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Foreword 

 

Two SCENES, numbered 5 and 10 in the original version, are omitted from 

this edition of The Life of Galileo to reduce it to manageable length for 

students. A reader can follow the theme of the play clearly enough without 

them; on the other hand, what they contribute to its background, in the 

panic-stricken atmosphere of the plague and the wild hilarity of the carnival, 

needs stage presentation, even more than most of the other scenes, for its full 

effect. 

Like nearly all plays, this one is written to he seen and heard. The best 

way to treat the text is to give it a first reading straight through, trying to 

visualize the scenes as they follow each other. This should give a clear 

impression of its main intention. The commentary will then fill in the 

information that is needed to understand it more fully. 

For miscellaneous information in the commentary and textual notes, the 

editor is indebted chiefly to Ronald Grey’s Brecht in the ‘Writers and 

Critics’ series (Oliver & Boyd, 1961), to The Copernican Revolution by 

Thomas S. Kuhn (Random House, New York, 1959), and to the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, and for some useful suggestions to David 

McCutchion, Reader in Comparative Literature at the University of 

Jadavpur. 

A.G. S. 

 

 

A NOTE ON BERTOLT BRECHT 

 

BERTOLT BRECHT was born at Augsberg in 1898. He was educated, like 

most middle-class German boys, at primary and secondary school, and 

studied science for less than a year at Munich University before he was 

called up in 1918 for service as a medical orderly in the First World War. He 

came home in 1919 to a Germany that was defeated and badly disorganized. 

From the beginning his sympathies were with the communists. Even more 

.certainly, if we are to judge from his work, he was against the rising Nazi 



movement; but he was a creative artist more than a politician-Like 

Shakespeare, Brecht was a man of the theatre from the beginning of his 

career. In 1920 he was a kind of dramatic adviser to a leading Munich 

theatre, and worked with some of the greatest and’ most original producers 

of the century. He produced several plays of his own, which always met with 

angry criticism because of their political pessimism, but The Three penny 

Opera, in 1928, was an outstanding success. This play is an up-to-date 

version of The Beggars’ Opera, a famous eighteenth-century English 

musical play by John Gay. Gay had used the highwaymen and shady 

characters of the London underworld to satirize leading politicians: Brecht 

turns the play into a skit on capitalist society. It is both grim and gay. With 

catchy tunes and quotable phrases Brecht celebrates the attitude of the 

unheroic ordinary man—half exasperated, half amused, and altogether 

disillusioned—when times have been too hard and political morality too low 

for too many years. 

His next plays were more pointedly communist in flavour. The Mother 

(1932) is based on a novel of Maxim Gorky’s about a working-class woman 

in the Russian revolution. It was too effective for the Nazis, who came to 

power early in the following year. All Brecht’s work was banned in 

Germany, and he himself and his family had to get out of the country. 

In 1933 he settled in Denmark, but in 1939, when the Second World War 

was beginning, he got a visa for the United States, and went there, travelling 

eastward so as to take a look at the U.S.S.R. on the way. He lived in the 

U.S.A. till the war was over and Europe was beginning to recover; then, in 

1949, he settled down in East Germany, and stayed there, except for 

occasional visits abroad, for the rest of his life. In Berlin he built up a 

dramatic company, the Berliner Ensemble, to try out his own ideas of 

dramatic production, and in 1954 the authorities gave him the use of a 

theatre to experiment in. In 1956, just when his company had arranged a 

visit to London, he died in Berlin of coronary thrombosis. 

Brecht wrote in German, and not all his work has yet been translated into 

English. He published a few books of poetry and one or two novels, but it is 

the plays that have made him internationally famous. Of these, perhaps the 

most celebrated are The Life of Galileo (written in 1937-9 and revised in 

1945-7), The Good Woman of Setzuan (1938-40), Mother Courage (1939)—

a different play from The Mother— and The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1945). 

All of them in one way or another treat the theme of revolutionary struggle, 

but they are too full of human experience and sympathy to be doctrinaire 

tracts. They are not in the least like the conventional modern notion of a 



play, for Brecht was full of new ideas about the writing and production of 

plays for our revolutionary age. Some of these ideas are touched on in the 

commentary at the end of this book (and an alert reader with some 

experience of the stage may discover a few more in the play itself); but they 

are too far-reaching to be discussed at all adequately in a book of this size. 

‘Great’ is a strong word, not to be used lightly of a contemporary writer. 

Even so, many critics, by no means all of them communists, think that 

Brecht if anyone will take his place as the great dramatist of our century. 
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THE LIFE OF GALILEO 

1 

GALILEO GALILEI, TEACHER OF MATHEMATICS AT PADUA, 

DETERMINES TO   PROVE THE NEW COPERNICAN SYSTEM 

 

In the year sixteen hundred and nine 

Science’s light began to shine. 

At Padua City, in a modest house 

Galileo Galilei set out to prove 

The sun is still, the earth is on the move. 

Galileo’s humble Study in Padua 

It is morning. A boy, Andrea, the son of the housekeeper, brings in a glass 

of milk and a roll of bread. 

GALILEO washing the upper part of his body, puffing, and good humoured: 

Put the milk on the table. But don’t shut any of my books.  

ANDREA:  Mother says we must pay the milkman. If we don’t, he’ll soon 

be making a circle round our house, Signor Galilei.  

GALILEO:  The expression is: he will be describing a circle, Andrea.      

ANDREA:  All right. If we don’t pay, he’ll be describing a circle round us, 

Signor Galilei.  

GALILEO : While the bailiff, Signor Cambione, will come straight here by 

taking what sort of a line between two points?  

ANDREA  grinning: The shortest.  

GALILEO:  Good, I’ve got something for you. Look behind the star-charts. 

Andrea fishes out from behind the star-charts a large wooden model of 

the Ptolemaic system. 

ANDREA:   What is it? 

GALILEO: That shows how; according to the ancients, the stars move round 

the earth. 

ANDREA:   HOW? 

GALILEO: Let’s examine it. Begin at the beginning: description. 

ANDREA : In the middle is a little stone. 

GALILEO: That is the earth. 



ANDREA:  Then all around, one outside the other, there are globes. 

GALILEO:  How many?  

ANDREA :  Eight. 

GALILEO:  Those are the crystal spheres.  

ANDREA:  And the globes have little balls fixed on ...  

GALILEO:  The stars. 

ANDREA:  There are strips with words painted on them.  

GALILEO:  What words?  

ANDREA:  The names of stars.  

GALILEO: Such as?  

ANDREA:  The lowest ball is the moon, it’s written on it. And above it is 

the sun. 

GALILEO: And now make the sun move.  

ANDREA moves the globes: That’s beautiful. But we’re so shut in. 

GALILEO drying himself: Yes, I felt that too when I saw the thing for the 

first time. Some people do feel it. He throws the towel to Andrea, for him to 

dry his back. Walls and globes and immobility! For two thousand years men 

have believed that the sun and all the stars of heaven revolve about them. 

The pope, the cardinals, the princes, the scholars, captains, merchants, 

fishwives and schoolboys believed themselves to be sitting motionless in the 

centre of this crystal globe. But now we are travelling headlong into space, 

Andrea. For the old age is past, and this is a new age. During the last 

hundred years it has been as though men were expecting something. The 

cities are narrow and so are men’s minds. Superstition and plague. But now 

we say: because it is so, it will riot remain so. For everything moves, my 

boy. 

I like to think that it began with ships. Ever since men could remember 

they crept only along the coasts; then suddenly they left the coasts and sped 

straight out across the seas. 

On our old continent a rumour started: there are new continents! And 

since our ships have been sailing to them the word has gone round all the 

laughing continents that the vast, dreaded ocean is just a little pond. And a 

great desire has arisen to fathom the causes of all things: why a stone falls 

when you drop it, and how it rises when you throw it in the air. Every day 

something new is discovered. Even centenarians let the youngsters shout the 

latest novelty into their ears. 



Already much has been discovered, but there is more still to be found out. 

And so there are always new things for new generations to do. 

When a young man in Siena, I saw how a couple of builders, after five 

minutes argument, replaced a thousand-year-old system for moving granite 

blocks by a new and more practical arrangement of the tackle. Then and 

there I knew-the old age is past and a new age is here. Soon mankind will 

know the truth about their home, about the heavenly body on which they 

dwell. What is written in the old books no longer satisfies them. 

For where belief has prevailed for a thousand years, doubt now prevails. 

All the world says: yes, that’s written in books but now let us see for 

ourselves. The most solemn truths are being tapped on the shoulder; what 

was never doubted is now in doubt. 

And because of that a great wind has arisen, lifting even the gold-

embroidered coat-tails of princes and prelates, so that the fat legs and thin 

legs underneath are seen; legs like our legs. The heavens, it has turned out, 

are empty. And there is a gale of laughter over that. 

But the waters of the earth are driving our new spindles and in the 

dockyard, in the rope and sail shops, five hundred hands are moving together 

in a new way of working. 

I predict that in our lifetimes astronomy will be talked about in the 

market-places. Even the sons of fishwives will go to school. For these city 

people seeking after novelty will be glad that the new astronomy now lets 

the earth move freely, too. It has always been said that the stars arc affixed 

to a crystal sphere to prevent them falling down. But now we have plucked 

up courage and we let them soar through space, unfettered and in full career, 

like our ships, unfettered and in full career. 

And the earth rolls happily round the sun, and the fishwives, merchants, 

princes and cardinals and even the Pope roll with it. 

Overnight the universe has lost its centre, and by morning it has countless 

ones. So that now each - and none-is regarded as its centre. For suddenly 

there is plenty of room. 

Our ships sail far across the seas, our stars travel far through space ; even 

in chess the castles have lately taken to moving all over the board. 

What does the poet say? ‘Oh happy morning of beginning . . .’ 

ANDREA: ‘Oh happy morning of Beginning! 

Oh scent of winds from new and distant shores!’ And you must drink your 

milk; for people will start coming again soon. 



GALILEO: Do you understand what I told you yesterday? 

ANDREA: What? All that about Kippernicus and his rotation? 

GALILEO: Yes. 

ANDREA: No. How do you expect me to understand it? It’s very difficult, 

and I’m only eleven next October. 

GALILEO: I particularly want you to understand it too. That’s why I’m 

working and buying expensive books instead of paying the milkman - so that 

people like you can understand it 

ANDREA: But I can see that the sun is in a different place in the 

evening from what it was in the morning. So it can’t be standing still. Never, 

never. 

GALILEO: You see! What do you see? You see nothing. You only goggle. 

Goggling is not seeing. He sets the iron wash-basin in the middle of the 

room. Well, that’s the sun. Sit down. Andrea sits on the one chair. Galileo 

stands behind him. Where is the sun, right or left?  

ANDREA: Left. 

GALILEO: And how can it get to your right?  

ANDREA : If you carry it to the right, of course.  

GALILEO: Is that the only way? He picks him up with the chair and rotates 

him through a semicircle. Now where is the sun?  

ANDREA : On the right.  

GALILEO: And did it move?  

ANDREA : No! It didn’t.  

GALILEO: Well, what did move?  

ANDREA: I did. 

GALILEO shouts: Wrong, you idiot! The chair.  

ANDREA: But I went with it! 

GALILEO: Of course you did. The chair is the earth. You are sitting on it. 

SIGNORA SARTI has entered to make the bed. She has been looking on: 

Whatever are you doing with my boy, Signor Galilei? 

GALILEO:  I’m teaching him to see, Sarti.  

SIGNORA SARTI: By lugging him round the room?  

ANDREA: Stop it, mother. You don’t understand this.  



SIGNORA SARTI : Don’t I? But you understand it, eh? - A young gentleman 

wishing tuition. Very well dressed and brings a letter of recommendation. 

She hands this over. You’ll soon have   my   Andrea   saying   twice   two is   

five. He already muddles up everything you tell him. Yesterday evening he 

actually was proving to me that the earth goes round the sun. He is firmly 

convinced that a gentleman by the name of Kippernicus has worked that out. 

ANDREA: Didn’t Kippernicus work it out, Signer Galilei? Tell her yourself. 

SIGNORA SARTI: What! Are you really teaching him such nonsense? So 

that he’ll chatter about it at school and the reverend gentlemen will come 

complaining to me because he repeats all this unholy stuff. You ought to be 

ashamed of yourself, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO breakfasting: As a result of our investigations, Signora Sarti, and 

after bitter dispute, Andrea and I have made discoveries which we can no 

longer withhold from the world A new era has dawned, a great age in which 

it is a joy to be alive. 

SIGNORA SARTI: Well! I hope we shall also be able to pay the milkman in 

this new age, Signor Galilei. Pointing to the letter of recommendation. Just 

do me one favour and don’t send him away too. I’m thinking of the milk bill. 

Exit. 

GALILEO laughing: At least let me finish my milk! To Andrea: So we did 

understand something yesterday, after all! 

ANDREA: I only said it to her to astonish her. But it isn’t true. When I was 

in the chair, you only turned it round - and not like that. He makes a 

vertically circular movement with his arm. Because if you had done that I 

should have fallen off, and that’s a fact. Why didn’t you turn the chair 

upside down? Because then it would have proved that I should also fall off 

the earth if it turned like that. There you are] 

GALILEO: But I have proved to you . . . 

ANDREA:  But last night I discovered that if the earth really turned like that 

I’d be hanging head downwards at night. And that’s a fact. 

GALILEO taking an apple from the table: Look, this is the earth. 

ANDREA: Don’t take examples like that, Signor Galilei. You can prove 

anything with them. 

GALILEO putting the apple back: All right. 

ANDREA: You can do anything with examples if you’re clever enough. 

Only I can’t lug my mother about in a chair like you did me. So you see 



what a bad example that is. And what about it, if the apple is the earth? 

That’s nothing.  

GALILEO laughs:  You don’t want to know.  

ANDREA: Pick it up again. Why don’t I hang head downwards at night? 

GALILEO: Well, here is the earth, and this is you standing on it. He sticks a 

splinter from a piece of kindling wood into the apple. And now the earth 

rotates.  

ANDREA: And now I’m hanging head downwards.  

GALILEO:   How? Look carefully. Where is your head?  

ANDREA points at the apple: There. Down below.  

GALILEO:  What? He turns the apple back. Isn’t your head in the same 

place? Aren’t your feet still on the ground? Are you like this when I turn it? 

He takes the splinter out and turns it upside down.  

ANDREA: No. Then why don’t I feel the earth turning?  

GALILEO:   Because you’re turning with it. You and the air around you and 

everything that’s on the globe. ANDREA: And why does it look as if the sun’s 

moving?  

