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Ancient civilizations had the belief that 

the earth was fixed at the center of the 

universe and that the sun and other 

heavenly bodies were moving around it. 

This belief was called "Ptolemaic or 

Geocentric Theory“ in honor of the Greek 

scientist Claudius Ptolemy.

Only in the sixteenth century an 

important Polish astronomer, Nicolaus 

Copernicus proved that the earth is 

one of many planets revolving around 

the sun and that turns on itself, this 

theory was called "Copernican or 

Heliocentric Theory".

FROM GEOCENTRIC                                                TO HELIOCENTRIC

Ptolemy’s system

Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of the History of Science · 

Florence · ITALY

Heliocentric Theory

Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of the History of Science · 

Florence · ITALY

http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/gallery/PtolemysSystemImg.html
http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/galileopalazzostrozzi/oggetto/AndreasCellariusAtlasCoelestisSeuHarmoniaMacrocosmicaTav6.html


The first astronomical instruments

Ancient astronomers were studying the stars to measure time, for orientation and to 

determine any influence of the stars on human life. The tools used by astronomers were of 

different kinds and sizes.

To make fine observations were using fixed and large tools: quadrants, astrolabes and 

sextants. These tools were used to measure angles accurately.

Mariner's astrolabe
Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of 

the History of Science – Florence, ITALY

Quadrant with Easter scale
Sextant

Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of the 

History of Science – Florence, ITALY

Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of the 

History of Science – Florence, ITALY

http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/gallery/MarinersAstrolabeInv1119.html
http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/gallery/QuadrantWithEasterScaleInv2518_n01.html
http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/indepth/Sextant.html


In 1609, the Italian astronomer, physicist and philosopher, Galileo Galilei heard about the invention of the 

telescope in Holland. As soon as Galileo learned about the device, he built one and set about improving it, 

creating the first refracting telescope. The primary lens was convex, and the second lens, the eyepiece, was 

concave. Then he developed techniques for grinding and polishing the lenses and used math to calculate the 

distance between the lenses that would create the clearest images. In November 1609 Galileo had at his 

disposal a telescope with twenty magnifications, that is, more powerful by far that all the others circulating 

through Europe at the time. 

Galileo's telescope
Museo Galileo, Istituto e Museo di Storia della Scienza – Firenze 

Galileo's telescope - The invention

GALILEO GALILIEI

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) oil on canvas, Francesco Boschi

Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon

Galileo Galilei, Telescope

Museo Galileo - Institute and Museum of the History of Science –

Florence, ITALY

.

http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/esplora/cannocchiale/index.html
http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/esplora/cannocchiale/dswmedia/storia/istoria1.html
http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/esplora/cannocchiale/dswmedia/storia/estoria1.html
http://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/-2C6NU0SN7PV0.html
http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/mediciscienze/emed.asp?c=70081


Galileo endorse the Copernican theory
The instruments developed by Galileo were highly superior in performance to the previous telescope. 

Thanks to the power of his instrument, Galileo achieved exceptional results in his observations and the 

exceptional series of his astronomical discoveries was destined to revolutionize forever the traditional view 

of the cosmos. 

However in 1614, Galileo was accused of heresy for his support of the Copernican theory that the sun was 

at the center of the solar system. This was revolutionary at a time when most people believed the Earth 

was in this central position. In 1616, he was forbidden by the church from teaching or advocating these 

theories.

Painting, 1847, by Joseph Nicolas Robert-Fleury. Paris, musée du Louvre

Galilée devant le Saint-Office au Vatican

http://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/-2C6NU0GOQB9O.html


T H E  S O L A R  

S YS T E M

Today we know that the Solar 

System consists of many heavenly 

bodies held together by gravity.

Our solar system consists 

essentially of a star, the Sun, and 

eight planets orbiting around them 

more than 60 satellites.

In almost every name it is 

recognizable the influence of 

classical mythology.



S O L - H E L I U M - S U N

The sun is the star at the 

center of the Solar System.

Its light and warmth are 

essential for life on Earth, the 

regularity of its movement is 

essential to measure the 

passage of time.

Shining, eternally young, by 

her loving gaze, so it was 

described Helios, the sun god.

THE SUN

SUN, engraving by Abraham De Bruyn (1540 – 1587)  - Musée du Louvre - Paris

http://dev.silkhost.eu/museums/index.php/collection/item/imagesdart/39740


H E R M E S - M E R C U RY  

T H E  M E S S E N G E R  O F  

T H E  G O D S

Mercury is the smallest planet in 

the solar system and it’s the 

closest planet to the sun.

To make a complete revolution 

around the sun, Mercury takes 

88 days.  It’s the fastest planet 

and probably for this reason it is 

commonly identified with the 

Greek Hermes, the fleet-footed 

messenger of the gods. 

MERCURY

Mercury, engraving by Abraham De Bruyn (1540 – 1587)  - Musée du Louvre - Paris

http://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/-2C6NU0WG8R03.html


A P H R O D I T E - V E N U S  –

G O D D E S S  O F  L OV E  A N D  

B E AU T Y

Venus is in the second position 

relative to the sun.

It takes 243 days to rotate 

around the sun. It is the hottest 

and brightest planet in the solar 

system and for this reason 

Venus had the name of the 

goddess of love and beauty.

