works authored by 
ancient Greek and Roman scholars were copied. The monks painstakingly 

copied the text with pen  
and ink on thin sheets  
of parchment.

It typically took monks 
many weeks or months to 
complete the pages of an 
entire book. The highest 
quality books were illustrated. 
This task was accomplished 
by a skilled artist called an 
illuminator. An illuminator 
decorated the pages with 
colorful, ornate designs and 
small pictures. Bits of gold, 
pounded very thin, were 
applied to the pages of the most 
expensive books to make the 
text and illustrations shine.

When the manuscript was 
finished, the final step was to 

bind the pages into a book. This was done by sewing them together along one 
side and then sandwiching them between wooden boards covered with cloth 
or leather.

An enormous amount of time and effort went into creating each book.  
Only the wealthiest members of society, scholars, and Church clergy could 
afford to own such treasures. Throughout the Middle Ages, of course, these 
were typically the only people who were able to read.

Flemish illuminated manuscript, 1365 CE
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Lead and Letters
When Johann Gutenberg finished school, he went to work at the mint in 

Mainz. His father was in charge of the mint, which coined money for the city. 
Johann learned how to melt and cast metal in molds to form precise shapes. 
He liked working with metal, and he was skilled at metal casting.

As Johann Gutenberg grew older and became a master metalsmith, he 
thought a lot about the growing demand for books. His experience working 
with metal gave him an idea: what if he cast letters out of a metal such as 
lead? He could arrange those metal letters, or pieces of type, in lines to spell 
out words, make sentences, and create entire pages of text. By applying ink to 
the surface of the type and pressing paper onto it, he could print those pages. 

Gutenberg set out to try. First, he developed a way to pour melted lead 
into molds in the shapes of the letters of the alphabet. Each letter (piece of 
type) was cast as a mirror image of how it would look when printed. For 
example, “R” was cast as “Я,” and “C” was cast as “  .” Gutenberg made many 
copies of each letter, both capital and lowercase, plus every punctuation mark. 
Because his collection of metal type was made up of individual pieces that 
could be moved around to form endless combinations of letters, it was called 
movable type.

Movable type 

C
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Gutenberg's printing press, 1430 CE
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Gutenberg didn’t truly invent 
movable type. The Chinese and 
Koreans had used a form of movable 
type hundreds of years earlier. He 
didn’t invent printing, either. Different 
printing techniques had also existed 
for centuries. In Europe, people had 
begun printing with ink on paper 
using blocks of wood. This technique 
called woodblock or woodcut printing 
began around 1400 CE. The surface of 
a block of wood was carved to create 
raised letters and images. Ink was then 
applied to the carved surface. Finally, 
the block was pressed onto paper to 
make a print. If you’ve ever pressed 
your thumb onto an inkpad and then 
touched it to paper, you’ve created a 
“thumbprint” in much the same way. 
Woodblock printing was a complex 
and time-consuming process. It wasn’t 
much faster than copying pages of text 
by hand!

What Johann Gutenberg did 
invent was a machine that greatly 
improved the process of printing with 
movable type. He may have gotten the 
idea for his press from a winepress, 
a machine used to press the juice 
out of grapes. Gutenberg’s printing press worked in a similar way. Instead of 
squeezing grapes, though, his press squeezed paper against the inked surface 
of metal type to make a clear, dark imprint of words on paper. Once he had 
perfected both his metal type and his press, he was able to print—with help 
from a number of assistants—several hundred pages a day.

Movable type from China

A woodcut print, 1480 CE
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Parchment vs. Paper
The ancient Egyptians produced paper from the stems of the papyrus 

plant. Much later, the Chinese developed another way of producing 
paper. The Chinese method involved placing plant fibers in water to 
produce a pulp that could be pressed and dried into thin sheets. The art of 
papermaking slowly made its way across Asia into Europe. By the 1200s, 
there were paper mills in Spain and Italy. 

In medieval Europe, paper was made primarily from linen rags. 
The rags were repeatedly soaked in water and beaten to create a pulp of 
tiny linen fibers. Papermakers dipped frames made of wire mesh into the 
pulp to capture a thin layer of these fibers, forming a sheet of paper. The 
sheets were dried and pressed, and sometimes polished with a smooth 
stone to create a soft, shiny surface. Compared to parchment, paper was 
lightweight and relatively inexpensive. Paper was often used for making 
small volumes of sermons and low-cost textbooks, whereas high-quality 
books were almost always produced using parchment. However, after the 
invention of the printing press, paper largely replaced parchment.