GALILEO once more rotates the apple with the splinter in it: Now, below 

you see the earth, that stays the same, it’s always below you and never 

moves so far as you are concerned. But now look above you. Now the lamp 

is over your head. But now, when I’ve turned the earth, what’s over your 

head now-that is, up above?  

ANDREA rotates himself too: The stove.  

GALILEO:  And where is the lamp?  

ANDREA: Down below.  

GALILEO:  There you are!  

ANDREA: That’s fine. That’ll amaze her!  

Ludovico Marsili, a rich young man, enters.  

GALILEO:  This place is like a cross-roads.  

LUDOVICO : Good morning, signor. My name is Ludovico Marsili, 

GALILEO studying his letter of recommendation: You have been in 

Holland? 

LUDOVICO: Where I heard much of you. Signer Galilee.  

GALILEO: Your family owns estates in the Campagna?  



LUDOVICO:   My mother wants me to have a look round. See what’s 

happening in the world, and so on.  

GALILEO:  And you heard in Holland that I, for example, was happening in 

Italy?  

LUDOVICO:   And since my mother wishes me to have a look round in the 

world of science too . . .  

GALILEO : Private tuition, ten scudi a month.  

LUDOVICO : Very well, signor.  

GALILEO: What are your interests?  

LUDOVICO: Horses. GALILEO: Ah, 

LUDOVICO : I have no head for learning, Signor Galilei.  

GALILEO : Indeed. In that case it will be fifteen scudi a month.  

LUDOVICO: Very well, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO : I shall have to take you early in the morning. Thai will be your 

loss, Andrea. For of course you’ll have to drop out. You understand; you 

don’t pay.  

ANDREA: All right, I’m going. Can I have the apple?  

GALILEO : Yes. 

Exit Andrea. 

LUDOVICO : You will have to have patience with me. Particularly since in 

science everything is different from what plain common sense tells one. You 

take for example that funny tube they’re selling in Amsterdam. I examined it 

closely. Just a casing of green leather and two lenses, one like that  indicates 

by gesture a concave lens-and one like that  indicates a convex lens. I hear 

that one enlarges and the other diminishes. Any sensible person would think 

that they’d cancel each other out. Wrong. One sees everything five times as 

large through the thing. That’s your science for you. 

GALILEO: What does one see five times as large? 

LUDOVICO :  Church spires, doves; everything that’s far away. 

GALILEO:  Have you yourself seen church spires enlarged like that? 

LUDOVICO: Yes, signer. GALILEO: And the tube had two lenses? He makes 

a sketch on a piece of paper. Did it look like that?  

Ludovico nods. How old is this discovery?  

LUDOVICO: I don’t think it was more than a few days old when I left: 

Holland; in any case it hadn’t been longer on the market.  



GALILEO almost friendly: And why must it be physics? Why not horse-

breeding? 

Enter Signora Sarti, unnoticed by Galileo. 

LUDOVICO : My mother thinks that a little science is necessary. All the 

world takes a drop of science with their wine nowadays, you know.  

GALILEO:  You could just as well choose a dead language or theology. 

That’s easier.  

He sees Signora Sarti. All right, come on Tuesday morning. 

Exit Ludovico. 

GALILEO: Don’t look at me like that. I’ve accepted him. 

SIGNORA SARTI : Because you saw me at the right moment. The Curator of 

the University is outside. 

GALILEO : Bring him in, he’s important. It may mean five hundred scudi. 

Then I won’t need any pupils. 

Signora Sarti brings in the Curator. Galileo has finished dressing and is 

scribbling figures on a scrap of paper. 

Good morning, lend me half a scudo. He gives the coin, which the 

Curator digs out of his purse, to Sarti. Sarti, send Andrea down to the 

spectacles-maker for two lenses; here are the particulars. 

Exit Sarti with the note. 

THE CURATOR:  I have called respecting your application for an increase in 

salary to a thousand scudi. Unfortunately, I cannot recommend this to the 

University. You know that at the present time the mathematical faculty is no 

attraction at a university. Mathematics is a profitless art, so to speak. Not 

that the Republic does not esteem it most highly. It is not as necessary as 

philosophy, nor as useful as theology, but it affords its devotees such endless 

pleasures. 

GALILEO over his papers’. My dear man, I cannot manage on five hundred 

scudi. 

THE  CURATOR : But Signor Galilei I You lecture twice a week, two hours 

at a time. Your exceptional reputation must surely bring you as many pupils 

as you wish, all of whom can pay for private lessons. Have you no private 

pupils? 

GALILEO: Sir, I have too many! I teach and teach, and when have I time to 

study? God above, I am not as omniscient as the gentlemen of the 

philosophic faculty. I am stupid. I understand absolutely nothing. So I am 



compelled to patch up the holes in my knowledge. And when am I to do 

that? When am I to research? Sir, my science is still hungry for knowledge I 

For the answers to our greatest problems; we have so far nothing but 

hypotheses. And we demand proofs. But how can I progress when, to keep 

my household going, I am driven to drum into any blockhead who can pay 

the fact that parallel lines meet at infinity? 

THE CURATOR: You should not altogether forget that, while the Republic 

may not pay as much as certain Princes do, it guarantees freedom of 

research. We in Padua admit even Protestants to our lectures! And we grant 

them doctorates. Not only did we not surrender Signer Cremonmi to the 

Inquisition when it was proved to us - proved, Signer Galilei -that he gives 

vent to irreligious utterances, but we even voted him a higher salary. As far 

away as Holland it is known that Venice is the republic where the Inquisition 

has no say. And that is worth something to you who are an astronomer ~ that 

is, devoting yourself to a science which has for a considerable time ceased to 

show a due respect for the teachings of the Church! 

GALILEO: Your people here handed Signor Giordano Bruno over to the 

authorities in Rome. Because he spread the teachings of Copernicus. 

THE CURATOR: Not because he spread the teachings of Copernicus, which 

are moreover false, but because he was not a Venetian and also had no 

appointment here. So you can leave out of your argument this man who was 

burnt at the stake. By the way, for all our freedom you would be well 

advised not to utter so loudly a name on which the Church has laid its 

anathema. Not even here, Signor Galilei. Not even here. 

GALILEO:   Your protection of freedom of thought is quite a profitable 

business, eh? By pointing out that elsewhere the Inquisition rules and burns, 

you get good teachers cheap. In return for protection from the Inquisition 

you reimburse yourselves by paying the worst salaries. 

THE CURATOR: Unjust! Unjust! What good would it do you to have all the 

free time in the world for your researches “if every ignorant monk of the 

Inquisition could simply forbid your thoughts? No rose without a thorn, no 

princes without monks, Siguor Galilei. 

GALILEO:   And what use is freedom of research without free time in which 

to research? What happens to the results? Perhaps you would care to show 

the gentlemen of the Signoria these investigations into the Laws of Falling 

Bodies - he points to a bundle of manuscripts - and ask them whether that is 

not worth a few more scudi? 

THE CURATOR: It is worth infinitely more, Signor Galilei.    



GALILEO : Not infinitely more, but five hundred scudi more, sir. 

THE CURATOR : Scudi are worth what scudi will buy. If you want money, 

you must produce something else. For the knowledge which you sell, you 

can only demand as much as it profits whoever buys it from you. For 

example, the philosophy which Signor Colombe is selling in Florence brings 

the Prince at least ten thousand scudi a year. Your Laws of Falling Bodies 

have created a stir, admittedly. Men applaud you in Paris and Prague. But 

the gentlemen who applaud there do not, unfortunately, pay the University 

of Padua what you cost it. Your misfortune is your subject, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO: I understand. Free trade, free, research. Free trading in research, 

eh? 

THE CURATOR: But, Signor Galilei! What a suggestion I Permit me to say 

that I do not understand your jesting remarks. The flourishing trade of the 

Republic seems to me to be scarcely a subject for derision. Even less could I, 

for so many years Curator of the University, bring myself to speak of 

research in that - may I say - frivolous tone. As Galileo casts longing glances 

at his work-table. Consider the conditions in the world outside: the whips of 

bondage under which learning groans in certain places ~ whips which the 

authorities have cut from their old leather folios. In those places people must 

not know how a stone falls; only what Aristotle writes on the subject. Eyes 

are just for reading. What need for new laws of falling bodies, where only 

the laws of a footfall are important? Set against that the endless pleasure 

with which our Republic accepts your ideas, however daring they may be. 

Here you can research. Here you can work. No one supervises you, no one 

oppresses you. Our merchants, who appreciate the importance of better linen 

in their struggle against Florentine competition, listen with interest to your 

call for better physics; and how greatly is the science of physics indebted to 

the call for better looms! Our most eminent citizens interest themselves in 

your researches, visit you, watch, demonstrations of your discoveries, and 

they are gentlemen whose time is precious. Do not despise trade, Signor 

Galilei! No one here would tolerate your work being disturbed in the 

slightest degree or that intruders should make difficulties for you. Admit, 

Signor Galilei, that you can work here. 

GALILEO in desperation: Yes. 

THE CURATOR: And as far as the material side is concerned, why don’t you 

invent something else as pretty as your wonderful proportional compasses 

which - he counts off on his fingers - enable one without any mathematical 

knowledge to protract lines,   calculate   compound   interest   on   capital,   



reproduce ground plans in varying scales, and determine the weight of 

cannon-balls. 

GALILEO: A toy! 

THE CURATOR: Something that has delighted and amazed the highest in the 

Republic and also brought in cash, you call a toy. I hear that even General 

Stefano Gritti is able to extract square roots with this instrument. 

GALILEO: Indeed a miracle I-Nevertheless, Priuli, you have made me 

thoughtful. Priuli, perhaps I have something of the sort you mentioned. He 

picks up the paper with the sketch on it. 

THE CURATOR: Have you?  That would be the solution. He stands up. 

Signor Galilei, we know that you are a great man. A great but discontented 

man, if I may say so.  

GALILEO :  Yes, I am discontented, and that is what you would pay me for, 

if you had the wit! For I am discontented with myself. But instead of that 

you force me to be discontented with you. I admit that it amuses me to prove 

my worth to you gentlemen of Venice, in your famous arsenal and your 

dockyards and your cannon foundries. But you leave me no time to pursue 

the far-reaching speculations on my own subject which crowd into my mind 

when I am there. You muzzle the ox which threshes! I am forty-six years old 

and have done nothing which satisfies me.  

THE CURATOR: Then let me disturb you no longer.  

GALILEO: Thank you. 

Exit the Curator. Galileo, alone for a few moments, starts lo work. Then 

Andrea comes running in. 

GALILEO working: Why haven’t you eaten the apple?  

ANDREA : So that I could show her that it turns. 

GALILEO:  I must say something to you, Andrea. Don’t talk to other people 

about our ideas. 

ANDREA:  Why not? 

GALILEO: The authorities have forbidden them. 

ANDREA : But they’re the truth. 

GALILEO : But they forbid them. In this case there is something else as 

well. We physicists still cannot prove what we believe to be correct. Even 

the teaching of the great Copernicus has not yet been proved. It is only a 

hypothesis. Give me the lenses. 



ANDREA: The half scudo wasn’t enough. I had to leave my coat behind. 

Pledge.  

GALILEO: What will you do in winter without a coat? 

A pause.  

 

Galileo arranges the lenses on the sheet of paper bearing the sketch. 

ANDREA: What is a hypothesis? 

GALILEO : It is when one accepts something as probable, but has no facts. 

That Signora Felice down the street by the basket-maker’s shop, who has a 

child at the breast, gives the baby milk and doesn’t take milk from it, is a 

hypothesis until one goes and sees, it and can prove it to be a fact. But in 

dealing with the stars we are like worms with clouded eves who can see only 

very little. The old teachings, which were believed for a thousand years, are 

collapsing; there is less wood in those gigantic structures than in the props 

that are supposed to shore them up - the many laws that explain little. 

Whereas this new hypothesis has few laws that explain much. 

ANDREA: But you have proved everything to me. 

GALILEO : Only that it can be so. You understand, the hypothesis is a very 

fine one, and there is nothing against it. 

ANDREA: I should like to be a physicist too, Signer Galilei. 

GALILEO: I believe it - seeing the infinity, of questions to be cleared up in 

our field. He has crossed to the window and looked through the lenses. 

Mildly interested: Take a look through this, Andrea, 

ANDREA:  Holy Mary, everything comes close. The bell on “the campanile 

is quite near. I can even read the copper letters: 

Gratia Dei.  

GALILEO: That will bring us in five hundred scudi. 
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GALILEO PRESENTS THE REPUBLIC OF VENICE 

WITH A NEW DISCOVERY 

 

No one’s virtue is complete: 



Great Galileo likes to eat. 

You will not resent, we hope, 

The truth about his telescope. 

 

The Great Arsenal of Venice, by the Harbour 

Senators, at their head the Doge. To one side, Galileo’s friend Sagredo 

and fifteen-year-old Virginia Galileo with velvet cushion on which lies a 

telescope which is about two foot long and covered with crimson leather. On 

a dais, Galileo. Behind him the stand for the telescope, attended by 

Federzoni, the lens-grinder. 

GALILEO:   Your Excellency, noble Signoria! As a teacher of mathematics 

at your University of Padua and director of your great arsenal here in 

Venice, I have always regarded it as my day not only to fulfil my high 

responsibility of teaching, but also to provide especial benefits for the 

Republic of Venice by means of practical discoveries. With deep pleasure 

and all due humility I am able to display and present to you here today a 

completely new instrument, my distance-glass or telescope, produced in 

your world-famous Great Arsenal according to the highest scientific and 

Christian principles, the fruit of seventeen years patient research by your 

obedient servant. 

Galileo leaves the dais and takes up position beside Sagredo.  

Clapping. Galileo bows. 

GALILEO softly to Sagredo: Waste of time! 

SAGREDO softly: You’ll be able to pay your butcher, my friend.  

GALILEO : Yes, it will bring them in money. He bows again.  

THE CURATOR   stepping   on   to   the   dais:   Excellency,   noble Signoria! 

Once again a page of fame in the great book of the arts is embellished with 

Venetian characters. Polite applause. A scholar of world repute here 

presents to you, and you alone, a highly saleable cylinder to manufacture 

and put on the market in any way you please. Stronger applause. And has it 

occurred to you that in war-time by means of this instrument we shall be 

able to distinguish the build and number of an enemy’s ships a full two 

hours earlier than he can descry ours, so that we, knowing his strength, can 

decide whether to pursue in order to give battle or to fly?  Very loud 

applause. And now, Your Excellency, noble Signoria, Signor Galilei begs 

you to receive this instrument of his own inventing, this testimony to his 

intuition, from the hands of his charming daughter. 



Music. Virginia advances, bows, and presents the telescope to the 

Curator, who passes it on to Federzoni. Federzoni places it on the stand and 

adjusts it. The Doge and senators climb on to the dais and peer through the 

telescope. 