VENUS

VENUS, engraving by Abraham De Bruyn (1540 – 1587)  - Musée du Louvre - Paris

http://dev.silkhost.eu/museums/index.php/collection/item/imagesdart/39744


E A RT H - G A I A - G E A  

M OT H E R  E A RT H

Also called the blue planet, Earth is 

the third planet in order of distance 

from the Sun, it is also the largest of 

the terrestrial planets of the solar 

system, both for mass and diameter.

It is perhaps the only planet where 

we can find liquid water (and life!) 

and oxygen in the atmosphere. A 

single natural satellite, the Moon, 

rotates around the Earth.

Its name comes from Gaia, a 

primitive divinity, which is the origin 

of humanity.
EARTH

EARTH,  marble 17th century.  Versailles, châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Paris

http://dev.silkhost.eu/museums/index.php/collection/item/imagesdart/230278


A R E S  – M A R S   

T H E  G O D  O F  WA R

Mars is in the fourth position 

relative to the sun and is the last of 

the rocky planets. It is also called 

"Red Planet" because of the color 

of its surface.

Here we can find the highest 

mountain in the solar system: 

Mount Olympus, high 27000 m., 

that is three times higher than 

Mount Everest. 

Its name comes from Ares, god of 

war.
MARS

MARS, engraving by Abraham De Bruyn (1540 – 1587)  - Musée du Louvre - Paris

http://dev.silkhost.eu/museums/index.php/collection/item/imagesdart/39737


Z E U S  - J U P I T E R  

K I N G  O F  T H E  G O D S

Jupiter is in fifth position relative 

to the sun. It is the largest planet 

in the solar system, and about 60 

moons revolve around it.

This planet has a composition 

similar to that of the sun: consists 

mainly of hydrogen and helium. 

Jupiter,  Saturn, Uranus and 

Neptune, are classified as gas 

giants. 

Since ancient times was identified 

with Zeus, king of the gods.JUPITER

JUPITER incisione di Bloemaert, Museo Nazionale dei Paesi Bassi,  Amsterdam.

http://www.europeana.eu/portal/it/record/90402/RP_P_OB_26_654.html


K R O N O S  - S AT U R N  

G O D  O F  T I M E  A N D  FAT H E R  

O F  Z E U S

Saturn is in the sixth position 

with respect to the sun and is 

known for its 23 spectacular 

rings, that we can see easily.

Saturn is the lightweight 

champion: could float on water!

Saturn in classical mythology is 

identified in the god of time and 

father of Zeus.

SATURN

SATURN, , engraving by Abraham De Bruyn (1540 – 1587)  - Musée du Louvre - Paris 

http://dev.silkhost.eu/museums/index.php/collection/item/imagesdart/39730


U R A N U S  - C A E L U S  

T H E  P R I M O R D I A L  G O D  O F  T H E  S K Y

Uranus is in seventh position 

respect to the sun. Its color tends 

to blue because it is rich in 

methane.

This planet too, has around him 

many rings. Its axis of rotation is 

inclined by 90 degrees.

Uranus, like Neptune, has a 

different composition from the so-

called gas giants, its interior is 

composed of ice and rock.

It receives its name from Caelus, the 

primordial god of the sky.

URANUS

“Uranus brings the veil of night”, Coypel Antoine (1661-1722) - Paris, musée du Louvre,

http://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/-2C6NU0C6X5ZF.html


P O S E I D O N  – N E P T U N E

T H E  G O D  O F  T H E  S E A

Neptune is the farthest planet 

from the sun and therefore it is 

very cold. On it there are high 

winds, ten times stronger than a 

tornado!

Neptune, like Uranus, is called 

"ice giant", for the large amount 

of ice that forms it.

It owes its name to Poseidon, god 

of the sea

NEPTUNE

Neptune –oil on canvas.  Jeaurat Etienne (1699-1789)J, Paris, musée du Louvre

http://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/-2C6NU0GRRCC1.html


La Primavera | Botticelli (1445 - 1510) Tempera panel, Uffizi Gsllery, Florence - Italy
ALLEGORY OF SPRING

It is an allegorical representation: the advent of Spring celebrated by the Three Graces 

(handmaidens of Venus), who dance in circles guided by Mercury. This, messenger of the gods, 

banishes the threatening clouds that try to penetrate into the garden of Venus.

http://www.europeana.eu/portal/it/record/2048011/work_63812.html?utm_source=api&utm_medium=api&utm_campaign=YF23iE3jU#&gid=1&pid=1


E V E N I N G S T A R

'Twas noontide of summer,
And mid—time of night;

And stars, in their orbits,
Shone pale, thro' the light

Of the brighter, cold moon,
'Mid planets her slaves,
Herself in the Heavens,
Her beam on the waves.

I gazed awhile
On her cold smile;

Too cold—too cold for me—
There pass'd, as a shroud,

A fleecy cloud,
And I turned away to thee,

Proud Evening Star,
In thy glory afar,

And dearer thy beam shall be;
For joy to my heart

Is the proud part
Thou bearest in Heaven at night,

And more I admire
Thy distant fire,

Than that colder, lowly light. 

Edgar Allan Poe

Stars have always been inspiration for 
writers, poets and artists!

“Three things 
remain with us 
from paradise: 

stars, flowers and 
children.”

Dante Alighieri