German papermakers in the 1600s
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He’d heard rumors that it could print whole pages at a time—and make 
many copies in minutes. Jacques thought the press looked a little like 
the winepresses he had seen in the countryside. It had a large, screw-like 
mechanism in the center and a wooden lever as thick as Jacques’s arm. 
Two men—one tall, one short—were huddled around the press, studying 
something Jacques could not see. The tall man looked up and caught sight of 
them. He grinned broadly at Jacques’s father.

“Cousin!” he shouted, coming toward them. He shook hands with 
Jacques’s father and looked down at Jacques with piercing eyes. “You would 
be Jacques, of course,” the tall man continued. “I hope you will prove to be as 
good a worker as your father promised me you would be.” 

“I will work extremely hard, Monsieur,” Jacques said, “at whatever task 
you give me.”

“Excellent! Now meet your fellow workers,” Lafarge replied. His 
muscular arm swept toward the gray-haired man. “My typesetter, Henri. The 
best in the business,” he exclaimed loudly. Turning toward the press, Lafarge 
gestured toward a young man and the dark-haired boy. “Philippe, my head 
printer, and his apprentice, Jean-Claude,” Lafarge exclaimed. Then he gave 
a short nod, as if enough time had been wasted. “Jean-Claude will show you 
what to do,” Lafarge concluded before marching away.

17



Jacques hardly had time to say goodbye to his father before Jean-Claude 
was leading him toward a back room. He pointed toward a corner where a 
broom stood beside a pail and a pile of clean rags.

“Monsieur insists on a spotless shop. The rags are for cleaning type,” 
explained Jean-Claude.

Jacques wasn’t sure what type was or how it was to be cleaned, but he 
just nodded. He didn’t want to look foolish. 

Broom in hand, Jacques started sweeping in a far corner of the shop. As 
he worked, Jacques observed what was happening around him. He hoped 
to learn as much as he could. Each time customers came in, Lafarge rushed 
over to greet them. He guided them into a small office where a discussion 
ensued. Jacques caught snatches of conversations about books, pamphlets, 
law certificates, and decrees. People wanted all sorts of things printed.

Jacques swept his way over to where Henri 
was working and watched the old man 
out of the corner of his eye. He had 
filled a large wooden frame with 
rows and rows of the little pieces 
of metal. Jacques realized they 
must be letters, what Jean-
Claude had called type. 
Henri’s job seemed to be 
to arrange the letters—the 
type—to form words. 
Obviously Henri knew how 
to read. The thought made 
Jacques uneasy. 

Henri suddenly lifted up 
the frame full of type and spun 
around, nearly knocking into 
Jacques. “Out of the way, boy,” the 
typesetter yelled. 
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Jacques flushed with embarrassment and went back to sweeping. 
Jean-Claude and Philippe seemed nice enough. But Henri obviously didn’t 
care for him. He would need to stay out of the old man’s way.

Jacques grew used to the flow of the work and the captivating rhythm 
of the press. One printed sheet after another came to life inside it. Each sheet 
of paper was hung up to dry, clipped to cords that ran across the back of 
the shop like laundry lines. Once, when he was sure Henri was not looking, 
Jacques stepped up and stared closely at one. The letters were perfectly aligned 
and elegantly shaped. But he had no idea what was written on that beautiful 
page because he didn’t know which letters were which or how they could be 
combined into words. He stared and stared at the mysterious shapes, feeling 
more hopeless than ever. 

When Jacques finished sweeping, he helped Jean-Claude bring in a 
load of paper that had just arrived. After lunch, Philippe asked him to stir 
a new batch of ink. The stuff was as dark and sticky as tar, but Jacques liked 
the smell of it. “It’s made of lampblack, varnish, and egg white,” Philippe 
explained. “There’s also powdered metals that help the ink to cling to the 
type and not spread into the fibers of the paper.” 
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Growing Power and Influence
Throughout the Middle Ages, the power of the Church continued to 

grow. Part of the reason behind this increasing power was money. Christians 
were not simply supposed to obey the Church, but they were also expected to 
support it financially. Everyone was expected to give a portion of their yearly 
earnings to the Church. The money (or goods, such as crops and livestock) 
was paid like a tax and called a tithe. 

Over time, the Church became very rich. It owned land, buildings, 
and even parts of towns. Wealthy people bequeathed land and money to 
the Church. This wealth gave the pope, who was the leader of the Church, 
political as well as religious power. 

