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Paula Findlen       Wed 1:15-3:05 
Spring 2007        Education 41 
History 232G/332G 
 

WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE:  THE TRIAL OF GALILEO 
 
“The past, exactly because it is the past, forever remains inaccessible to us:  it vanishes, it is no 
longer there; we cannot touch it, and it is only starting from its vestiges and its traces, its still-
present remains – books, monuments, documents which have escaped the destructive action of 
time and men – that we try to reconstruct it.” – Alexandre Koyré 
 
“Galileo’s crime can be regarded as the original sin of modern physical science.” – Bertolt Brecht, 
late 1940s 
 
“Galileo’s head was on the block the crime was looking up the truth as the bombshells of my daily 
fears explode I try to trace them to my youth” – Indigo Girls, 1992 

 
 
In 1633 the Italian mathematician Galileo was tried and condemned for 
advocating that the sun, not the earth, was the center of the cosmos.  The Catholic 
Church did not formally admit that Galileo was right until 1992.  This seminar 
examines the many factors that led to the trial of Galileo and looks at multiple 
perspectives on this signal event in the history of science and religion.  We will 
consider the nature and definition of intellectual heresy in the sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries, and examine the writings of Galileo’s infamous 
predecessor Giordano Bruno (burned at the stake in 1600).  We will look closely 
at documents surrounding the trial and related literature on Renaissance and 
Reformation Italy in order to understand the perspectives of various participants 
in this famous event.  A focal point of the seminar involves the examination of the 
many different histories that can be produced from Galileo’s trial.  What, in the 
end, were the “crimes” of Galileo? 
 
The following books can be purchased in the campus bookstore and are also on 
reserve in Green Library.  Readings marked with an asterisk (*) can be found in 
the Course Reader which is available from Field Copy (323-3155): 
 
 Mario Biagioli, Galileo, Courtier 
 Robert Blackwell, Galileo, Bellarmine and the Bible 
 Giordano Bruno, The Ash Wednesday Supper 
 Maurice Finocchiaro, ed., The Galileo Affair 
 Maria Celeste Galilei, Letters to Father 

Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms 
 David Freedberg, The Eye of the Lynx (333G only) 
 John Heilbron, The Sun in the Church (332G only) 
 Ingrid Rowland, The Scarith of Scornello (332G only) 
 
Week One (4/4):  Galileo and His World 

Reading:  Bireley, pp. 1-24, 201-211 
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 Visit to Special Collections 
 
Week Two (4/11):  Defining Heresy 
 Reading:  Ginzburg; Bireley, pp. 45-69, 96-120  

Graduate students:  Ginzburg*; Tedeschi* 
 
Week Three (4/18):  Bruno, Predecessor of Galileo? 
 Reading:  Bruno; Westman*; Gatti*; Lerner and Gosselin* 
 Graduate students:  Yates*; Ernst*; Rietbergen* 
 
Week Four (4/25):  The Right to Interpret Nature 
 Reading:  Campanella*; Finocchiaro, pp. 47-54, 87-118 
 Graduate students: no extra reading this week 
 

*** First paper due:  Friday, April 27 ***  
 
Week Five (5/2):  Whose Nature?  Whose Scripture? 
 Reading:  Blackwell, pp. 1-179, 217-267; Bireley, pp. 121-146   

Graduate students:  complete reading of Freedberg 
  
Week Six (5/9):  The Politics of Knowledge 
 Reading:  Biagioli, pp. 1-157, 245-352 
 Graduate students: read entire book; Beretta* 

 
*** Second paper or research proposal due:  Friday, May 11 *** 

 
Week Seven (5/16):  Galileo and Copernicanism 
 Reading:  Finocchiaro, pp. 1-42 (skim), 55-86, 119-197; Shea*; Drake* 

Graduate students:  complete Heilbron  
 
Week Eight (5/23):  Galileo before the Inquisitors 
 Reading:  Finocchiaro, pp.198-293; Blackwell*; Beretta*; Gorman* 

Graduate students:  read Redondi; Artigas et.al. 
 
Week Nine (5/30):  The Heretic’s Daughter 
 Reading:  Maria Celeste Galilei; Bireley, pp. 25-44 

Graduate students:  complete Rowland 
 

*** Rough drafts due for WIM option:  Friday, June 1 *** 
 
Week Ten (6/6):  Rehabilitating Galileo 
 Reading:  Bireley, pp. 175-200; Coyne* 
 Visit to Special Collections 
 

*** Final paper due:  Monday, June 11 *** 
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Undergraduate Course Requirements 
You will be required either  to write one 5-page paper (20%), a second 5-page 
paper (20%), and a final paper of 8-10 pp. (30%) or  to write the initial 5-page 
paper (20%) and a final research paper of 13-15 pp. (50%).  The latter research 
option is required of students who wish to fulfill their WIM requirement but 
available to all students (see below for further instructions).  Class discussion 
(30%) is an essential part of a colloquium, so regular attendance, active 
participation, and careful reading of the primary and secondary materials is also 
important.  I will ask you to help lead discussion once or twice during the quarter. 
 
