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Nicolaus Copernicus (1473 – 1543) 
 

Nicolaus Copernicus was a Renaissance Astronomer and the 
first person to hypothesize about Heliocentric Cosmology, the 
belief of the Earth not being at the center of the Universe. His 
book, De revolutionibus orbium coelestium, which translates 
to “On the Revolutions of the Celestial Planets” which was 
published just before his death is believed by many to be the 
beginning of modern astronomy.  
  
His Heliocentric Model, with the Sun at the center of the 
Universe, showed that the presently observed motions of the 

planets could be described without putting the Earth at rest in the center of the Universe. 
His work and book led to much further research in this topic by many famous 
astronomers, such as Galileo, many of whom would be hated by the Church for trying to 
disprove their Geocentric Theory.  
 
Copernicus was an extraordinary Renaissance man in that he did nearly every type of job, 
which required a higher level of thought and reason. Some of his occupations were: 
mathematician, astronomer, physician, translator, artist, jurist, governor, military leader 
and economist. Even with all of these responsibilities it was through Astronomy which 
Copernicus made his everlasting mark on the World. 
 
Copernicus was born in 1473 in the city of Thorn, Prussia; now part of Poland, to a 
German family. He had one brother and two sisters who all lived average lives compared 
to his. He never married or had children but when his sister passed he took in her children 
and watched over them until his passing.  
 
Copernicus was educated since a very early age thanks 
to his Uncle who knew many people in the field of 
education from his previous career as a headmaster of a 
school at which Copernicus attended. Copernicus 
attended the University of Krakow, now Jagiellonian 
University. Here he studied in the University’s 
department of Arts from Fall 1491 – 1495.  He nearly 
earned his degree in astronomy and mathematics here, 
but would leave just before he did so to work in the courts of his Uncle, who was now the 
Prince-bishop of Warmia. He would then study all over Italy until he was 30, earning 
degrees in law, and medicine and other topics. After completing all of his studies 
Copernicus returned to Warmia at the age of 30. 
 
Now back in Warmia, Copernicus would serve as his Uncle’s secretary and physician. 
With this occupation he was allowed to reside in the Bishop’s castle at Heilsberg. It is 
here that he would begin his famous works in Astronomy, especially the Heliocentric 
Theory. Copernicus would later move to Frombork in about 1510. At Frombork 
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Copernicus conducted over half of his more than 60 registered 
astronomical observations using very primitive instruments after his 
were destroyed in a raid in 1520.  
 
Before 1514 Copernicus had made a sample of his theory available 
to his friends titled “Little Commentary” when translated to 
English. This was a small 40-page manuscript in which he outlined 
his ideas about the heliocentric hypothesis. The book contained 
seven basic assumptions of which Copernicus would put further 
research into in his later years. 
 

About 1532 Copernicus had basically completed his work on 
the manuscript of De revolutionibus orbium coelestium; but 
despite urging by his closest friends, he resisted openly 
publishing his views, not wishing as he confessed to risk the 
scorn to which he would expose himself due to the originality 
and majority of people not being able to understand his theses. 
 
By 1536, rumors had spread all over Europe to scholars but 
despite urgings from many Copernicus still delayed the 
publication of his book due to what scholars believe was 
concern for possible astronomical and philosophical objections, or concern of religious 
objections.  

 
It is rumored that once Copernicus had finally allowed his 
book to be published he awoke from a coma on the day, 
which it was finished printing and died with the book in his 
hands peacefully. It was then rumored that he was buried 
under the Frombork Cathedral, which was only recently 
proven in 2008. 
 

Summary of Copernicus’s Book 
1. There is no one center of all the celestial circles or spheres. 
2. The center of the earth is not the center of the universe, but only of gravity and of the 
lunar sphere. 
3. All the spheres revolve about the sun as their mid-point, and therefore the sun is the 
center of the universe. 
4. Whatever motion appears in the heavens arises not from any motion of the heavens, 
but from the earth's motion. The earth together with its circumjacent elements performs a 
complete rotation on its fixed poles in a daily motion 
5. What appear to us as motions of the sun arise the motion of the earth and our sphere, 
with which we revolve about the sun like any other planet. The earth has, then, more than 
one motion. 
6. The apparent retrograde and direct motion of the planets arises from the earth's motion. 
The motion of the earth alone, therefore, suffices to explain so many apparent inequalities 
in the heavens. 