GALILEO softly: I can’t promise you that I shall be able to last out this 

carnival. These people here think that they’re getting a profitable toy; but it’s 

far more. I pointed the tube at the moon last night. 

SAGREDO: What did you see? 

GALILEO: It has no light of its own. 

SAGREDO: What? 

SENATORS : I can see the fortifications of Santa Rosita, Signor Galilei! -On 

that boat over there they’re having their midday meal. Grilled fish. It makes 

my mouth water.  

GALILEO:  I tell you, astronomy has stood still for a thousand years 

because they had no telescope. 

SENATOR: Signor Galilei! 

SAGREDO : They’re speaking to you. 

SENATOR: One sees too well with that thing. I’ll have to tell my 

womankind that bathing on the roof won’t do any more.  

GALILEO:  Do you know what the Milky Way consists of?  

SAGREDO: No.  

SENATOR : One could easily ask ten scudi for a thing like that, 

Signor Galilei.  

Galileo bows. 

VIRGINIA bringing Ludovico to her father: Ludovico wants to congratulate 

you, father. 

LUDOVICO embarrassed: I congratulate you, sir.  

GALILEO: I have improved it.  

LUDOVICO: Of course, sir. I see you have made the cover red; in Holland it 

was green.  

GALILEO turning to Sagredo: I’m just wondering whether with this thing I 

may not be able to prove a certain theory  



SAGREDO : Take care. THE CURATOR:  Your five hundred scudi are safe and   

sure, Signor Galilei. GALILEO paying no attention to him: Of course I am 

very wary of drawing any premature conclusion. 

The Doge, a fat, unassuming man, has come up to Galileo and is trying 

with clumsy dignity to speak to him. 

THE CURATOR : Signor Galilei, his Excellency the Doge. The Doge shakes 

Galileo’s hand. 

GALILEO : Of course! The five hundred! Are you satisfied, your 

Excellency?  

THE DOGE:  Unfortunately, in the Republic we always need a pretext to 

enable our city fathers to agree to grant anything to our scholars.  

THE CURATOR: And for that matter, Signor Galilei, where would your 

incentive lie?  

THE DOGE smiling: We need the pretext. 

The Doge and the Curator lead Galileo to the senators, who 

surround him. Virginia and Ludovico walk slowly away. 

VIRGINIA: Did I do it all right? 

LUDOVICO: I thought it was all right. 

VIRGINIA:  What’s the matter with you then? 

LUDOVICO: Oh, nothing. Perhaps a green cover would have been just as 

good. 

VIRGINIA: I think they are all pleased with father. 

LUDOVICO:  And I think I’m beginning to understand something about 

science. 
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th
  JANUARY, 1610:  BY MEANS OF THE TELESCOPE GALILEO DISCOVERS    

PHENOMENA    IN    THE    SKY    WHICH    PROVE    THE 

COPERN1CAN  SYSTEM.   WARNED  By  HIS   FRIEND  AGAINST  

THE POSSIBLE     CONSEQUENCES     OF     HIS     RESEARCHES, 

GALILEO PROFESSES HIS BELIEF IN MAN’S REASON. 

January ten, sixteen ten: Galileo Galilei abolishes heaven. 

Galileo’s Work-Room in Padua 

Night. Galileo and Sagredo, wrapped in thick cloaks, at the telescope. 

SAGREDO looking through the telescope, half to himself: The edge of the 

crescent is quite uneven, jagged and irregular. In the dark half, near the 



luminous edge, are luminous spots. They appear one after the other. From 

these spots the light streams over ever-widening areas until it merges into 

the greater, luminous part. 

GALILEO: How do you explain those luminous spots?  

SAGREDO : It cannot be. 

GALILEO: But it is. They are mountains.  

SAGREDO : On a star? 

GALILEO:  Giant mountains. Whose summits are gilded by the rising sun, 

whilst all around night still covers their slopes. You see the light descending 

from the topmost peaks into the valleys. 

SAGREDO: But that contradicts all astronomy for the last two thousand 

years.  

GALILEO : Yet that’s how it is. What you see has never been seen by any 

man besides myself. You are the second.  

SAGREDO: The moon cannot be an earth with mountains and valleys, any 

more than the earth can be a star.  

GALILEO : The moon can be an earth  with mountains  and valleys, and the 

earth can be a star. An ordinary heavenly body-one among thousands. Look 

again. Do you see the darkened part of the moon quite dark?  

SAGREDO : No. Now when I look closely I can see a pale, ashen light upon 

it. 

GALILEO: What sort of light could that be?  

SAGREDO: ? 

GALILEO : It’s light from the earth.  

SAGREDO :  That’s nonsense. How can the earth shine - a dead body, with 

its mountains and forests and seas?  

GALILEO : In the same way as the moon shines. Both stars are illuminated 

by the sun-that is why they shine. What the moon is to us, we are to the 

moon. Sometimes it sees us as a crescent, and sometimes full, and 

sometimes not at all.  

SAGREDO:  So there would be no difference between the moon and the 

earth?  

GALILEO:  Evidently not.  

SAGREDO:  Not ten years ago a man was burnt in Rome. His name was 

Giordano Bruno, and he alleged just that.  



GALILEO : He did. And now we can see it. Keep your eye at the telescope, 

Sagredo. What you see means that there is no difference between Heaven 

and Earth. Today is the tenth of January, sixteen hundred and ten. Mankind-

will write hi its journal:  Heaven abolished. KAGREDO:  That is appalling. 

GALILEO : I have discovered yet another fact. Perhaps even more 

astonishing ... 

SARTi  enters: The Curator. 

The Curator bursts in. 

THE CURATOR: Forgive the lateness of the hour. I should be obliged if I 

could speak to you alone. 

GALILEO:  Signer Sagredo can hear anything that I can hear, Signor Priuli. 

THE CURATOR: But you may not find it pleasant for the gentleman to hear 

what has happened. It is, unfortunately, something absolutely incredible. 

GALILEO: Signor Sagredo is accustomed to encountering the incredible 

with me, you know. 

THE CURATOR : I fear, I fear. Pointing to the telescope. Yes, there it is that 

marvellous thing! The thing you might just as well throw away. It’s 

worthless, absolutely worthless. 

SAGREDO who has been wandering around restlessly: What do you mean? 

THE CURATOR: Do you know that this discovery of yours, which you have 

described as the fruit of seventeen years research, can be bought on any 

street corner in Italy for a few scudi? And, what is more, made in Holland! 

At this moment a Dutch cargo ship in the harbour is unloading five hundred 

telescopes! 

GALILEO: Really? 

THE CURATOR: I fail to understand your equanimity, Signor. 

SACREDO: What are you worrying about? Let me tell you that in these last 

few days Signor Galilei, by means of this instrument, has made 

revolutionary discoveries concerning the universe. 

GALILEO laughing: You can have a look through it, Priuli. 

THE CURATOR: Well, let me tell you that it is quite enough for me - as the 

man who got Signor Galilei’s salary doubled for this trash - to have made 

this discovery. And it is pure coincidence that the gentlemen of the Signoria, 

believing that they were securing for the Republic an instrument which 

could only be produced here, did not, the first time they looked 



through it, perceive at the nearest street corner, seven times enlarged, a 

common peddler selling this tube for a song. 

Galileo laughs uproariously. 

SAGREDO: My dear Signor Priuli, I may not be able to assess this 

instrument’s value to commerce, but its value to philosophy is so 

incalculable that . . . 

THE CURATOR: To philosophy! What has Signor Galilei, the 

mathematician, to do with philosophy?-Signor Galilei, in your day you have 

invented an excellent water-pump for the city, and your irrigation plant 

functions satisfactorily. The cloth-weavers, too, praise your machines. 

However could I have expected such a thing [ 

GALILEO: Not so fast, Priuli. Sea passages are still long, uncertain and 

expensive. We still lack any sort of reliable clock in the sky. Some signpost 

for navigation. Now, I have reason to believe that with this telescope certain 

stars which follow very regular courses may be observed clearly. New star-

charts could save millions of scudi in navigation. Priuli. 

THE CURATOR : Enough, enough. I have already listened to too much from 

you. In reward for my kindness you have made me the laughing-stock of the 

city. I shall always be remembered as the Curator who was taken in by a 

worthless spyglass. You have every reason to laugh. You have your five 

hundred scudi. But I can tell you-and it is an honest man speaking - this 

world disgusts me! 

Exit, slamming the door behind him. 

GALILEO: In his rage he becomes almost likeable. Did you bear that:   a 

world where there are no bargains to be made disgusts him! 

SAGREDO: Had you known about these Dutch instruments? 

GALILEO: Of course, from hearsay. But I constructed one twice as good for 

those signorial money-bags. How can I work with a bailiff in the room? And 

Virginia will certainly need a dowry soon. She’s not intelligent. And then, I 

like to buy books - not only about physics - and I like to eat decently. It’s 

when I’m eating that I get most inspiration. A rotten age! They haven’t paid 

me as much as the man who drives their wine-carts. Four cords of kindling 

wood for two lectures on mathematics. I have now extracted five hundred 

scudi from them, but I still have debts, some of them twenty 

years old. Five years respite for research, and I should have proved 

everything. - Now I will show you something else. 



SAGREDO hesitates to approach the telescope: I have a feeling very like 

fear, Galileo. 

GALILEO: I am now going to show you one of the shining, milk-white 

clouds of the Galaxy. Tell me what it is composed of. 

SAGREDO: Those are stars. Countless stars. 

GALILEO: In the constellation of Orion alone there are five hundred fixed 

stars. Those are the many worlds, the numberless others, the further stars of 

which Giordano spoke. He did not see them ; he predicted them. 

SAGREDO : But even if the earth is a star, that’s still a long way from the 

assertions of Copernicus that it revolves round the sun. There is no star in 

Heaven round which another one revolves. Except that the moon revolves 

round the earth. 

GALILEO : Sagredo, I have been wondering. Since the day before yesterday 

I have been wondering. There is Jupiter, He focuses on it. There are four 

smaller stars close by it, which you can only see through the telescope. I saw 

them on Monday, but took no particular notice of their position. Yesterday I 

looked again. I could have sworn that all four had changed their position. I 

made a note of it. Now their position is different again. What’s this? I saw 

four. Excitedly: Look! Look! 

SAGREDO: I see three. 

OALILEO: Where is the fourth? Here are the tables. We must calculate 

what movements they could have made. 

They set to work excitedly. It grows dark on the stage, but on the circular 

horizon Jupiter and its satellites are still visible. When it becomes light 

again, Galileo and Sagredo are still titling there, with their winter cloaks 

on. 

GALILEO: It is proved. The fourth can only have gone behind Jupiter, 

where it cannot be seen. There you have a star round which another 

revolves. 

SACREDO: But the crystal sphere to which Jupiter is attached?  

GALILEO: Yes, where is it now? How can Jupiter be attached to anything 

when other stars circle round it? There is no framework in Heaven; there is 

no fixity in the universe. There is another sun! 

SAGREDO: Calm yourself. You think too quickly.  

GALILEO: Quickly! Rouse yourself, man! What you have seen, no one has 

seen before. - They were right.  



SAGREDO: Who? The Copernicans?  

GALILEO: And the others! The whole world was against them and they 

were right. This is something for Andrea! Beside himself with excitement, he 

runs to the door and shouts: Signora Sartil Signora Sarti!  

SAGREDO:  Galileo, calm yourself!  

GALILEO: Sagredo, excite yourself! Signora Sarti! 

SAGREDO turns the telescope away:  Will you stop roaring around like a 

lunatic?  

GALILEO:   And will you stop standing there like a cod-fish -when the truth 

has been discovered?  

SAGREDO: I am not standing like a cod-fish, but I tremble lest it may in 

fact be the truth.  

GALILEO:   What?  

SAGREDO: Have you entirely lost your senses? Do you really no longer 

know what you are involved in, if what you see there is true? And you go 

shouting about for all the work to hear: that the earth is a star and not the 

centre of the universe.  

GALILEO:   Yes! And that the whole, vast universe with all stars does not 

revolve round our tiny earth-as must be obvious to everyone. 

SAGREDO: So that there are only stars there! - And where then is God? 

GALILEO: What do you mean? 

SAGREDO: God! Where is God? 

GALILEO angrily: Not there! Any more than he could be found on earth, if 

there were beings up there and they were to seek him here! 

SAGREDO : Then where is God? 

GALILEO: Am I a theologian? I’m a mathematician. 

SAGREDO: First and foremost, you are a man. And I ask you, where is God 

in your universe? 

GALILEO: IN Us or nowhere. 

SAGREDO shouting: As the heretic Giordano said? 

GAULEO : As the heretic Giordano said. 

SAGREDO : That was why he was burnt! Not ten years ago! 

GALILEO:   Because he could prove nothing. Because he only stated it. 

Signora Sarti! 



SAGREDO: Galileo, I have always regarded you as a shrewd man. For 

seventeen years in Padua and for three years in Pisa you patiently instructed 

hundreds of pupils in the Ptolemaic system which the Church supports and 

the Scriptures, on which the Church is founded, confirm. You thought it 

untrue, like Copernicus; but you taught it. 

GALILEO:  Because I could prove nothing. 

SAGREDO incredulously: And you believe that makes a difference? 

GALILEO: All the difference in the world! Look here, Sagredo. I believe in 

mankind, and that means I believe in its common sense. Without that belief I 

should not have the strength to get up from my bed in the morning. 

SAGREDO: Then I will tell you something. I do not believe in it. Forty 

years among men has consistently taught me that they are not amenable to 

common sense. Show them the red tail at a. comet, fill them with black 

terror and they will all come running out of their houses and break their legs. 

But tell them one sensible proposition, and support it with seven 

reasons, and they will simply laugh m your face, 

GALILEO: That is untrue - and a slander. I cannot understand how you, 

believing such a thing, can yet love science. Only the dead are no longer 

moved by reason. 

SACREDO: How can you confuse their miserable cunning with reason? 

GALILEO: I am not speaking of their cunning. I know they call a donkey a 

horse when they want to sell and a horse a donkey when they want to buy. 

That is their cunning. The old woman who, on the eve of a journey, gives 

her mule an extra bundle of hay with her horny hand; the mariner who, when 

laying in stores, thinks of storms and calms ahead; the child who pulls on his 

cap when it is proved to him that it may rain - they are my hope - they all 

listen to reason. Yes, I believe in the gentle power of reason, of common 

sense, over men. They cannot resist it in the long run. No man can watch for 

long and see how I - he lets fall a stone from his hand to the floor ~ drop a 

stone, and then say: ‘It does not fall.’ No man is capable of that. The 

temptation offered by such a proof is too great. Most succumb to it, and in 

the long run-all. Thinking is one of the greatest pleasures of the human race. 