Questionable Practices
For some time, the Church had raised money by issuing certificates that 

could release or pardon people from penance. Penance was the punishment 
that the Church taught 
was due after a sin was 
confessed and forgiven. 
Previously, penance had 
to be performed before a 
sin was forgiven. These 
certificates were called 
indulgences. Technically, 
indulgences weren’t 
sold; they were given in 
exchange for donations of 

money. Nevertheless, the 
money raised by the issuing of indulgences 
became a huge business for the Church. Many 
other corrupt practices also increased, such as 

the ability of wealthy people to buy their way 
into the clergy. In the late 1400s and early 1500s, 
religious reformers spoke out against corrupt 
practices in the Church and demanded reform.

An indulgence 
certificate from John, 
abbot of Abingdon, 
to Henry Lanley and 
his wife Katherine, 
1476 CE
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The Beginning
The word reform means to make changes to something in order 

to improve it. In European history, the Reformation, or the Protestant 
Reformation as it is also called, was a reform movement that challenged the 
Catholic Church. The movement challenged the Church’s teachings and 
authority and demanded the reform of certain practices. The Reformation 
began as a religious debate but quickly grew into something much larger. 
It laid the foundation for what would eventually become known as 
Protestantism—one of the three major branches of Christianity. The other 

branch of Christianity, the Orthodox Church, 
was formed hundreds of years earlier. Now 

the Reformation would bring about 
Protestantism. In addition, the 

Reformation led to great 
political and social change 
throughout much of Europe.

One reformer in 
particular helped usher in 

the Reformation. His name 
was Martin Luther. Luther was a 

German monk and a devout 
Catholic. Yet the corruption 
he saw in the Church, along 

with his personal ideas about 
salvation, turned him 

against it. Luther’s 
dispute with the 

Church succeeded, 
at least in part, 

because of 
the printing 
press. 

Martin Luther painted  
by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1532 CE
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Of Princes and Protestants
When many people hear the word Protestant, they think about 

Martin Luther and other religious reformers of the Reformation. However, 
the word actually originated as a result of several German princes 
protesting a ruling by the Church that Luther be arrested and punished 
for his rebellious actions and ideas. These princes were the original 
“Protestants.” Over time, however, the term came to be associated with 
religious reformers, like Luther, who protested against certain teachings 
and practices of the Church during the Reformation.

Against this backdrop, scientific advances were being made. Scientists 
such as Nicolaus Copernicus and Galileo Galilei made discoveries that led 
them to reject the long-held belief that Earth lay at the center of the universe. 
Instead, they proposed a new view of the solar system, with the sun and not 
Earth at its center. 

Heliocentric model 
of the solar system 
showing the sun, not 
Earth, at the center
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Chapter 4

The Reformation  
Movement

Martin Luther sparked the Reformation, a movement that brought about 
great religious and political changes. As a young boy growing up in Germany, 
he could not have known that he would be responsible for such change.

Martin Luther was born into a relatively wealthy German family. His 
father prospered in the copper mining business. His family had enough money 
to send him to good schools and eventually to the University of Erfurt, one of 
the best universities in Germany. Luther was an excellent student and earned 
two degrees. In 1505 CE, at age 21, he decided to pursue a third degree, in law. 
But six weeks later he had a sudden change of heart.

What happened? As Luther later told the story, he was walking home 
one night when a terrible storm came. Thunder boomed and lightning blazed 
across the sky. Suddenly a bolt of lightning struck dangerously close, knocking 
Luther to the ground. As the storm raged around him, the terrified Luther 
vowed that if he survived, he would give his life to God and become a monk.

Luther did survive. True to his promise, but much to his father’s dismay, 
he stopped studying law and entered the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt.

Growing Doubts
Like most Christians of his time, Luther initially accepted what the 

Church taught—the only way into heaven was to do good works, aid the 
poor, confess his sins, and follow its teachings. But during the years Luther 
spent in the monastery at Erfurt, he had a lot of time to read the Bible. He 
pondered biblical passages—as well as his own beliefs. Like most people of 
this age, Luther wanted to ensure for himself a place in heaven. He began to 

THE BIG QUESTION
What did Martin 
Luther, John Calvin, 
and others contribute 
to the Reformation 
movement?
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Another Storm Brewing
Luther was trying to start a discussion with his theses, not a revolution. 

But people who were unhappy with the Church were energized by Luther’s 
actions. Luther’s theses were quickly translated from Latin into German 
and—thanks to the printing press—thousands of copies were distributed 
across Europe in just a few months. 

