
Unità 1 La misura delle grandezze

GALILEO, THE FATHER OF MODERN SCIENCE
READING COMPREHENSION

In his treatise Il Saggiatore, Galileo asserted the need for 
scientists to learn to read the “mathematical language” in 
which nature is expressed:

“[The universe] ... cannot be understood unless one 
first learns to comprehend the language and interpret the 
characters in which it is written. It is written in the language of 
mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles, and other 
geometrical figures, without which it is humanly impossible to 
understand a single word of it…

Galileo Galilei could have been a great musician, just 
like his father Vincenzo and his brother Michelangelo, but 
instead he became the father of modern science. Galileo was 
a great mathematician, an inventor, an experimenter, but also 
a fine lutenist, a poet and a literary critic who was in love with 
Ariosto and his paladin Orlando.

Galileo was ironic, pleasure-loving, at times depressed, 
argumentative and also vindictive; he loathed the academic 
rule in Pisa of wearing the toga and, if he wanted to destroy 
an opponent, was able to do so with a satirical poem. A “bad 
character” we would say today.

It may be the case that he hadn’t always carried out the 
experiments he described, such as those from the tower of 
Pisa, and sometimes described more accurate experimental 
results than those actually obtained.

The greatness of Galileo is not devalued by this. Galileo 
was the one who taught us that mathematics is the language 
in which the book of nature is written, and it was he who 
explained the link between necessary proofs and meaningful 
experiences: i.e. between theory and experiment. Galileo 
was also able to draw the attention of contemporaries to key 
scientific issues, highlighting inconsistencies in the Aristotelian 
system of thought. For example, Galileo’s observations on the 
irregularities of the lunar surface, that suggested the presence 
of a rocky lunar mantle, rendered the Moon more Earth-like. 
Contrary to what was maintained by Aristotle, the Earth’s 
satellite was not made of a special incorruptible matter. From 
that moment on, one could no longer make a  distinction 
between celestial and terrestrial matters.

In light of what you have read, how do you account for 
the greatness of Galileo?

True or false?
a. In his poem Il Saggiatore, Galileo asserted the 

importance of mathematics to scientists.
b. Galileo was a man of impeccable character.
c. Aristotle thought that the Moon was made of 

incorruptible matter.
d. Galileo argued that no distinction could be 

made between celestial and terrestrial matters.

Complete with:
scientific • inconsistencies • language • theory • experiment 
• mathematics • book • proofs
Galileo taught us that __________ is the __________ in 
which the ______________ of nature is written and he 
explained the link between necessary ______________ 
and meaningful experiences, i.e. between ______________ 
and ______________. Galileo was also able to draw the 
attention of contemporaries to key ______________  
issues, highlighting ______________ in the Aristotelian 
system of thought.
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Match questions and answers.

QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A.  In what way did  
Galileo’s observations  
of the Moon 
contradict the 
Aristotelian system  
of thought?

1.  Because the Universe cannot 
be understood unless 
scientists first learn to read 
the “mathematical language” 
in which nature is expressed.

B.  Why did Galileo 
emphasise the 
importance of 
mathematics to 
scientists?

2.  Yes, a Renaissance Man is 
understood to be a person 
whose expertise spans a 
significant number of different 
subject areas: Galileo was 
a mathematician, inventor, 
experimenter, musician, poet 
and literary critic.

C.  Was Galileo a 
Renaissance Man?

3.  Galileo observed irregularities 
of the lunar surface, which 
suggested the presence  
of a rocky mantle on the 
Moon similar to Earth, 
contradicting the Aristotelian 
system of thought that 
claimed the planets were 
made of incorruptible matter.

A. _________     B. __________    C. _________
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