SIGNORA SARTI enters: Do you want something, Signer Galilei? 

GALILEO who is again at his telescope making notes, very amiably: Yes, I 

want Andrea. 

SIGNORA SARTI: Andrea? He is in bed and asleep. 

GALILEO: Can’t you wake him? 



SIGNORA SARTI: But what do you need him for? 

GALILEO: I want to show him something that will please him. I want him 

to see something that nobody besides ourselves has seen since the world 

began. 

SICNORA SARTI: Something through your tube again? 

GALILEO: Something through my tube, Signora Sarti. 

SIGNORA SARTI : And for that you expect me to wake him up in the middle 

of the night? Are you in your senses? He needs his sleep. I wouldn’t think of 

waking him. 

GALILEO: Definitely not? 

SIGNORA SARTI: Definitely not. 

GALILEO: Signora Sarti, perhaps you can help me then. - Look, a question 

has arisen about which we cannot agree, probably because we have read too 

many books. It is a question about the Heavens, a question concerning the 

stars. It is: would you say the larger revolves round the smaller, or the 

smaller round the larger? 

SIGNORA SARTI suspiciously: One never knows where one is with you, 

Signor Galilei. Is that a serious question, or are you trying to make fun of me 

again? 

GALILEO: A serious question, 

SICNORA SARTI: Then you can have a quick answer. Do I set the dinner 

before you or do you set it before me? 

GALILEO: You set it before me. Yesterday it was burnt. 

SIGNORA SARTI: And why was it burnt? Because I had to bring you your 

shoes in the middle of cooking. Didn’t I bring you your shoes? 

GALILEO:   I expect so. 

SIGNORA SARTI: You see, you are the one who has studied and can pay. 

GALILEO; I see. I see. That’s simple. - Thank you, Signora Sarti.  

Exit Signora Sarti, amused. 

GALILEO: And such people cannot understand the truth? They hunger for 

it! 

A bell for early Mass has begun to ring. Enter Virginia in a cloak 

carrying a shaded, candle. 

VIRGINIA: Good morning, father. 



GALILEO:  Why are you up already? 

VIRGINIA: I am going with Signora Sarti to early Mass. Ludovico is 

coming too. What was the night like, father?  

GALILEO: Clear, 

VIRGINIA: May I look through it? 

GALILEO: Why? Virginia does not know what to answer. It’s not a toy. 

VIRGINIA : No, father. 

GALILEO :   Besides,  the  telescope is  a  disappointment - you’ll soon hear 

that everywhere. It’s being sold for three scudi on the streets and has already 

been discovered in Holland.  

VIRGINIA:  Haven’t you seen any more new things in the sky with it? 

GALILEO : Nothing for you. Only a few small cloudy spots on the left side 

of a big star ; somehow I shall have to draw attention to them. Speaking 

across his daughter to Sagredo: Perhaps I will christen them the ‘Medicean 

Stars’ after the Grand Duke of Florence. To Virginia again:   You will be 

interested to hear, Virginia that we shall probably be moving to Florence. I 

have written a letter there, asking if the Grand Duke could make use of me 

as Court Mathematician.  

VIRGINIA radiant: At the Court?  

SAGREDO:  Galileo! 

GALILEO : My friend, I need leisure. I need proofs, And 1 want the flesh-

pots. And with that appointment I shouldn’t have to drum the Ptolemaic 

System into the heads of private pupils. I’d have time, time, time, time, to 

work out my proofs-for what I have now is not enough. It’s nothing, paltry 

jottings. With them I can’t confront the whole world. As yet there is not a 

single proof that any celestial body revolves round the sun. But I will 

produce* proofs, proofs for everyone from Signora Sarti up to the Pope. My 

one anxiety is that the Court won’t take me. 

VIRGINIA: Of course they will take you, father, with those new -    stars 

and everything.  

GALILEO: Go to your Mass. 

Exit Virginia. 

GALILEO:  I rarely write letters to great personages. He hands Sagredo a 

letter. Do you think I’ve done it all right?  



SAGREDO reads out loud the end of the letter which Galileo has given him: 

‘But I desire nothing so much as to be nearer you, the rising sun that will 

illuminate this epoch in the world’s history.’ The Grand Duke of Florence is 

nine. 

GALILEO: That’s it. I see you find my letter too servile. I have been 

wondering whether it is servile enough, not too formal, as if I really lacked 

the proper humility. A reticent letter can be written by anyone who has had 

the merit of expounding Aristotle, but not by me. A man such as I can only 

obtain a moderately dignified situation by coming crawling on his belly. 

And you know, I despise people whose brains are not capable of filling their 

bellies. 

Signora Sarti and Virginia pass through on their way to Mass. 

SAGREDO: Don’t go to Florence, Galileo. 

GALILEO : Why not? 

SAGREDO: Because the monks are in control there. 

GALILEO: At the Florentine court there are scholars of repute. 

SAGREDO: Lackeys. 

GALILEO: I will seize them by their necks and drag them in front of the 

telescope. Even monks are human, Sagredo. They succumb to the temptation 

of proof. Copernicus, don’t forget, demanded that they believe his figures; 

but I only demand that they believe their eyes. If the truth is too weak to 

defend itself, it must go over to the attack. I will take hold of them and force 

them to look through that telescope. 

SAGREDO: Galileo, I see you setting out on a fearful road. It is a night of 

disaster when a man sees the truth. And an hour of delusion when he 

believes in the common sense of the human race. Of whom does one say 

‘he’s going into it with his eyes open? Of the man on the path to perdition. 

How could those in power leave at large a man who knows the truth, even 

though it be about the most distant stars? Do you think the Pope will hearken 

to your truth when you say he is in error, and yet not hear that he is in error? 

Do you think that he will simply write in his diary: January the tenth, 

1610—Heaven abolished? How can you wish to leave the Republic, with the 

truth in your pocket, and fall into the snares of monks and princes, telescope 

in hand?  Sceptical as you are in your science, you are as credulous as a 

child about everything that seems to you to facilitate your tasks. You don’t 

believe in Aristotle, but you believe in the Grand Duke of Florence. 

A little while ago, when I watched you at your telescope and you saw those 



new stars, it seemed to me as if I saw you standing amid the blazing faggots, 

and when you said you believed in proof, I smelt flesh burning. I love 

science, but I love you more, my friend. Do not go to Florence, Galileo. 

 

GALILEO : If they accept me, I will go. In front of the curtain appears the last 

page of his letter: When I bestow on these new stars which I have 

discovered the illustrious name of the Medici family, I am conscious 

that elevation into the starry firmament was once sufficient ennoblement for 

the gods and heroes, but this case is the very reverse, for the illustrious name 

of the Medicis will guarantee these stars immortal fame. I, however, venture 

to bring myself to your notice as one among the number of your 

most humble and devoted servants and as one who counts it his highest 

honour to have been born your subject. 

But I desire nothing so much as to be nearer to you, the rising sun that 

will illuminate this epoch in the world’s history. 

Galileo Galilei 

 

 

 

GALILEO HAS EXCHANGED THE REPUBLIC OF VENICE FOR 

THE FLORENTINE COURT. HIS DISCOVERIES WITH THE 

TELESCOPE MEET WITH DISBELIEF AMONG THE SAVANTS 

THERE. 

The Old says: As I am now, I have always been so. The New says: If 

you’re no good, then go. 

Galileo’s House in Florence 

Signora Sarti in Galileo’s study, preparing it for the reception of guests. 

Her son, Andrea, is sitting and tidying up star-charts. 

 SIGNORA SARTI: Ever since we arrived in this blessed Florence, the 

bowing and scraping and lick-spitting has never stopped. The whole city 

traipses through to look at that tube, and I have to clean up the floor after 

them! And it’s not a bit of good! If there was anything in these discoveries, 

the holy fathers would be the first to know. I was four years in service with 

Monsignor Filippo and was never able to dust all through his library. Leather 

books right to the ceiling and not so much as a love poem. And the good 

Monsignor had a mass of bunions on his bottom from all that sitting over his 

learning, and wouldn’t a man like that know what was what? And the great 



viewing today will be such, a fiasco that again tomorrow I shan’t be able to 

look the milkman in the face, I knew what I was talking about when I 

advised him first to set a good supper for the gentlemen, a nice piece of 

lamb, before they look over his tube. But no!  

She mimics Galileo: ‘I have something else for them.’ 

A sound of knocking below. 

SIGNORA SARTI looks into the spy-mirror at the window: Heaven save us, 

here’s the Grand Duke already. And Galileo is still at the University! She 

runs down the stairs and lets in the Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo de’ 

Medici, who is accompanied by his Chamberlain and two court ladies. 

COSIMO:  I want to see the telescope. 

IHE CHAMBERLAIN: Perhaps your Highness will wait patiently until Signer 

Galilei and the other gentlemen have arrived from the University.  

To Signora Sarti: Signor Galilei wished the astronomers to test his 

discovery of the new Medicean Stars. 

COSIMO: They don’t believe in the telescope. They don’t at all. And where 

is it? 

SIGNORA SARTI: Upstairs, in his study. 

The boy nods, points up the stairs, and at a nod from Signora Sarti runs 

up. 

THE CHAMBERLAIN a very old man: Your Highness!  

To Signora Sarti: Must one go up there? I have only come because the 

tutor is ill. 

SIGNORA SARTI: The young gentleman will come to no harm. My own boy 

is up there. 

COSIMO entering upstairs: Good evening. 

The boys bow ceremoniously to one another.  Pause. Then Andrea turns 

again to his work. 

ANDREA very like his teacher: It’s like a cross-roads here. 

COSIMO :  Many visitors ? 

ANDREA : Clumping around, gaping - and not understanding a sausage. 

COSIMO: I see. Is that . . . ? He points to the telescope.  

ANDREA: Yes, that’s it. But orders are: hands off! 



COSIMO: And what’s that? He points at the wooden model of the 

Ptolemaic system. ANDREA: That’s the Ptolemaic. 

COSIMO: That shows how the sun revolves, doesn’t it?  

ANDREA: Yes, so they say.  

COSIMO sits down on a chair and takes the model on his lap: My tutor’s 

got a cold. So I was able to get away early. It’s nice here.  

ANDREA restless wanders about undecidedly, looking at the strange boy 

mistrustfully. At last, unable to resist the temptation any longer, he pulls out 

a second wooden model from behind the charts. It is a representation of the 

Copernican system: But it’s really like this, of course. 

COSIMO: What’s like that? 

ANDREA pointing to Cosimo’s model’ That’s what they think it’s like, and 

this - pointing to his model ~ is what it is. The earth turns round the sun, do 

you see? 

COSIMO: Do you really think so? 

ANDREA : Of course. It’s proved. 

COSIMO:  Really? I’d like to know why they don’t ever let me see the old 

man any more. Yesterday he was there at supper. 

ANDREA : They don’t seem to believe it, eh? 

COSIMO: Of course they do. 

ANDREA suddenly pointing at the model in Cosimo’s lap: Give it here. 

You don’t even understand that one. 

COSIMO : You don’t need two. 

ANDREA : Give it here. It’s not a toy for little boys. 

COSIMO : I don’t mind giving it to you, but you must be a little more 

polite, you know. 

ANDREA: You’re a silly fool, and be polite yourself! Give it to me or 

you’ll be sorry. 

COSIMO: Don’t touch me, do you hear! 

They begin to struggle and are soon rolling on the floor. 

ANDREA : I’ll teach you how to treat a model. Give up! 

COSIMO: Now it’s broken. You’re twisting my arm. 

ANDREA: We’ll soon see who’s right and who’s wrong. Say it revolves or 

I’ll give you a clout on the head.  



COSIMO : Never, Ow! You carrots! I’ll teach you manners.  

ANDREA:  Carrots? Me a carrots? 

They fight on in silence. 

Down below Galileo and several professors of the University enter. 

Behind them Federzoni. 

THE CHAMBERLAIN: Gentlemen, a slight indisposition has prevented His 

Highness’s tutor, Signor Suri, from accompanying His Highness here. THE 

THEOLOGIAN: Nothing serious, I trust? 

The CHAMBERLAIN: Not at all. Not at all. 

GALILEO disappointed: His Highness is not here? 

THE CHAMBERLAIN: His Highness is upstairs. But pray, gentlemen, do not 

wait The Court is exceedingly curious to learn the illustrious University’s 

opinion on this extraordinary instrument of Signor Galilei’s and to become 

acquainted with his wonderful new stars, 

They go up. 

The boys are lying still, having heard the sounds downstairs. 

COSIMO: They’re here. Let me up. They get up quickly. 

VARIOUS GENTLEMEN as they climb the stairs: No, no, everything’s 

perfectly all right. - The medical faculty declare it impossible for the 

sickness in the Old Town to be cases, of plague. The miasmas would freeze 

at the present temperature.-The worst thing in such circumstances is always 

panic. - Nothing but the epidemic of colds usual at this time of year. - Any 

suspicion out of the question. - Everything’s perfectly all right. 

Greetings upstairs. 

GALILEO: Your Highness, I am happy, ha your presence, to be able to 

acquaint the gentlemen of your University with my latest discoveries. 

Cosimo bows very formally in all directions, even to Andrea. 

THE THEOLOGIAN seeing the broken Ptolemaic model on the floor: 

Something seems to have got broken here. 

Cosimo bends down quickly and politely hands the model to Andrea. 

Meanwhile Galileo surreptitiously moves the other model out of sight. 

GALILEO at the telescope:  As your Highness doubtless knows for some 

time past we astronomers have been in great difficulties with our 

calculations. For these we use a very old system which appears to coincide 

with philosophy, but not, alas, with facts. According to this old system - 



Ptolemaic - the movements of the stars are presumed to be extremely 

complicated. For instance, the planet Venus is supposed to follow an orbit of 

this sort. On a blackboard he draws the epicyclical orbit of Venus according 

to the Ptolemaic conception. But even accepting such complicated 

movements, we are still not able to calculate the positions of the stars 

correctly. We do not find them in the places where they apparently should 

be. And furthermore there are certain movements of the stars for which the 

Ptolemaic system has no explanation at all. Movements of this sort seem to 

me to be described by the little stars round the planet Jupiter, which I have 

recently discovered. Would the gentlemen care to begin with an observation 

of the satellites of Jupiter, the Medicean stars? 

ANDREA: pointing to the stool in front of the telescope: Please sit here. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Thank you, my child. I fear that things are not quite as 

simple as all that. Signor Galilei, before we apply ourselves to your famous 

instrument we would like to have the pleasure of a disputation. The theme: 

Can such planets exist? 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: A formal disputation. 