Encouraged, Luther began speaking out more openly against other 
Church teachings. He also wrote essays in which he discussed the importance 
of faith and the fact that all believers, wealthy or poor, were equal. These 
writings, including On Christian Liberty, On the Freedom of a Christian 
[Man], and An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, 
were also translated, printed, and widely distributed across Europe.

As you can imagine, not everyone was pleased about the stir Luther 
was causing. In 1518 CE, the pope summoned Luther to Rome to explain his 
actions. Fortunately for Luther, Frederick III, the elector, or ruler, of Saxony, 
intervened. 

Frederick was in a tricky position. He had received a letter from the 
pope urging him to turn Luther over to Church officials in Rome. Frederick 
didn’t necessarily agree with Luther’s ideas on religion. However, as ruler of 
the region in which Luther lived, he didn’t like the pope telling his subjects 
what to do, either. In fact, Frederick wanted to increase the power of the 
German nobility. Not only that, he was tired of sending German money to 
Rome to pay for perceived papal extravagance. He also suspected that Luther, 
a German, would not be treated fairly in Rome.

 Instead of sending Luther to Rome, Frederick had his hearing moved to 
a city in southern Germany. There, Luther was questioned by Church officials 
about his beliefs. He refused to change his mind. 

Luther’s refusal to back down made the pope even angrier. In 
1520 CE, the pope issued an official document called a papal bull. In 
his bull, the pope attacked Luther and said his writings were those of a 
heretic. Luther was ordered to recant, or take back, all that he’d said about 
the Church and its teachings. 
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A Papal What?
Important orders issued by the pope were written on parchment 

and sealed with a lump of lead. To make the document official, the pope 
pressed his signet ring into the lump of metal while it was still warm and 
soft. The lead lump was called a bulla in Latin, which is why these papal 
documents came to be called bulls. 

How did Luther respond? On December 10, 1520 CE, students, 
professors, and some of the townspeople of Wittenberg gathered before a 
blazing bonfire. They watched as Martin Luther defiantly dropped a copy 
of the papal bull into the blaze. In doing so, Luther was publicly defying the 
pope. It was a bold and dangerous move. A month later, the pope formally 
labeled Luther a heretic and excommunicated him from the Church.

Luther Burning the Papal Bull by Freidrich Paul Thumann, 1872
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Luther and Erasmus 
Martin Luther continued to write about his religious ideas for 

the rest of his life. In the 1520s, he got into a debate with Desiderius 
Erasmus, a Dutch Renaissance humanist and scholar. (Renaissance 

humanists emphasized learning and scholarship 
and the ability of human beings to figure out 
for themselves what is true and important in 
life.) Like Luther, Erasmus wanted to see reform 
in the Catholic Church. Unlike Luther, he did 

not break away from the Church and respected 
many of its teachings and traditions.

In their writings, the two 
men debated many topics, 
including what free will was and 
whether human beings have it. 

Were people free to choose to be 
good, or not?Erasmus

Other Protestant Reformers
 Martin Luther set the Reformation in motion. Other religious reformers 

soon followed. Each reformer had his own ideas and his own vision of 
reform. Each gained his own set of followers. Disputes, even fighting, arose 
between some of these groups. 

One radical sect, labeled Anabaptists by those who viewed them 
negatively, took control of the city of Münster, Germany, in 1534 CE. This 
sect established an independent community, or commune of believers. They 
set themselves apart from the world that existed outside the city walls. A 
Dutch tailor declared himself “king” of the community. In some ways they 
were social rebels, challenging the social order. The Münster Rebellion, 
as it was later known, didn’t last much more than a year. The Anabaptists 
were either executed or forced out of the city. But it was a sign of how the 
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Chapter 5

What Is at the  
Center of the  
Universe?

You’ve probably seen the sun rise and set many times. You’ve noticed 
how it slowly moves across the sky during the day. Well, at least it seems to 
move. If you’ve paid attention during science, you know that the sun doesn’t 
orbit Earth. Earth orbits, or travels around, the sun, as do the other planets 
in our solar system. Earth also spins as it orbits the sun. It’s because Earth is 
spinning that the sun appears to move across the sky every day.

But imagine not knowing any of that. Imagine trying to explain the 
relationship between the earth and the sun based only on what you could see 
by looking up at the sky. If you think about it that way, it’s easy to understand 
why people in centuries past arrived at other conclusions.

