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Copernicus 
in Italy

Portrait of Copernicus by Henryk 

Siemiradzki (Roma, 1876).  Courtesy of 

the Copernican museum, Roma.



Giacomo Leopardi on the Copernican revolution

...  Its effects will not belong to physics only: for it will upset the 

degrees of the dignity of things, and the order of entities; 

it will exchange the ends of creatures; and, therefore, it will make a 

great upheaval also in metaphysics, indeed in everything that 

touches the speculative part of knowledge. And it will result that 

humans … will find themselves to be anything but what they have 

been so far, or what they have imagined to be.

Giacomo Leopardi, Il Copernico, Scena IV (1827)



Copernicus’ bust placed in the 

Basilica of the Bo Palace in 1976.

The Copernicus telescope (182 cm) in Asiago – Cima Ekar, 

inaugurated in 1973 in the occasion of the V centenary of 

Copernicus birth.



Plaque placed in the Aula Magna in 

1873, in the occasion of the  IV 

centenary of Copernicus’ birth. 

The most ancient

autograph

document by 

Copernicus (1503). 

State Archive of 

Padua. 







1496-1500:  Bologna

1500: Rome 

1501-1503 Padua

1503 Ferrara



A.D.  1496 - 1500  

Bologna

He was registered as a student of law

but collaborated with professor 

Domenico Maria Novara in 

mathematical researches and 

astronomical observations («non tam

discipulus quam adjutor et testis

observationum doctissimi viri 

Dominici Mariae». Gioacchino 

Retico, 1540). 



A.D.  1500

Engraving by E. Gorazdowski of a painting by Wojciech 

Gerson. Astronomical and Copernican Museum, Rome.

1500: Rome to celebrate 

the jubilee. May have

illustrated his ideas in the 

mansion of cardinal 

Alessandro Farnese, 

future Pope Paul III, to 

whom the De 

Revolutionibus is

dedicated.



A.D.  1501 - 1503  

Map of Padua in the XVI century

Studied medicine. Probably 

followed classes together 

with Girolamo Fracastoro. 

Close link between medicine 

and  astronomy: astral

influences believed to govern

the fate of  human body. “Ne 

medici quidem ipsi ullo in 

numero habebantur , nisi

simul astrologi essent” 

(Jacopo Facciolati, 1682-

1769)



Ferrara state archive: Certificate of doctorate in canon 

law received by Nicolaus Copernicus on May 31, 1503. 

Deed of the notary Tommaso Meleghini.



What may have attracted Copernicus to Italy?

• Italian Universities had a very good international reputation. No 

problem with language: latin was the universal language of European

scholars. 

• Links with Poland were particularly tight:  famous saying on the Poles 

and Italians: «i luoghi sono ben lontani, ma gli animi son ben vicini» 

i.e. “places are far away, but souls are very close” (G.B. Guarini, Il 

pastor fido, composed between 1580 and 1583). Bona Sforza became 

Queen of Poland in 1518 as the second wife of Sigismund I.

• The cultural climate of Italy was particularly vibrant: it was the 

Renaissance period, with flourishing arts and sciences.



Contemporaries to Copernicus (1473-1543)

Ludovico Ariosto (1474 – 1533)

Donato Bramante (1444? – 1514)

Sandro Botticelli (1445 – 1510)

Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475 – 1564)

Cristoforo Colombo (1447 – 1506)

Leonardo da Vinci (1452 – 1519)

Giorgione (1478? – 1510)

Francesco Guicciardini (1483 – 1540)

Girolamo Fracastoro (1478 – 1553)

Niccolò Machiavelli (1469 – 1527)

Pietro Perugino (1450 – 1523)

Raffaello Sanzio (1483 – 1520)

Tiziano Vecellio (1488 – 1576)



Aldus Manutius, Venetian humanist

and famous printer of Latin and Greek

books.

Sophocles, Tragaediae septem cum commentariis, 1502, 

published by Aldo Manuzio (Biblioteca Universitaria di 

Bologna).



Credibile est hisce similibus causis Philolaum

mobilitate terrae sensisse, quod etiam nonnulli

Aristarchum Samium ferunt in eadem fuisse

sententia. 

Manuscript of De Revolutionibus Orbius Coelestium. 

Not included in printed version.

Aristarchus of Samos (c. 310 – c. 230 BC) 

identified the "central fire" with the Sun and 

put the other planets in their correct order of 

distance around the Sun. His astronomical ideas 

were often rejected in favor of the geocentric 

theories of Aristotle (384–322 BC) and Ptolemy 

(c. 100 – c. 170 AD).  

Philolaus’ of Croton (c. 470 –

385 BC) cosmology (D.W. 

Graham, Arch. Hist. Exact Sci. 

(2015) 69:217)
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