GALILEO: I thought you could simply look through the telescope and 

convince yourselves. 

ANDREA: Here, please. 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: Of course, of course. - Naturally, you know that 

according to the ancients stars revolving about a centre, Other than the earth 

cannot exist, nor can there be stars which have no support in the Heavens? 

GALILEO: Yes. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: And quite apart from the possibility of such stars, 

which the mathematician - he bows to the mathematician - appears to doubt, 

I would, in all modesty, as a philosopher, like to pose the question: are such 

stars necessary? Aristotelis divini universum . . . 

GALILEO: Should we not continue in the vernacular? My cot-league, 

Signor Federzoni, does not understand Latin. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Is it of importance that he should understand us? 

GALILEO: Yes. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Excuse me. I thought he was your lens-grinder. 

ANDREA : Signer Federzoni is a lens-grinder and a scholar. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Thank you, my child. If Signor Federzoni insists . . . 

GALILEO : I insist. 



THE PHILOSOPHER : The argument will lose in elegance, but it is your 

house.-The cosmos of the divine Aristotle, with its mystical, music-making 

spheres and crystal domes and the gyrations of its heavenly bodies and the 

oblique angle of the sun’s orbit and the secrets of the satellite tables and the 

rich catalogue of constellations in the southern hemisphere and the inspired 

construction of the celestial globe, is a conception of such symmetry and 

beauty that we should do well to hesitate before disturbing that harmony. 

GAULEO:  How would it be if your Highness were now to observe these 

impossible as well as unnecessary stars through this telescope? 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: One might be tempted to reply that your telescope, 

showing something which cannot exist, may not be a very reliable telescope, 

eh? 

GALILEO: What do you mean? 

THE MATHEMATICIAN : It would be much more helpful, Signor Galilei, if 

you were to tell us the reasons which lead you to the assumption that in the 

highest spheres of the immutable Heavens stars can move freely through 

space. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Reasons, Signor Galilei, reasons. 

GALILEO: The reasons? - When a glance at the stars themselves and my 

own observations will demonstrate the phenomenon. Sir, the disputation is 

becoming absurd. 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: If one could be sure that you would not excite 

yourself further, one might suggest that what is in your telescope and what is 

in the Heavens may be two different things. 

THE PHILOSOPHER : That could not have been more courteously expressed. 

FEDERZONI: You think we painted the Medicean stars on the lens! 

GALILEO: Are you accusing me of fraud? 

THE PHILOSOPHER: But how could we? In the presence of his Highness! 

THE MATHEMATICIAN : Your instrument - whether one calls it your child or 

your pupil - is certainly most cleverly made, no doubt about that! 

THE PHILOSOPHER : And we are entirely convinced, Signer Galilei, that 

neither you nor anyone else would dare to bestow the illustrious name of our 

ruling house on stars whose existence was not beyond all possible doubt. 

They all bow low to the Grand Duke. 

COSIMO looks round to the court ladies: Is there something not right with 

my stars?  



THE OLDER COURT LAPY to the Grand Duke: Everything is all right with 

the stars, your Highness. The gentlemen are only asking whether they really 

and truly are there.  

Pause. THE YOUNGER COURT LADY: One is said to be able to see every hair 

on the Great Bear through that instrument.  

FEDERZONI: Yes, and all sorts of things on the Bull.  

GALILEO: Well, will you gentlemen now look through it, or not?  

THE PHILOSOPHER:   Certainly, of course.  

THE MATHEMATICIAN: Of course. 

Pause, Suddenly Andrea turns and walks stiffly across the whole room. 

His mother catches hold of him. 

SICNORA SARTI: What’s the matter with you? 

ANDREA: They’re stupid. He tears himself loose and runs off. 

THE PHILOSOPHER:  Deplorable child. 

THE CHAMBERLAIN: Your Highness, gentlemen, may, I remind you that the 

Court Ball opens in three-quarters of an hour? 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: Why mince matters? Sooner or later Signer Galilei 

will have to reconcile himself with the facts. His planets of Jupiter would 

break through the crystal spheres. It is quite simple. 

FEDERZONI: You’ll be astonished! There are no crystal spheres. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Every school-book will tell you they exist, my good 

man.  

FEDERZONI: Then hurrah for new school-books. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Your Highness, my worthy colleague and I rely on the 

authority of none less than the divine Aristotle himself, 

GALILEO almost obsequiously: Gentlemen, belief in the authority of 

Aristotle is one thing; facts, tangible facts, are another. You say that 

according to Aristotle there are crystal spheres up there and therefore certain 

movements cannot take place because the stars would have to break through 

those spheres. But what if you can confirm those movements? Perhaps that 

will persuade you that those crystal spheres simply don’t exist. Gentlemen, I 

beseech you in all humility to trust your eyes. 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: My dear Galileo, old-fashioned though it may 

sound to you, I am accustomed among other things to read Aristotle, and I 

can assure you that there I do trust my eyes. 



GALILEO: I am used to seeing members of all faculties shutting their eyes 

against every fact and behaving as though nothing has happened. I offer my 

observations, and they smile. I place my telescope at their disposal so that 

they can convince themselves, and they quote Aristotle. But the man had no 

telescope t 

THE MATHEMATICIAN: Certainly not. Certainly not. 

THE PHILOSOPHER sweepingly: If Aristotle - an authority recognized not 

only by the entire learning of antiquity but also by the Holy Fathers of the 

Church - if Aristotle is to be dragged through the mud, then it seems, to me 

at least, that a continuation of this discussion is superfluous. I avoid 

pointless discussion. Enough! 

GALILEO: Truth is the child of time, not of authority. Our ignorance is 

infinite, so let us diminish it by a fraction. Why try to be so clever now, 

when at last we can become a little less stupid? I have had the unbelievable 

good fortune to lay my hands on a new instrument by means of which one 

can see one tiny corner of the universe a little clearer. Not much -but a little. 

Mate use of it! 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Your Highness, ladies and gentlemen, I am just asking 

myself where all this may lead. 

GALILEO: I would suggest that as scientists it is not for us to ask where the 

truth may lead us. 

THE PHILOSOPHER furiously. Signor Galilei, the truth may lead us to 

absolutely anything. 

GALILEO: Your Highness. On nights such as these, all over Italy telescopes 

are being turned towards the Heavens. Jupiter’s moons will not make milk 

any cheaper. But they have never been seen before, and they are there. From 

that the man in the street draws the conclusion that there may be many more 

things to see if only he opens his eyes. You owe him that confirmation. It is 

not the movements of a few distant stars that make all Italy prick up its ears, 

but the news that opinions hitherto held inviolable have now begun to totter -

and everyone knows there are too many of those. Gentlemen, let us not 

defend dying teachings. 

FEDERZONI: You, as teachers, should hasten their end. 

THE PHILOSOPHER: I should prefer your man not to proffer advice in a 

scientific disputation. 

GALILEO: Your Highness. My work in the Great Arsenal of Venice 

brought me into daily contact with draughtsmen, builders and instrument 



makers. These people taught me many a new way of doing things. Illiterate, 

they relied on the evidence of their five senses, in most cases regardless of 

where such evidence might lead them . . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER : Oho! 

GALILEO : Very like our mariners, who a hundred years ago left our shores 

without knowing what sort of other shores they might reach, if any at all. It 

seems that today, in order to find that high curiosity which made the true 

greatness of ancient Greece, one has to resort to the shipyards. 

THE PHILOSOPHER : After all that we have heard here, I have no longer any 

doubt that Signor Galilei will find admirers in the shipyards. 

THE CHAMBERLAIN : Your Highness, to my dismay I find that this 

extraordinarily instructive conversation has become somewhat long drawn 

out. Your Highness must rest a while before the Court Ball. 

At a sign the Grand Duke bows to Galileo, The Court rapidly begins to 

leave. 

SIGNORA SARTI places herself in front of the Grand Duke and offers him a 

plate of pastries. A biscuit, your Highness? 

The older court lady leads the Grand Duke out. 

GALILEO running after them: But really, you gentlemen need only look 

through the instrument! 

THE CHAMBERLAIN: His Highness will not fail to obtain an opinion on 

your claims from the greatest living astronomer, Father Christopher Clavius, 

Astronomer-in-Chief at the Papal College in Rome. 

 

1616:    THE   COLLEGIUM   ROMANUM,   THE   VATICAN’S 

INSTITUTE OF   RESEARCH,   CONFIRMS   GALILEO’S 

DISCOVERIES 

Things take indeed a wondrous turn 

When learned men do stoop to learn. 

Clavius, we are pleased to say, 

Upheld Galileo Galilei. 

 

Hall of the Collegium Romanum in Rome 



It is night. High church dignitaries, monks and scholars in groups. To one 

side stands Galileo - alone. The atmosphere is very boisterous. Before the 

scene begins one hears roars of thunderous laughter. 

THE FAT PRELATE clutching his stomach with mirth Oh stupidity! Oh 

stupidity! I wish someone would tell me one proposition that would not be 

believed! 

THE SCHOLAR: For example, that you have an unconquerable aversion to 

dining, monsignor! 

THE FAT PRELATE: They’d believe it! They’d believe it! Only the 

reasonable is not believed. That a Devil exists - that’s doubted. But that the 

earth spins round like a marble in the gutter - that’s believed I Sancta 

simplicitas! 

A MONK play-acting: I feel dizzy. The earth’s turning too fast. Permit me 

to hold on to you, professor. He pretends to sway and clings to one of the 

scholars. 

THE SCHOLAR joining in the game: Yes, she’s drunk again today, our dear 

old Mother Earth. He clutches at another. 

THE MONK: Stop, stop! We’re slipping off. Stop, I say! 

A SECOND SCHOLAR: Venus is quite crooked already. I can only see half of 

her behind! Help! 

A group of monks collects. Laughing, they act as if trying to save 

themselves from being thrown off a ship in a storm.  

A SECOND MONK: If only we don’t get flung onto the moon. Brothers, they 

say it’s got horribly sharp mountain peaks! 

THE FIRST SCHOLAR: Steady yourself with your feet. 

THE FIRST MONK: And don’t look down. I get giddy. 

THE FAT PRELATE intentionally loud, in Galileo’s direction: Impossible! 

Giddiness in the Collegium Romanum! 

Loud laughter. 

Through the door at the back enter two astronomers of the College. 

Silence falls. 

A MONK: Are you still investigating? Scandalous! 

THE FIRST ASTRONOMER angrily:  We are not! 

THE SECOND ASTRONOMER: Where will this lead? I cannot under stand 

Clavius ... If one had accepted as sterling truth every thing claimed during 

the past fifty years! In the year 1572, in the highest sphere, the eighth, the 



sphere of fixed stars, a new constellation blazes, far brighter ;ind larger than 

all its neighbours, and before eighteen months have passed it vanishes again 

and returns to oblivion. Might one ask: what of the eternal duration and 

immutability of the Heavens? 

THE PHILOSOPHER:   If one let them, they would demolish our whole 

universe. 

THE FIRST ASTRONOMER: Yes, what are we coming to? Five years later the 

Dane, Tycho Brahe, determines the track of a comet. It started up above the 

moon and broke through one after another of the crystal spheres, the solid 

carriers of the moving constellations! It meets with no resistance, it suffers 

no refraction of its light.. Should one ask: where are the spheres? 

THE PHILOSOPHER: Quite out of the question! How can Christopher 

Clavius, Italy’s and the Church’s greatest astronomer, even investigate such 

a thing? THE FAT PRELAJTE: Scandalous!  

THE FIRST ASTRONOMER: But he is investigating it! He’s sitting in there 

and peering through that devil’s tube!  

THE SECOND ASTRONOMER: Principlis obsta! It all began by our calculating 

so many things from the tables of Copernicus, who is a heretic! The length 

of the solar years, the dates of eclipses of the sun and moon, the positions of 

the celestial bodies for years ahead. 

A MONK: I ask you which is better: to experience an eclipse three days 

after it appears in the calendar or eternal salvation never? 

A VERY THIN MONK steps forward with an open Bible, pointing his finger 

fanatically at a passage: What is said in the Holy Writ? ‘Sun, stand thou 

still upon Gibeon and thou, Moon, in the Valley of Ajalon.’ How can the sun 

stand still if it never moves, as these heretics aver? Does Holy Writ He? 

THE FIRST ASTRONOMER: No-and that is why we are leaving. 

THE SECOND ASTRONOMER: There are phenomena which present 

difficulties to us astronomers, but does man have to understand everything? 

Both exeunt. 

 

THE VERY THIN MONK: They equate the home of the human race to a 

wandering star. They pack men, animals, plants, and the earth itself onto a 

cart and trundle it in a circle through an empty sky. Earth and Heaven exist 

no more, according to them. The earth no more, because it is a star in 

Heaven; and Heaven no more, because it is made up of earths. There is no 

longer any difference between the Upper and the Lower. Between the 



Eternal and the Temporal. That we pass away, we know. That Heaven too 

passes away, they now inform us. There are sun, moon and stars, and we live 

on the earth; so it was said, and so it is written. But now the earth, too, is a 

star according to them. There is nothing but stars! We shall yet live to see 

the day when they will say: there are no longer men and animals, man is an 

animal, there is nothing but animals! 

THE FIRST SCHOLAR to Galileo: Signer Galilei, you have dropped 

something on the floor. 

GALILEO who during the foregoing has taken his stone out of a pocket, 

played with it, and finally let it fall to the ground, as he stoops to pick it up: 

No, Monsignor. It fell up to me. 

THE FAT PRELATE turning away: Impudent rascal. 

Enter a very old cardinal supported by a monk. Everyone respectfully 

makes way for him. 

THE VERY OLD CARDINAL: Are they still in there? Can they really not 

dispose of this triviality more quickly? Clavius ought to understand his own 

astronomy. I hear that this Signor Galilei banishes mankind from the centre 

of the universe to some where at the edge. He is, therefore, plainly an enemy 

of the human race. And he should be treated as such. Man is the crown of 

creation; every child knows that, God’s highest and most beloved creature. 

How could He place such a miracle, such a masterpiece, on a little remote 

and forever wandering star? Would He have sent His Son to such a place? 

How can there be people so perverse as to believe in these slaves of their 

own mathematical tables? Which of God’s creatures would submit to such a 

thing? 

THE FAT PRELATE sotto voce: The gentleman is present. 

THE VERY OLD CARDINAL to Galileo:  So you are the person? I no longer see 

very well, but what I can see is enough to show me that you are remarkably 

like that man we burnt here in his time. What was his name? 

THE MONK: Your Eminence should not excite himself. The doctor ...  

THE VERY OLD CARDINAL shaking him off, To Galileo; You wish to degrade 

the earth, although you live on it and receive everything from it. You would 

foul your own nest! But I at least will have none of it!  