The idea that the earth is at the center of things is called the geocentric 
model of the universe. At the beginning of the Reformation, this is what 
almost everyone in Europe believed to be true. The Catholic Church also 
supported this geocentric view. 

But the Reformation was a time when many people were questioning 
long-held beliefs. Martin Luther and other Protestant reformers were 
challenging religious beliefs. Scientifically minded reformers were looking 
hard at the geocentric model of the universe, and they were discovering that 
it, too, needed to be challenged.

THE BIG QUESTION
What new scientific 
theories were proposed 
by Nicolaus Copernicus, 
Johannes Kepler, and 
Galileo Galilei, and 
how did the Church 
respond?
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Copernicus had made a great discovery. 
But he did not run out and shout it from the 
rooftops. In fact, he kept quiet about his work. 
Why? For one thing, he did not have enough 
evidence to prove his ideas beyond all doubt. 
Copernicus may also have feared what would 
happen to him if he publicly contradicted 
the Church’s beliefs about the nature of the 
universe and the earth’s place in it.

 It wasn’t until 1543 CE, at the very end 
of his life, that Copernicus published his 
findings in a book called On the Revolutions 
of the Celestial Spheres. According to some 
accounts, Copernicus was handed the first 
printed copy of his book while on his deathbed. Once again the power of 
printing helped to spread new ideas, this time in the area of science.

Initially, Copernicus’s heliocentric model did not get 
much attention or cause much disturbance. But 

a handful of European astronomers 
believed that Copernicus was 

on to something.

Greek Roots
The word geocentric 

comes from the Greek 
words geo, which means 
“the earth,” and kentrikos, 
which means “as or of 
the center.” So, geocentric 
means having the earth 
as the center. Helios is the 
Greek word for sun, so 
heliocentric means having 
the sun as the center.

Copernicus's 
On the 
Revolutions 
of the 
Celestial 
Spheres, 
1543 CE 
edition

48



Johannes Kepler
German mathematician and astronomer Johannes 

Kepler was one of these people. While studying at 
the University of Tübingen in the 1590s, Kepler’s 
mathematics professor introduced him to 
Copernicus’s heliocentric theory. Being a 
mathematician, Kepler was able to understand 
and appreciate Copernicus’s observations and 
calculations. Over the next few years, Kepler 
pursued his own studies of the night sky, 
eventually publishing a book, Misterium 
Cosmographicum or The Cosmographic 
Mystery. In this book he presented a 
mathematical model that explained the  
relative distances of the planets from the sun  
based on his—and Copernicus’s—observations.

Kepler’s book impressed another astronomer, Tycho Brahe. In 1600 CE, 
Brahe invited Kepler to come to Prague to help him calculate planetary orbits. 

Within a year, Brahe died and Kepler took 
over the work. Kepler continued his 

astronomical observations and 
eventually formulated theories 

about the way the different 
planets orbit the sun. These 
theories later came to be 
called Kepler’s laws of 
planetary motion. 

Most of Kepler’s 
contemporaries had not 

changed their thinking, which is 
why Kepler was so excited when 

he learned about the discoveries of 
Italian astronomer Galileo Galilei.

Kepler's diagram of planetary orbits from his work 
Epitome Astronomiae Copernicanae, published 
between 1617–1621 CE

Johannes Kepler
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Galileo before the Inquistion by Robert Fleury, 1847
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Enrichment

Erasmus and  
the Reformation

“When I get a little money, I buy books; if any is left I buy food and clothes.” 

Did that quotation make you chuckle? Did it also make you think? Could 
books and learning be more important than what a person eats or wears? A 
man named Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466–1536 CE) penned that 
quotation around 1500 CE. The statement is typical of Erasmus. He spent his 
life writing books and essays that often seemed funny at first glance. Yet they 
expressed ideas that challenged readers to think deeply about serious subjects.

Erasmus was a Dutch theologian and scholar with a tremendous talent 
for writing about important subjects related to society and religion. Erasmus 
played an important role in the Reformation.

Monk Turned Scholar
Erasmus was born in Rotterdam, Netherlands. His early education began 

in monastic schools, where it was assumed he would grow up to become a 
monk. In his early twenties, Erasmus took the vows necessary to become 
a monk and soon after was admitted to the Catholic priesthood. However, 
monastic life didn’t suit him. He left after only a few years to begin a career 
doing what he loved most: learning, reading, and writing. 