WIM/Research Option 
Students fulfilling the WIM option are required to hand in a one-page proposal 
(plus a second page with their working bibliography) on May 11.  The rough draft 
of you final paper is due on Friday, June 1.  Other undergraduates writing 
research papers are highly encouraged to meet this deadline as well, though only 
WIM requires a draft. 
 
Graduate Students 
Graduate students will have two writing assignments:  a 7-page essay review of 
two books (choose among Biagioli, Blackwell, Freedberg, and Heilbron), due on 
Friday, April 27, and a 15-18 pp. final paper on a topic of your choosing, due on 
June 11.  The final paper can be either historiographic or research-oriented but 
should be discussed with me in advance so that we agree upon the topic.  We will 
meet periodically for a third hour (time tba) beyond the common class time to 
discuss additional readings, as noted on the syllabus. 
   
Office Hours 
I will hold office hours in History (Bldg 200-118; 723-9570) on Monday 3:30-
4:30 and Wed 4:30-5:30.  You can also reach me by email:  
pfindlen@stanford.edu. 
 
Course-related web sites 
Participants in this seminar may find the following web sites especially 
interesting:  The Galileo Project (http://es.rice.edu:80/ES/humsoc/Galileo/) and 
the Multimedia Galileo Room 
(http://galileo.imss.firenze.it/museo/4/index/html). 
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WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE:  THE TRIAL OF GALILEO  
COURSE READER 

 
 
 Robert Westman, “The Copernicans and the Churches,” in God and 
Nature:  Historical Essays on the Encounter between Christianity and Science, 
ed. David Lindberg and Ronald Numbers (Berkeley:  University of California 
Press, 1986), pp. 76-113. 
 

Hilary Gatti, “Giordano Bruno’s Ash Wednesday Supper and Galileo’s 
Dialogue,” Bruniana e Campanelliana 3 (1997): 283-300. 
 
 Lawrence S. Lerner and Edward A. Gosselin, “Galileo and the Specter of 
Bruno,” Scientific American 255, no. 5 (November 1986): 126-133. 
 
 Tommaso Campanella, The Defense of Galileo (written in 1616, published 
in 1622), ed. and trans. Grant McColley (Northampton, MA:  Smith College, 
1937). 
 
 William Shea, “Galileo’s Copernicanism:  The Science and the Rhetoric,” in 
The Cambridge Companion to Galileo, ed. Peter Machamer (Cambridge, U. K.:  
Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 211-243. 
 
 Stillman Drake, “Reexamining Galileo’s Dialogue,” in his Essays on 
Galileo and the History and Philosophy of Science, ed. Noel Swerdlow and 
Trevor Levere (Toronto:  University of Toronto Press, 1999), vol. 2, pp. 38-57. 
 
 Richard Blackwell, “The Legal Case at Galileo’s Trial,” in his Behind the 
Scenes at Galileoôs Trial (Notre Dame:  University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 
pp. 1-27. 
 
 Francesco Beretta, “The Documents of Galileo’s Trial,” in The Church and 
Galileo, ed. Ernan McMullin (Notre Dame:  University of Notre Dame Press, 
2005), pp. 191-212. 
 
 Michael John Gorman, “A Matter of Faith?  Christoph Scheiner, Jesuit 
Censorship, and the Trial of Galileo,” Perspectives on Science 4 (1996): 283-320. 
 
 George V. Coyne, “The Church’s Most Recent Attempt to Dispell the 
Galileo Myth,” in The Church and Galileo, ed. Ernan McMullin (Notre Dame:  
University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), pp. 340-359. 
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Supplementary Readings for Graduate Students 
 

 John Tedeschi, ed., The Prosecution of Heresy:  Collected Studies on the 
Inquisition in Early Modern Italy (Binghamton, NY:  Medieval and Renaissance 
Texts and Studies, 1991), pp.  47-88. 
 
 Carlo Ginzburg, “The Inquisitor as Anthropologist,” in his Clues, Myth, 
and Historical Method, trans. John and Anne C. Tedeschi (Baltimore:  Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1989), pp. 156-164. 
 
 Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 1964), pp. 235-256. 
 
 Germana Ernst, “Astrology, Religion, and Politics in Counter-Reformation 
Rome,” in Science, Culture, and Popular Belief in Renaissance Europe, ed. 
Stephen Pumfrey, Paolo L. Rossi, and Maurice Slawinski (Manchester, U. K.:  
Manchester University Press, 1991), pp. 249-273. 
 
 Peter Rietbergen, “Urban VIII between White Magic and Black Magic,” in 
his Power and Religion in Baroque Rome:  Barberini Cultural Policies (Leiden:  
Brill, 2006), pp. 337-375. 
 
 Francesco Beretta, “Galileo, Urban VIII, and the Prosecution of Natural 
Philosophers,” in The Church and Galileo, ed. Ernan McMullin (Notre Dame:  
University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), pp. 234-261. 
 

Pietro Redondi, Galileo Heretic, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 3-8, 107-175, 321-332. 

 
Mariano Artigas, Rafael Martínez, and William R. Shea, “New Light on the 

Galileo Affair?” in The Church and Galileo, ed. Ernan McMullin (Notre Dame:  
University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), pp. 213-233. 