He pushes the monk away and begins proudly pacing up and down.  

I am not just any being on just any little star circling round somewhere for 

a short time. I tread the firm earth, with a side step; it is at rest; it is the 

centre of the universe; I am at the centre, and the eye of the Creator rests on 

me and on me alone. Around me revolve, attached to eight crystalline 



spheres, the fixed stars and the mighty sun which was created to shed light 

upon my surroundings. And upon me too, in order that God may see 

me. And so, visibly and irrefutably, everything depends on me, on Man, the 

masterpiece of God, the centre of Creation, the very image of God, immortal 

and . , . He collapses. 

THE MONK: Your Eminence has overstrained himself: 

At this moment the door at the back opens and the great Clavius enters at 

the head of his astronomers. He walks through the hall hurriedly and in 

silence, not looking to right or left. Just as he is leaving the hall he speaks to 

a monk. 

CLAVIUS :  He is right. 

He goes out, followed by the astronomers. The door at the back remains 

open. A dead silence falls.  The very old cardinal revives. 

THE VERY OLD CARDINAL:   What is it?  Have they reached a decision? 

No one dares to tell him. 

THE MONK: Your Eminence must be taken home. The old man is helped 

out. All leave the hall bewildered. A little monk from Clavius’ commission of 

investigation stops beside Galileo. 

THE LITTLE MONK surreptitiously: Signor Galilei, Father Clavius said 

before he left: Now let the theologians see how they can put their heavenly 

rings together again! You have won.  

Exit.  

GALILEO tries to hold him back:  

It has won! Not I but common sense has won! 

The little monk has already gone. Galileo leaves too. In the doorway he 

encounters a tall priest, the Cardinal Inquisitor. A n astronomer 

accompanies him. Galileo bows. Before he goes out, he whispers a question 

to the lackey at the door. 

THE LACKEY whispering back: His Eminence, the Cardinal Inquisitor. The 

astronomer leads the Cardinal Inquisitor to the telescope. 

 

6 

BUT THE INQUISITION PUTS THE COPERNICAN TEACHINGS ON 

THE INDEX (MARCH 5TH, 1616) 

 



When Galileo was in Rome 

A Cardinal asked him to his home.  

He wined and dined him as his guest  

And only made one small request. 

 

Cardinal Bellarmin’s House in Rome A ball is in progress. In the 

vestibule, where two clerks in holy orders arc playing chess and making 

notes about the guests, 

Galileo is received with applause by a little group of masked ladies  and  

gentlemen.   He arrives   in   the company   of   his daughter, Virginia, and 

her betrothed, Ludovico Marsili.  

VIRGINIA:  I shall dance with no one else, Ludovico  

LUDOVICO:  Your shoulder-strap is loose.  

GALILEO: Fret not, daughter, if perchance  

You attract a wanton glance.  

The eyes that catch a trembling lace  

Will guess the heartbeat’s quickened pace.  

Lovely woman still may be  

Careless with felicity.”  

VIRGINIA:  Feel my heart. 

GALILEO lays his hand on her heart: its beating.  

VIRGINIA:  I want to look beautiful.  

GALILEO: You must, or people will soon start wondering once more 

whether the earth really goes round.  

LUDOVICO:  But it doesn’t.  

Galileo laughs. All Rome talks of nothing but you. But after this evening, 

Signor, it’s your daughter they’ll be talking about. 

GALILEO: They say it is easy to look beautiful in the Roman springtime. 

Even I must resemble a slightly corpulent  

Adonis. To the two young clerks. I am supposed to await the Cardinal 

here. To the young couple. Go and enjoy yourselves. 

Before they go off to join the ball, Virginia comes running back once 

more. 



VIRGINIA : Father, the hairdresser in the Via del Trionfo took me first and 

let four other-ladies wait. He knew your name immediately.  

Exit. 

GALILEO to the clerks playing chess: How can you still play that old-

fashioned chess? Narrow, narrow. Nowadays people play with the important 

pieces moving all over the board. The rook like that - he demonstrates - and 

the bishop like that, and the queen here and here. That gives room, and you 

can lay your plans. 

A CLERK : That is not commensurate with our small salaries, you know. 

We can only afford moves like this. He makes a tiny move.  

GALILEO:  On the contrary, my friend, on the contrary. Who takes big 

steps is given big boots. One must move with the times, gentlemen. No 

hugging the coast; sometimes you must put out to sea. 

The very old Cardinal from the previous scene crosses the stage, 

accompanied by his monk. He catches sight of Galileo, walks past him, then 

turns uncertainly and greets him. Galileo sits down. From the ballroom can 

be heard boys’ voices singing the beginning of Lorenzo de Medici’s famous 

poem on fugacity: 

 

 I who have seen the summer’s roses die  

And all their petals pale and shrivelled lie  

Upon the chilly ground, I know the truth:  

How evanescent is the flower of youth.’  

 

GALILEO: Rome.-Great celebrations? 

FIRST CLERK: The first carnival since the plague years. All the great 

families in Italy are represented here this evening. The Orsinis, the Villanis, 

the Nuccolis, the Soldanieris, the Canes, the Lecchis, the Estes, the 

Colombinis . . .  

SECOND CLERK interrupts: Their Eminences the Cardinals Bellarmin and 

Barberini. 

Enter Cardinal Bellarmin and Cardinal Barberini. In front of their faces 

they each hold a mask of a lamb and a dove respectively on the end of a 

stick. 



BARBERINI pointing his index finger at Galileo: The sun also ariseth, and 

the sun goeth down, and hasteneth to his place where he arose.’ So saith 

Ecclesiastes, the Preacher. And what says Galileo? 

GALILEO: When I was so high, your Eminence - he indicates with his 

hand-I stood on a ship and I cried out: the shore is moving away I Today I 

know that the shore stood still and the ship moved away. 

BARBERINI: Shrewd, shrewd. What one sees, Bellarmin, namely the 

constellations revolving, need not be true; think of the ship and the shore. 

But what is true, namely that the earth rotates, cannot be seen! Shrewd. But 

his moons of Jupiter are hard nuts for our astronomers to crack. 

Unfortunately, I too read some astronomy at one time, Bellarmin. It sticks to 

one like a burr. 

BELLARMIN:   Let us move with the times, Barberini. If star-charts based 

on a new hypothesis simplify navigation for our sailors, then let them use 

these charts. We only dislike teachings which contradict the Bible. He waves 

in greeting towards the ballroom. GAXILEO: The Bible.-’He that withholdeth 

corn, the people shall curse him.’ Proverbs. 

BARBERINI : ‘Wise men lay up knowledge.’ Proverbs.  

GALILEO:  ‘Where no oxen are, the crib is clean; but much increase is by 

the strength of the ox.’ BARBERINI:  ‘He that ruleth his spirit is better than he 

that taketh a city.’  

GALILEO:  ‘But a broken spirit drieth the house.’ Pause. ‘Doth not truth cry 

aloud?’ 

BARBERINI: ‘Can one go upon hot coals and his feet not be burned?’ 

Welcome in Rome, friend Galileo. You know her origin? Two little boys, so 

runs the legend, received milk and shelter from a she-wolf. From that hour 

on, all children have had to pay for the she-wolf’s milk. But in return the 

she-wolf provides all sorts of pleasures, heavenly and earthly, ranging from 

conversations with my learned friend Bellarmin to the company of three or 

four ladies of international reputation. May I display them to you? 

He leads Galileo to the rear, in order to show him the ballroom. Galileo 

follows reluctantly. 

BARBERINI: No? He insists on a serious conversation. All right. Are you 

sure, friend Galileo, that you astronomers are not simply concerned with 

making your astronomy more manageable? He leads him to the front again. 

You think in terms of circles and ellipses and equal velocities, simple 

movements that your mind can grasp. But what if it had pleased God to 



make his stars move like this? With his finger moving, at varying speeds he 

describes in the air an extremely complicated track. 

GALILEO: Your Eminence, if God had constructed the universe like that-he 

repeats Barberini’s track-then he would also have constructed our brains 

like that-he repeats the same track - so that they would recognize these very 

tracks as the simplest possible. I believe in reason. 

BARBERINI: I hold reason to be inadequate. He is silent. He is too polite to 

say now that he holds me to be inadequate He laughs and returns to the 

balustrade at the back,  

BELLARMIN: Reason, my friend, does not reach very far All around we see 

nothing but crookedness, crime and weakness. Where is truth? 

GALILEO angrily: I believe in reason.  

BARBERINI to the clerks:  There is no need to take this down. 

This is a scientific conversation between friends. BELLARMIN: Consider 

for a moment all the trouble and thought it cost the Fathers of the Church, 

and so many after them, to, bring a little sense into this world (is it not a 

little repellent?). Consider the brutality of the landlords in the Campagna 

who have their peasants whipped half-naked over their estates, and the 

stupidity of those poor people who kiss their feet in return. 

GALILEO: Horrible! On my journey here I saw . . . 

BELLARMIN: We have placed the responsibility for the meaning of such 

happenings as we cannot comprehend - life consists of them - on a higher 

Being, and we have explained that such things are the result of certain 

intentions that all this happens according to one great plan. Not that this has 

brought about complete reassurance ; but now you have to accuse this 

supreme Being of not knowing for certain how the stars move, a matter on 

which you are perfectly clear. Is that wise? 

GALILEO preparing to explain: I am a true son of the Church.,. 

BARBERINI: He is incorrigible, in all innocence he tries to prove God a 

complete fool on the subject of astronomy! Do you mean that God did not 

study astronomy sufficiently before he indicted the Holy Scriptures? My 

dear friend! 

BELLARMIN : Does it not appear probable to you that the Creator knows more 

about His own handiwork than does the handiwork itself? 

GALILEO:  But, gentlemen, man can misinterpret not only the movements of 

the stars, but the Bible too.  



BELLARMIN: But the interpretation of the Bible is, after all, the business of 

the theologians of the Holy Church, eh? 

Galileo is silent. 

BELLARMIN: You see. You are silent now. He makes a sign to the clerks. 

Signor Galilei, tonight the Holy Office has decided that the teachings of 

Copernicus, according to which the sun is the centre of the universe and 

motionless, while the earth is not the centre of the universe and is moving, 

are futile, foolish and heretical. I have been entrusted with the duty of 

informing you of this decision.  

To the first clerk: Repeat that. 

FIRST CLERK: His Eminence Cardinal Bellarmin to the aforementioned 

Galileo Galilei: The Holy Office has decided that the teachings of 

Copernicus, according to which the sun is the centre of the universe and 

motionless, while the earth is not the centre of the universe and is moving, 

are futile, foolish and heretical. I have been entrusted with the duty of 

informing you of this decision.  

GALILEO: What does that mean? 

From the ballroom can be heard boys’ voices singing another verse of the 

poem: 

‘I said:  the lovely season flieth fast; 

So pluck the rose - it still is May.’ 

Barberini gestures Galileo to be silent while, the song lasts. They listen. - 

GALILEO: But the facts? I understood that the astronomers of the   

Collegium  Romanum  had accepted  my observations. 

BELLARMIN:  With the expression of the deepest satisfaction, which does 

you the greatest honour. 

BELLARMIN:  But the satellites of Jupiter, the phases of Venus . . .  

GALILEO: The Holy Congregation has made its decision without 

considering these details. 

BELLARMIN:  That means that all further scientific research . . .  

BELLARMIN: Is well assured, Signor Galilei. And that, in conformity with 

the Church’s view that we cannot know, but we may research. He again 

greets a guest in the ballroom. You are at liberty to expound even this 

teaching through mathematical hypotheses. Science is the legitimate and 

dearly beloved daughter of the Church, Signor Galilei. Not one of us 

seriously believes that you desire to undermine the authority of the Church. 



GALILEO angrily: Authority grows feeble from being abused.  

BARBERINI: Does it? He claps him on the shoulder, laughing loudly. Then 

he looks sharply at him and says, not unkindly: Don’t throw out the baby 

with the bath-water, friend Galileo. We don’t do that either. We need you, 

more than you need us. 

BELLARMIN: I am burning to present the greatest mathematician in Italy to 

the President of the Holy Office, who regards you with the utmost 

admiration,  

BARBERINI catching hold of Galileo’s other arm: Whereupon he is once 

more transformed into a lamb. You too, my dear friend, would have done 

better to appear here costumed as the worthy doctor of school tradition. It is 

my mask that permits me a little freedom today. In such a get-up you might 

hear me murmuring: if there were no God, one would have to invent one. 

Good, let us put up our masks again. Poor Galilei has none. They take 

Galileo between them and lead him into the ballroom. 

FIRST CLERK: Did you get the last sentence? 

SECOND CLERK:  I did. They write industriously. Have you got down the bit 

where he says that he believes in reason?  

Enter the Cardinal Inquisitor.  

THE INQUISITOR I Did the conversation take place?  

FIRST CLERK mechanically: At first Signor Galilei came in with his 

daughter. Today she became engaged to Signor . . . The Inquisitor stops him 

impatiently. Signor Galilei then instructed us in the new manner of playing 

chess in which the pieces move all over the board contrary to the rules of the 

game.  

THE INQUISITOR gestures him to silence: The transcript.  

A clerk hands it to him, and he sits down to glance through it. Two young 

ladies, masked, cross the stage. They curtsey in front of the cardinal.  

ONE YOUNG LADY: Who is that?  

THE OTHER: The Cardinal Inquisitor. 

They giggle and go off. Enter Virginia, looking round in search of 

something. 

THE INQUISITOR from his corner: Well, my daughter?  

VIRGINIA starts, for she has not seen him: Oh, your Eminence! 



Without looking up, the Inquisitor stretches out his right hand. She 

approaches, kneels and kisses his ring. 

 THE INQUISITOR: A superb night! Permit me to congratulate you on your 

engagement. Your bridegroom comes from a noble family. You will remain 

with us in Rome?  

VIRGINIA:  Not at first, your Eminence. There is so much to • prepare for a 

wedding. 

THE INQUISITOR: Ah.  So you will return with your father to Florence. I 

am glad of that. I can imagine that your father needs you. Mathematics is a 

cold companion, is it not? A creature of flesh and blood in such 

surroundings makes all the difference. If one is a great man it is so easy to 

lose oneself in the world of stars which are so very vast.  

VIRGINIA breathlessly: You are most kind, your Eminence. Really, I 

understand almost nothing of such matters. 