Erasmus pored over the works of ancient scholars from Greece and 
Rome as well as the writings of contemporary thinkers. He traveled widely 
and became acquainted with intellectuals throughout Europe. He was a keen 
observer and soon devoted himself to writing about the problems of his day. 
At the beginning of the 1500s, many of those problems had to do with the 
Catholic Church. 
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Erasmus was a devout Catholic and respected the Catholic faith. But 
he was dismayed by the corruption and abusive use of power he saw among 
some Church leaders. Erasmus’s goal was to use the power of the written 
word to stimulate Church reform. In his writings, he urged Catholics to more 
closely follow the examples and teachings of Jesus. He stressed focusing less 
on rituals and ceremonies and more on the religious meaning behind them. 
He felt that Christians should not obey Church leaders blindly. Instead, they 
should study Jesus’s life and teachings by reading the Bible themselves.

By advocating these ideas, Erasmus paved the way for Luther and other 
Protestant reformers. Unlike Luther and those who followed him, however, 
Erasmus never tried to break away from the Catholic Church. He hoped to 
improve it from within—peacefully and thoughtfully. 

A New Bible
Erasmus wanted words to promote religious reform. It seems fitting that 

one of his greatest contributions to the Reformation was his translation of the 
New Testament.

For more than a thousand years, the Church had been using what was 
called the Vulgate Bible. It had been written during the 300s in Latin by a 
scholar named Eusebius Hieronymus, or St. Jerome as he was later known. 
In Jerome’s day, there were many versions of the Bible circulating in the 
Christian world. Some were quite different from others. Jerome was tasked 
by the pope with producing one, standardized, Latin Bible to help support a 
universal Church doctrine. Jerome used ancient Latin, Greek, and Hebrew 
manuscripts to produce his Latin translation of the Bible.

During the early 1500s, Erasmus studied the original Greek manuscripts 
on which the Vulgate Bible was based. He discovered that Jerome’s translation 
had flaws. Erasmus wanted to correct the errors. Around 1514 CE, Erasmus 
moved to Basel (now in Switzerland but then part of the German empire), 
which had become a hub for printing. Basel was home to some of the best 
printing presses and book publishers in Europe. Erasmus had been working 
on a new Greek translation of the New Testament, based on original 
manuscripts. In 1516 CE, he published a New Testament that was unlike 
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When it became known that Erasmus wouldn’t join with the Protestants, 
many Catholics tried to claim him as their champion instead. Several 
Catholic scholars and Church leaders demanded that Erasmus denounce 
Luther. They insisted that he make it clear that he favored Catholic doctrines 
over Protestant teachings. Again, Erasmus refused to take sides. This made 
the Catholics angry. They claimed Erasmus was being disloyal to his faith. 

Erasmus was caught in the middle of the Protestant-Catholic 
controversy. He realized that, to some degree, his writings about Church 
reform had helped start the Reformation. When Catholics accused Erasmus 
of having “laid the egg that Luther hatched,” he admitted they were partially 
correct. But he added that he “had expected quite another kind of bird” to 
hatch from that egg. In other words, although he agreed with some of Luther’s 
ideas and teachings, he thought others were too extreme.

Growing Divisions
Erasmus could sense the tensions rising on both sides in the 

Reformation. He abhorred violence. As the reform movement gained 
momentum, Erasmus was saddened to see its religious discussions and 
debates turn into persecution, angry division, and bitter conflicts. Over the 
next few years, he did his best to stay out of the way.

When Protestants took control of Basel’s city government in 1529 CE, 
Erasmus felt morally obligated to leave. He objected to living where Catholic 
worship was now legally—and forcefully—suppressed. Furthermore, Erasmus 
had always said his quarrel was not with the Catholic Church itself, but only 
with corruption and practices he felt were wrong. He remained faithful to the 
Catholic Church throughout his life.

Erasmus took up residence in a German town that was not in danger of 
being taken over by Protestants. He continued to write, but his works were 
widely criticized by both Catholics and Protestants, because he still refused to 
denounce one side over the other. Some of Erasmus’s last writings advocated 
mutual tolerance between Catholics and Protestants. Neither side paid much 
attention to him.
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In 1535 CE, Erasmus was putting the final touches on what would be 
the last edition of his famous New Testament. Despite the fact that Basel 
was still a Protestant city, he moved back there to be closer to his publisher. 
Although very ill, he wanted to oversee the printing of one of his life’s greatest 
achievements.  

Erasmus died in July 1556 CE. He left behind quite a large sum of money 
(he had sold a lot of books!). Some of it was used to publish a collection of 
his writings—nine large volumes in all. The rest Erasmus had requested go to 
providing support for girls from poor families and students at the University 
of Basel.