THE INQUISITOR: No? He laughs. In. the fisherman’s house they never eat 

fish, eh? It will amuse your father when he hears that you have in fact learnt 

from me all you know about the constellations, my child. Leafing through 

the transcript: I read here that our innovators regard our present conceptions 

of the importance of our dear earth as somewhat exaggerated. Now, from the 

days of Ptolemy, a sage of antiquity, up to the present day, it has been 

agreed that the width of the universe that is the whole crystal sphere of 

which the earth is the centre-is about twenty thousand earth diameters. A 

pretty space, but too small, far too small for the innovators. According to 

them, so we hear, space is quite unbelievably extended. And the distance 

from the earth to the sun - a very considerable distance, it has always seemed 

to us - has be come so infinitesimally small in comparison to the distance of 

our poor earth from the fixed stars which are attached to the very outermost 

sphere that it need not be taken into our calculations at all! Who could now 

say that the innovators do not live in a large way? 

Virginia ‘laughs. The Inquisitor laughs too, 

THE INQUISITOR: In fact some gentlemen of the Holy Office have recently 

been almost ^locked by this new picture of the universe, compared to which 

our accepted one is only a miniature such as could be hung round the 

enchanting necks of certain young ladies. They are worried, because, in the 

case of such enormous distances, a prelate and even a cardinal might easily 

go astray, Even a Pope might lose the eye of the Almighty. Yes, it is funny, 

but I am happy to know that you will continue to be close to your father 



whom we all esteem so much, my dear child. I wonder whether I know your 

Father Confessor ... ? 

VIRGINIA: Father Christophorus from Saint Ursula. 

THE INQUISITOR : Ah, yes. I am glad that you will be with your father. He 

will need you. YOII may not be able to imagine it, but it will be so. You are 

so young and really so very much flesh and blood, and greatness is not 

always easy to bear for those on whom God has bestowed it; not always. No 

one among mortals is so great that he cannot be included in a prayer. But 

now I am keeping you, dear child, and I shall be making your betrothed 

jealous and perhaps even your dear father, since I have been telling you 

something about the stars which is maybe outmoded. Now go quickly to’ the 

dancing, but do not forget to greet Father Christophorus from me. 

 

Virginia makes a deep curtsey and goes quickly. 
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A CONVERSATION 

Galileo, feeling grim,  

A young monk came to visit him. 

The monk was born of common folk 

It was at science that they spoke. 

In the Palace of the Florentine Ambassador in Rome 

Galileo listens to the little monk who, after the session of the Collegium  

Romanum, whispered  lo  him  the verdict of  the Papal astronomers. 

GALILEO: Speak, speak 1 The habit you wear gives you the right to say 

whatever you wish. 

THE LITTLE MONK: I have studied mathematics, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO: That might be a help, if it could induce you to admit that twice 

two now and again make four! 

THE LITTLE MONK: Signor Galilei, for the last three nights 1 have been 

unable to sleep at all. I didn’t know how to reconcile the decree which I have 

read and the satellites of Jupiter which I have seen. I decided to say Mass 

early today and then come to you. 

GALILEO: In order to inform me that Jupiter has no satellites?  

THE LITTLE MONK: No. I have succeeded in fathoming the wisdom of that 

decree. It has revealed to me the danger to mankind that lurks in too much 



uncontrolled research, and I hare decided to give up astronomy. However, it 

is still my duty to put before you the reasons which should cause even an 

astronomer to desist from further work on that particular teaching. 

GALILEO: I may say that such reasons are already known to me. 

THE LITTLE MONK: I understand your bitterness. You are thinking of 

certain exceptional powers which the Church can command. 

GALILEO: Just say instruments of torture. 

THE LITTLE MONK: But I would mention other reasons. Let me speak for a 

moment of myself. I grew up as a son of peasants in the Campagna. They 

were simple people. They knew all about olive-trees, but very little else. 

While observing the phases of Venus, I can see my parents, sitting by the 

hearth with my sister, eating their cheese. I see above them the beams 

blackened by centuries of smoke, and I see clearly their old, work-worn 

hands and the little spoons they hold. They are not rich, but even in their 

misfortune there lies concealed a certain invisible order of things. There are 

those various rounds of duties, from scrubbing the floor, through the seasons 

in the olive grove, to the payment of taxes. There is even regularity in the 

disasters that befall them. My father’s back becomes bent, not suddenly, but 

more and more each spring among the olive-trees, just as the child-bearings 

which have made my mother less and less a woman have followed one 

another at regular intervals. But they call up the strength to sweat up the 

stony paths with their baskets, to bear children, yes, even to eat, from the 

feeling of continuity and necessity which is given them by the sight of die 

soil, of the trees springing with new green foliage every year, of the little 

church, and by listening every Sunday to the Bible texts. They have been 

assured that the eye of God rests upon them; searchingly, yes, almost anxi-

ously - that the whole universe has been built up round them in order that 

they, the actors, can play their greater or lesser parts. What would my people 

say if they learned from me that they were really on a little bit of rock that 

ceaselessly revolves in empty space round another star, one among very 

many, a comparatively unimportant one? Why is such patience, such 

acceptance of their misery, either necessary or good today? Why is there still 

virtue in Holy Writ, which explains everything and has established the 

necessity of toil, endurance, hunger, resignation, and which now is found to 

be full of errors? No, I see their eyes grow frightened! I see them dropping 

their spoons on the hearth stone. I see how they feel cheated and betrayed. 

So there is no eye resting upon us, they say. We must look after our selves, 

untaught, old and worn out as we are? No one has provided a part for us on 

this earthly, miserable, tiny star which is not independent and round which 



nothing revolves? There is no meaning in our misery, hunger is simply not-

having-eaten, and not a test of strength; exertion is just stooping and tugging 

- with nothing to show. So do you understand that in that decree of the Holy 

Congregation I perceive true maternal compassion, great goodness of soul? 

GALILEO:   Goodness of soul! What you probably mean is there’s nothing 

there, the wine’s drunk up, their lips are parched, so let them kiss the 

cassock! And why is nothing there? Why is the orderliness in this country 

merely the order of an empty cupboard, and the necessity merely that of 

working oneself to death? Among bursting vineyards, beside the ripening 

cornfields! Your Campagna peasants are paying for the wars which the 

representative of gentle Jesus is waging in Spain and Germany. Why does he 

put the earth at the hub of the universe? So that the throne of Saint Peter can 

stand at the hub of the earth. That’s why! You are right; it’s nothing to do 

with the planets, it’s to do with the peasants in the Campagna. And don’t 

come talking to me about the beauty of phenomena to which age has given a 

golden patina I Do you know how Margaritifera oysters produce their 

pearls? When suffering from a deadly disease they envelop an unbearable 

foreign body - a grain of sand for example - in a nacreous secretion. They 

nearly die in the process. To the devil with the pearls. I prefer a healthy 

oyster. Virtues are not linked with misery, my friend. If your people were 

prosperous and happy, they could develop the virtues derived of prosperity 

and happiness. But now these virtues come from exhausted men on 

exhausted acres, and I reject them. Sir, my new water-pumps can work more 

miracles than your ridiculous superhuman slave-driving. Be fruitful and 

multiply’, for fields are unfruitful and wars are decimating you. Should I lie 

to your people? 

THE LITTLE MONK: A great agitation: The very highest reasons keep us 

silent - the peace of mind of our unfortunate people. 

GALILEO: Would you like to see a Cellini clock which Cardinal 

Bellarmin’s coachman delivered here this morning? My friend, as a reward 

for leaving undisturbed the peace of mind of, shall we say, your worthy 

parents, the authority’s offer me wine pressed with the sweat of their brows, 

which are said to have been created in the image of God. Were I prepared to 

keep silence, it would doubtless be for the basest of reasons: comfort, 

freedom from persecution, etc. 

THE LITTLE MONK: Signor Galilei, I am a priest. 

GALILEO: You are also a physicist. And you see that Venus has phases. 

Look through there! He points through the window. Do you see that little 



Priapus there on the well beside the laurel? The god of gardens, of birds and 

of thieves - rustic, obscene, two-thousand-years-old!   He told fewer lies. All 

right, I’m a son of the Church too. But do you know the eight satires of 

Horace? I’ve just been reading him again; he gives one a sense of balance. 

He reaches out for a little book. He lets Priapus speak, a little statue which 

was put up in the Esquiline Gardens. It begins like this: ‘A fig-tree log, a 

useless piece of wood Was I, when the carpenter, uncertain Whether to carve 

a Priapus or a stool Decided on the god . .  

Do you think Horace would have forgone the stool and let a table be put 

into the poem? Sir, my sense of beauty is wounded if Venus appears in my 

universe without phases. We cannot invent machinery for pumping up the 

water from the river if we may not study the greatest machinery that lies 

before our eyes, the machinery of the stars. The sum of the angles in a 

triangle cannot be changed according to the requirements of the Curia. I 

cannot calculate the paths of freely moving bodies in such a way as to 

explain the rides of witches upon broomsticks. 

THE LITTLE MONK: And do you not believe that the truth - if it be the truth-

will triumph even without us? 

GALILEO: No, no, no. Truth will triumph only in so far as we triumph; the 

victory of reason can only be the victory of reasonable people. You describe 

your Campagna peasants just like the moss on their huts I How can anyone 

assume that the sum of the angles in a triangle could contradict their 

requirements? But if they never stir themselves and start to think, the most 

beautiful irrigation schemes will be of no use to them. Damnation, I perceive 

the divine patience of your people, but where is their divine anger? 

THE LITTLE MONK: They are tired. 

GALILEO throws a bundle of manuscript to him: Are you a physicist, my 

son? Here you will find the reasons why the ocean moves in ebb and flood. 

But you mustn’t read it, do you hear. Oh, you’re already reading it? So you 

are a physicist? 

The little monk is engrossed in the papers. 

GALILEO: An apple from the tree of knowledge! He’s already cramming it 

in. He’s eternally damned, but he must cram it; in, an unhappy guzzler! 

Sometimes I think I’ll have myself shut in a dungeon ten fathoms under the 

ground where no light penetrates, if I could thereby discover what it is- light. 

And the worst is that what I know I must repeat. Like a lover, like a 

drunkard, like a traitor. It’s nothing but a sin and leads to disaster. How long 

shall I be able simply to shout it at the fireplace - that’s the question. 



THE LITTLE MONK pointing to a passage in the papers: I cannot understand 

this sentence. 

GALILEO: I’ll explain it to you. I’ll explain it to you. 
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AFTER EIGHT YEARS OF SILENCE, THE ENTHRONEMENT OF A 

NEW POPE, HIMSELF A MATHEMATICIAN, ENCOURAGES 

GALILEO TO RESUME HIS RESEARCHES INTO THE FORBIDDEN 

SUBJECT OF SUN-SPOTS 

Eight long years with tongue in cheek of what he knew he did not speak. 

Then temptation grew too great And Galileo challenged fate. 

Galileo’s House in Florence 

Galileo’s pupils, Federzoni, the little monk and Andrea Sarti now a young 

man, are assembled for a practical lecture. Galileo himself reads a book, 

standing up. Virginia and Signora Sarti are sewing the trousseau. VIRGINIA: 

Sewing a trousseau is fun. This is for a long dining table, Ludovico loves 

entertaining. It has to be very neat; his mother notices every thread. She 

doesn’t agree with father’s books. Like Father Christophorus.  

SIGNORA SARTI : He hasn’t written a new book for years.  

VIRGINIA:   I think he’s realized he was mistaken. In Rome a very high 

church dignitary explained to me a lot about astronomy. The distances are 

too great, ANDREA as he writes up the lesson for the day on a blackboard: 

Thursday afternoon. Floating bodies.’ Ice again ; a pail with water ; scales 

; iron needle ; Aristotle. 

He fetches out the various objects. The others follow what he says in their 

books. Enter Filippo Mucius, a scholar of middle age. He has a rather 

agitated manner. 

MUCIUS: Can you tell Signor Galilei that he must receive me? He damns 

me without hearing me. 

SIGNORA SARTI: But he will not receive you. 

MUCIUS: God will reward you if you ask him once again. I must speak to 

him.  

VIRGINIA goes to the stairs: Father! 

GALILEO: What is it? 

VIRGINIA; Signor Mucius. 



GALILEO standing up abruptly goes to the top of the stairs, his pupils 

behind him: What do you want? 

MUCIUS: Signor Galilei, I beg you will permit me to explain to you those 

passages in my book where there appears to be disproof of the Copernican 

teaching about the rotation of the earth. I have . . . 

GALILEO:  What are you trying to explain? You are in agreement with the 

decree of the Holy Congregation of 1616. You are entirely within your 

rights. You have certainly studied mathematics here, but that imposes on us 

no obligation to hear from you that twice two makes four. You are, on the 

other hand, perfectly entitled to say that this stone - he takes a little stone 

from his pocket and throws it on the floor-has just flown up into the roof. 

Mueius: Signor Galilei, I ... 

GALILEO: Don’t talk about difficulties 1 I didn’t let the plague stop me 

from continuing with my researches. 

MUCIUS: Signor Galilei, the plague is not the worst thing. 

GALILEO:   I say to you: he who does not know the truth is merely an idiot. 

But he who knows it and calls it a lie, is a criminal. Get out of my house! 

MUCIUS tonelessly: You are right. He goes. 

Galileo goes back to his study. 

FEDERZONI: Unfortunately, that’s the trouble. He is not a great man and 

would be of no importance were it not that he has been your pupil. But now, 

of course, people will say: he’s heard everything that Galilei teaches and he 

has to admit that it is all false. 

SIGNORA SARTI: I am sorry for the gentleman.  

VIRGINIA: Father was too fond of him. 

   SIGNORA SARTI: I would like to talk to you about your marriage, Virginia. 

You’re still such a young thing, and you have no mother, and your father 

floats these bits of ice on water. Anyway, I wouldn’t advise you to ask him 

anything about your marriage. He’d take a whole week-end and at mealtime 

and when young people are at table he’d say the most shocking things, not 

having half a scudo’s worth of modesty - he never had. And I don’t mean 

things like that; simply, what the future holds for you. I can’t know such 

things; I’m an uneducated person. But one doesn’t go blindly into a serious 

situation like marriage. I mean, really you ought to go to a proper 

astronomer at the University, so that he can cast your horoscope, then you’ll 

know where you are. What are you laughing at? 



VIRGINIA: Because I did go to him. 

SIGNORA SARTI very curious: What did he say? 

VIRGINIA: For three months I must be careful because the sun will be in 

Capricorn, but after that I’ll have an extremely favourable ascendant and the 

clouds will part. If I don’t let Jupiter out of sight, I can undertake any 

journey I fancy, since I’m a Capricorn. 

SIGNORA SARTI: And Ludovico? 

VIRGINIA:   He’s a Leo. After a slight pause. His nature is sensual. A 

pause. I know that step. It is the Rector, Signer Gaffone. 

Enter Signor Gaffone, Rector of the University. 