Looking Out for Luther
Luther’s words against Erasmus seem awfully harsh, considering that 

when Luther was labeled a heretic by the Church, Erasmus took steps that 
likely saved Luther's life. Erasmus wrote 

to Frederick III of Saxony, the 
German elector who ruled 

over the region where 
Luther lived. In the letter, 
Erasmus said that, in 
his opinion, Luther was 
not a heretic. He urged 
Frederick to protect 
Luther and make sure he 
didn’t fall into the hands 
of his enemies, for they 
would likely kill him. 
Frederick took Erasmus’s 
advice, and made sure 
that Luther remained 
safe. Luther knew about 
the letter.Frederick III by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1525 CE
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Enrichment

Life and Achievements 
of Copernicus

Nicolaus Copernicus accomplished quite a feat in the mid-1500s: he 
made the earth and the sun change places! He didn’t physically give them a 
push, of course. But he was the first European to propose that the sun, rather 
than the earth, was at the center of the solar system. Although it may not 
seem like such a radical idea today, it was an enormous change in the view of 
the universe and the earth’s place within it.

The Polish Astronomer
Copernicus’s father, a well-

to-do merchant, died when 
Copernicus was 10 years old. 
Fortunately, his uncle stepped in 
to take care of the family and help 
Copernicus get a good education. 
At age 18, he headed off to the 
University of Krakow where he 
studied many subjects, including 
mathematics and astronomy.  

In his astronomy classes, 
Copernicus learned all about 
Aristotle’s and Ptolemy’s geocentric 
models of the universe. Everyone 
at the time had grown up with this 
view. On the surface, it seemed to 
make sense.

The Latin Name Game
If you could zip back to 

the 1500s to look at Copernicus’ 
birth certificate, you might find 
it a little confusing. Instead of 
Nicolaus Copernicus, the name 
on the document was “Mikolaj 
Kopernik”! In Copernicus’s day, 
it was common for scholars to 
“Latinize” their names. They 
changed the spelling so their 
names looked and sounded 
more like Latin words. Mikolaj 
Kopernik became Nicolaus 
Copernicus sometime during his 
university studies.
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When Copernicus finally returned to Poland around 1503 CE, he 
eventually settled in Frauenburg (now Frombork), where he worked as a 
physician, lawyer, and church administrator. Despite his busy life, he made 
time for astronomy. He set up a small observatory for observing the stars in a 
tower that was part of the wall surrounding the town. Copernicus made all of 
his observations of the night sky with the naked eye (his eyesight must have 
been very good!). It’s not hard to imagine him working alone in the middle of 
the night, squinting up at the stars and making mathematical calculations.

Over time, Copernicus observed that the planets moved in ways that 
didn’t agree with the long-held geocentric model. The old model simply 
didn’t explain the facts. Copernicus began to formulate a theory that differed 
profoundly from the ideas of Aristotle and Ptolemy. It also contradicted the 
Earth-centered view of the world supported by the Catholic Church and 
many Protestants.

Copernicus on the tower in Frombork, Jan Matejko, 1800s
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Yet once Galileo got his hands on a telescope, he couldn’t keep quiet 
about what he was seeing in the night sky. Have you ever looked through a 
telescope at the stars? With the naked 
eye, the stars appear to be little more 
than bright points of light. But 
with a telescope, you can see 
the moons of Jupiter (just like 
Galileo!), the rings of Saturn, 
and individual stars in the 
Milky Way.

After publishing  
The Starry Messenger in  
1610 CE, Galileo kept on 
making discoveries and kept 
on writing about them. He knew 
he risked angering officials in the 
Catholic Church because what he was 
finding contradicted beliefs that had been 
taught for more than a thousand years. But 
he did it anyway. He once said, “I do not feel obliged to believe that the same 
God who has endowed us with sense, reason, and intellect has intended us to 
forgo their use.”

After his first brush with the Inquisition in 1616 CE, Galileo was more 
aware of how risky contradicting the Catholic Church could be. Yet he kept 
thinking, writing, and talking about the heliocentric model. For a time, 
influential friends and politicians who felt his discoveries were important were 
able to protect him. But when Galileo’s book Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief 
World Systems came out in 1632 CE, it created an uproar. 

In this book, Galileo did exactly what Pope Urban VIII had ordered him 
not to do. He compared Aristotle’s and Ptolemy’s ideas about the geocentric 
model to Copernicus’s heliocentric model. The arguments he presented in 
the book led to one obvious conclusion: Copernicus was right. Furthermore, 
Galileo wrote the book in Italian rather than in Latin. All Italians who 
could read, not just highly educated scholars and specialists, were able 

Galileo's drawing of the moon from 
The Starry Messenger
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to understand it. Galileo also presented the information in a clear and 
humorous way, so people wanted to read it. And they did! With the aid of the 
printing press, the book quickly got into the hands of many people.

This success backfired for Galileo. If the book had been written in Latin 
and stayed behind the walls of universities and monasteries, it would not have 
presented much of a threat. But because so many people were reading and 
talking about the book, Galileo’s enemies became even more convinced that 
he had to be stopped. Church leaders worried that if ordinary people were 
allowed to question the Church’s ideas about the universe, they might begin 
to question other teachings. The Protestant Reformation had already split the 
Church and set Protestant groups and Catholics against each other. With all 
the trouble Galileo was causing, the Church feared losing even more power 
and influence over its followers.

Galileo on Trial
In 1632 CE, when the Inquisition ordered Galileo to Rome to stand trial 

for heresy, he was a sick man of 
70 years. He pleaded that he was 
too ill to make the trip. The pope 
was unmoved and insisted he 
come. Galileo had to be carried the 
entire way from Florence to Rome 
(about 170 miles) on a stretcher.

During his trial, Galileo was 
falsely accused of using trickery to 
get permission to write Dialogue. 
The inquisitors insisted that Galileo 
confess and take back his support 
for the ideas of Copernicus. Galileo 
knew that if he did not recant, he 
faced possible death. So, in 1633 CE, 
he publicly stated that the sun is not 
at the center of the universe and that 
the earth does not move.

Frontispiece of edition of Galileo's Dialogue, 
1635 CE
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The Inquisition punished Galileo by forcing him to live under guard in 
a house for the rest of his life. He could no longer publish or discuss his ideas, 
and his books were banned. As often happens with banned books, however, 
the already-popular Dialogue became a best seller almost overnight. It was 
distributed all over Europe and beyond. 

Galileo did not spend the last years of his life dozing by a crackling fire. 
He was allowed visitors. He continued writing and completed an important 
book on physics. It summarized much of the scientific work he had done 
for the previous three decades of his life. A friend smuggled the manuscript 
to the Netherlands, where it was published. The Inquisition had forbidden 
Galileo to ever publish again, so he wrote an introduction to the book in 
which he claimed it had been printed without his knowledge. He referred to 
the book fondly as “the child of my brain.”

Galileo is often called the father of modern astronomy, even of modern 
science. His discoveries and his writings certainly changed the world of 
science forever. He demanded that we learn about the universe around us 
by experimentation and observation. He insisted that theories be supported 
by evidence. He had the courage to question accepted authorities and pursue 
the truth.
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D
decree, n. an official order that must be followed (decrees)

defy, v. to go against; to refuse to obey (defying)

descend, v. to come down (descended)

devout, adj. devoted, especially to a specific religion or point of view

doctrine, n. a belief or set of beliefs held by a group of people

E
embrace, v. to welcome wholeheartedly (embraced) 

endow, v. to give a quality or ability to (endowed) 

extravagance, n. something that is expensive or wasteful and not a necessity

F
foe, n. enemy

H
heresy, n. beliefs or opinions that challenge, or go against, the beliefs or 
opinions of those in power

I
immoral, adj. going against the principles of right and wrong that are 
generally accepted by most members of a group 

institution, n. an organization set up for a specific purpose

intervene, v. to come between; to prevent from happening (intervened)
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L
lever, n. a strong, solid bar used to move or lift something

M
mechanism, n. 1. a piece of machinery; 2. parts that work together in a 
machine

O
order, n. a religious group with specific beliefs and practices (orders)

P
parchment, n. material made from animal skin and used as a writing surface

pendulum, n. a weight that swings regularly back and forth, often used to 
measure time in a clock (pendulums)

persecute, v. to treat someone unfairly or cruelly because of his or her 
religious beliefs (persecuted)

persecution, n. the act of treating someone unfairly or cruelly because of his 
or her religious beliefs

ponder, v. to think about deeply (pondered)

proof, n. 1. evidence that something is true or correct; 2. a test showing that a 
mathematic calculation is correct (proofs) 

R
radical, adj. very disruptive to a widely accepted belief or idea

recant, v. to publicly take back an opinion expressed in the past

reform, n. an improvement (reformers; reformation)
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