GAFFONE:   I’m only bringing a book that may interest your, father. Please, 

for Heaven’s sake, don’t disturb Signor GalileL I cannot help it, but I always 

feel that every minute stolen from that great man is a minute stolen from 

Italy. I’ll put the book, in mint condition, into your hands and steal away on 

rip-toe. 

He leaves. Virginia gives the book to Federzoni. 

CAULEO: What’s it about? 

FEUERZONI: I don’t know. He spells it out. ‘De Maculis in Sole’ 

ANDREA: On sun-spots. Another one! 

Federzoni hands it over to him crossly. 

ANDREA: Listen to the dedication! ‘To the greatest living authority on 

physics, Galileo Galilei. 

Galileo has already immersed himself again in his book. 

ANDREA: I’ve already read the sun-spot treatise by Fabricius of Holland. 

He believes they are swarms of stars passing between the earth and the sun. 

THE LITTLE MONK: Isn’t that rather doubtful, Signor Galilei? 

Galileo does not answer. 

ANDREA: In Paris and Prague they believe they are vapours from the sun. 

FEDERZONI: Hm. 

ANDREA: Federzoni doubts that. 

FEDERZONI: Please leave me out of it. I have said ‘Hm’, that’s all. I’m a 

lens-grinder. I grind lenses, and you look through them and observe the 

heavens, and what you see are not spots but ‘maculis’. How could I ever 



doubt anything? How often must I keep saying to you that I can’t read 

books, they’re all in Latin. 

In jury he gesticulates with the scales. A pan falls to the floor. Galileo 

goes across and silently picks it up. 

THE LITTLE MONK: There is joy in doubt. I wonder why? 

ANDREA: For the last two weeks, on every sunny day, I’ve climbed up into 

the attic under the roof. Through a tiny crack in the shingles falls just a thin 

ray of light. And that way one can get a reversed image of the sun on a sheet 

of paper. I have seen a spot, as big as a fly, swept away like a cloudlet. It 

wandered, too. Why don’t we investigate the spots, Signor Galilei? 

GALILEO: Because we are working on floating bodies. 

ANDREA: Mother has wash-baskets full of letters. All Europe is asking for 

your opinion. Your reputation has grown so great that you cannot remain 

silent. GALILEO: Rome has permitted my reputation to grow because I have 

remained silent. 

FEDERZONI: But now you can no longer afford to be silent.  

GALILEO; Neither can I afford to allow myself to be smoked over a wood-

fire like a ham. 

ANDREA: Do you think these spots have anything to do with .this matter? 

Galileo does not answer. 

ANDREA: Ail right, let’s keep to our bits of ice; they can’t do you any 

harm. 

GALILEO: Correct.-Our thesis, Andrea!  

ANDEEA: As far as the property of floating is concerned, let us assume that 

it is not the shape of a body that matters, but whether it is lighter or heavier 

than water.  

GALILEO: What does Aristotle say?  

THE LITTLE MONK: ‘Discus latus platique . . .’  

GALILEO: Translate, translate!  

THE LITTLE MONK: ‘A broad and flat disc of ice is able to float on water, 

whereas an iron needle sinks.’  

GALILEO: Why, according to Aristotle, does the ice not sink?  

THE LITTLE MONK: Because it is broad and flat and so is unable to divide 

the water.  



GALILEO: Nod. He takes up a lump of ice and places it in the pail of water. 

Now I press the ice forcibly down to the bottom of the vessel. I remove the 

pressure of my hands. And what happens? 

THE LITTLE MONK: It rises to the surface again. GALILEO:  Right. 

Apparently it can divide the water when rising. – Fulganzio! 

THE LITTLE MONK: But then why does it float at all? It is heaviest than 

water because it is condensed water.  

GALILEO; What if it were thinned water? 

ANDREA: It must be lighter than water, otherwise it wouldn’t float. 

GALILEO: Aha! 

ANDREA: Just as an iron needle won’t float. Everything that’s fighter than 

water floats, and everything that’s heavier sinks. Quod erat demonstrandum. 

GALILEO: Andrea, you must learn to think carefully. Give me the needle. A 

sheet of paper. Is iron heavier than water?  

ANDREA: Yes. 

Galileo lays the needle on the sheet of paper and then gently slides the 

needle on to the surface of the water.  A pause. 

GALILEO: What has happened? 

FEDERZONI; The needle is floating! Holy Aristotle, they’ve never put him 

to the test! They laugh. 

GALILEO: One of the chief causes of poverty in science is usually 

imaginary wealth. The aim of science is not to open a door to infinite 

wisdom, but to set a limit to infinite error.  Make your notes. 

VIRGINIA: What is it? 

SIGNORA SARTI: Every time they laugh, it gives me a little shudder. What 

are they laughing at, I wonder. 

VIRGINIA: Father says: the theologians have their bell-ringing, and the 

physicists have their laughter. 

SIGNORA SARTI: But I’m glad that at least he no longer looks through his 

telescope so often. 

VIRGINIA: Now he’s only putting pieces of ice into water; not much harm 

can come of that. 

SIGNORA SARTI: I don’t know. 

Enter Ludovico in travelling clothes, followed by a servant, carrying 

pieces of luggage. Virginia runs over to him and embraces him. 



VIRGINIA: Why didn’t you write to me that you were coming?  

LUDOVICO: I was nearby, visiting our vineyards at Bucciole, and I 

couldn’t keep away from you.  

GALILEO as if short-sighted: Who is that? 

VIRGINIA: Ludovico. 

THE LITTLE MONK: Can’t you see him? 

GALILEO:  Oh, yes, Ludovico. He walks towards him. How are the horses? 

LUDOVICO : They are doing well, signor.  

GALILEO:  Sarti, we’ll have a celebration. Fetch a jug of that Sicilian wine, 

the old wine. 

Exit Signora Sarti with Andrea. 

LUDOVICO to Virginia: You look pale. Living in the country will suit you. 

Mother is expecting you in September. 

VIBGINIA: Wait - I’ll show you my wedding-dress. She runs out. 

GALILEO: Sit down. 

LUDOVICO: I hear you have more than a thousand students at your lectures 

in the University, signor. What are you working on at the moment? 

GALILEO:  The same sort of thing, day after day. Have you come through 

Rome? 

LUDOVICO: Yes. Before I forget it, Mother congratulates you on your 

admirable tact over the new sun-spot orgies of the Dutch. 

GALILEO drily: Thank you. 

Signora Sarti and Andrea bring in wine and glasses. All settle round the 

table. 

LUDOVICO:   Rome’s already got its topic of conversation for February. 

Father Christopher Clavius has expressed a fear that the whole earth-round-

the-sun hullabaloo may be started up again by these sun-spots. 

ANDREA: No need to worry. 

GALILEO: Any further gossip in the Holy City, apart from hopes of new 

sins on my part? 

LUDOVICO : You know, of course, that the Holy Father is dying? 

THE LITTLE MONK; Oh! 

GALILEO: Who is mentioned as his successor?  

LUDOVICO : Most people say Barberini.  



GALILEO: Barberini. 

ANDREA: Signor Galilei knows Barberini. 

THE LITTLE MONK: Cardinal Barberini is a mathematician. 

FEDERZONI : A man of science on the Papal Throne! 

GALILEO: Well, nowadays they need men like Barberini, who have read a bit 

of mathematics. Things are starting to move, Federzoni;  we may yet live to 

see the day when we no longer have to look over our shoulders like 

criminals when we say that twice two is four.  

To Ludovico: I admire this wine, Ludovico. What do you think of it? 

LUDOVICO: It’s good. 

GALILEO: I know the vineyard. The slope is steep and stony, the grapes 

almost blue. I love its wine. 

LUDOVICO: Yes, signor. 

GALILEO: It has little shadows in it. And it is almost sweet, but one 

mustn’t forget the ‘almost’. - Andrea, clear that stuff away, the ice, the pail 

and the needle. I enjoy the consolations of the flesh. I have no patience with 

cowardly souls who call them little weaknesses. I say: enjoyment is an 

accomplishment. 

THE LITTLE MONK: What are you proposing to do?  

FEDERZONI:  We’ll begin again with the earth-round-the-sun hullabaloo. 

ANDREA humming: 

The Bible says the earth stands still, my dears A fact which every learned 

doctor proves: The Holy Father grabs it by the ears and holds it hard and 

fast,-And yet it moves. 

Andrea, Federzoni and the little monk hurry across to the experimental 

table and clear it. 

ANDREA: We might find out that the sun itself revolves. How would you 

like that, Marsili?  

LUDOVICO: Why the excitement?  

SIGNORA SARTI: You aren’t going to start again with all that devil’s stuff, 

Signor Galilei?  

ANDREA: I know now why your mother sent you to me. Barberini in the 

ascendent! Knowledge will become a passion, and research a pleasure. 

Clavius is right; these sun-spots interest me. Do you like my wine, 

Ludovico?  

LUDOVICO: I’ve told you so, signor,  



GALILEO: You really like it?  

LUDOVICO  stiffly. I like it.  

GALILEO: Would you go so far as to accept a man’s wine or his daughter 

without demanding that he abandons his calling? What has my astronomy to 

do with my daughter? The phases of Venus don’t affect her curves,  

SICNORA SARTI:  Don’t be so vulgar. I’ll fetch Virginia right away. 

LUDOVICO holds her back: Marriages in families like mine are not made only 

from the sexual point of view.  

GALILEO:  Did they restrain you from marrying my daughter for eight 

years, while I had to serve a probation period?  

LUDOVICO: My wife will also have to cut a figure in our place in the 

village church.  

GALILEO: You mean, your peasants will make it dependent upon the 

godliness of their squire’s wife whether they pay their rents or not. 

LUDOVICO:  In a manner of speaking. GALILEO:  Andrea, Fulganzio, fetch the 

brass reflector and the screen. We’ll throw the picture of the sun on 10 it to 

spare our eyes; that’s your method, Andrea. 

Andrea and the little monk fetch the reflector and screen. 

LUDOVICO: In Rome, at that time, you signed that you wouldn’t meddle 

any more in that earth-round-the-sun business, signor. 

GALILEO: Oh, then! Then we had a reactionary Pope I  

SIGNORA SARTI: Had! And His Holiness isn’t yet dead!  

GALILEO: Almost, almost.-Lay a squared grid over the screen. 

We’ll proceed methodically. And then we’ll be able to answer their 

letters, won’t we, Andrea?  

SIGNORA SARTI:  ‘Almost! Fifty times the man re-weighs his lumps of ice, 

but when it’s something that suits his stomach he swallows it blind. 

The screen is set up. 

LUDOVICO: Should His Holiness the, Signor Galelei, the next Pope, 

whoever he may be and however great his love for science, will also have to 

pay due regard to the extent of the love which the foremost families in the 

land feel towards him. 

THE LITTLE MONK: God made the physical world, Ludovico; God made the 

human brain; God will permit physics. 



SIGNORA SARTI: Galileo, now I’ll tell you something. I have seen my son 

fall into sin over these ‘Experiments’ and Theories’ and ‘Observations’, and 

I haven’t been able to do anything. You have set yourself up against the 

authorities and they have already warned you once. The most eminent 

cardinals have talked to you like a sick beast. It worked for a time, but two 

mondis ago, soon after the Annunciation; I caught you again, starting up 

secretly with those ‘Observations’. In the attic! I didn’t say much, but I knew 

all right. I ran out and lit a candle to Saint Joseph. It was beyond me. When 

I’m alone with you, you show signs of sense and tell me that you know you 

must control yourself because it’s dangerous, but two days’ experimenting 

and you’re as bad as ever. If I have to give up my eternal salvation for 

sticking to a heretic, that’s my business, but you’ve no fight to trample on 

your daughter’s happiness with your great flat feet. 

GALILEO peevishly: Bring the telescope. 

LUDOVICO: Giuseppe, put my luggage back in the coach. 

Exit the servant. 

SIGNORA SARTI: She won’t get over that! You can tell her yourself I 

She runs off, still holding the jug. 

LUDOVICO:  I see you have already made your preparations. Signor Galilei, 

my mother and I spend three quarters of the year en our estate in the 

Campagna, ‘and we can assure you that your treatises on the satellites of 

Jupiter in no way disturb our peasants. Their work in the fields is too 

arduous. Yet it could disturb them to learn that frivolous attacks on the 

sacred doctrines of the Church now go unpunished. Don’t entirely forget that 

these unfortunates, in their animal-like condition, get everything confused. 

They really are animals. You can scarcely conceive it. At the rumour that an 

apple-tree’s bearing pears they’ll run away from the fields to gossip about it. 

GALILEO interested: Will they? 

LUDOVICO: Animals. When they come to our house to complain about 

some trivial thing, mother’s compelled to have a hound whipped before their 

eyes ; that’s die only thing that will remind them of breeding and behaviour 

and civility. You, Signor Galilei, occasionally see from travelling coach 

fruitful fields of maize; absent-mindedly you eat our olives and our cheese; 

and you have no idea what trouble, what supervision it takes to grow these 

things. 

GALILEO: Young man, I do not eat my olives absent-mindedly. Angrily. 

You’re detaining me. He calls upstairs. Have you got the screen? 



ANDREA: Yes. Are you coming? 

GALILEO: It’s not only hounds you whip to keep them under control, eh 

Marsili? 

LUDOVICO: Signer Galilei. You have a wonderful brain. A pity. 

THE LITTLE MONK amazed: He’s threatening you. 

GALILEO: Yes. I might stir up his peasants into thinking new thoughts. 

And his servants and his stewards, 

FEDERZONI: How? None of them reads Latin. 

GALILEO: I could write for the many in the language of the people, instead 

of in Latin for the few. For these new ideas we need people who work with 

their hands. Who else wants to learn about the origins of things? Those who 

see only the bread on the table don’t want to know how it is baked; that lot 

would rather thank God above than the baker. But those who make the bread 

will understand that nothing moves which isn’t moved. Your sister at the 

olive-press, Fulganzio, will not be greatly’ amazed, but will probably laugh 

when she hears that the sun is not a golden coat of arms but a lever; the earth 

moves, because the sun moves it. 

LUDOVICO: You will always be the slave of your own infatuations. Excuse 

me to Virginia; I think it is better not to see her now. 

GALILEO: The dowry is at your disposal at any time. 

LUDOVICO:  Good day. He goes, 

ANDREA: And give our regards to all the Marsilis! 

FEDERZONI: Who command the earth to stand still so that their castles 

don’t come tumbling down! 

ANDREA: And the Cencis and the Villanis! 

FEDERZONI: The Cervillis! 

ANDREA: The Lecchis! 

EEDERZONI: The Pirleonis! 

ANDREA: Who are only willing to kiss the Pope’s feet if he’ll trample 

down the people with them. 

THE LITTLE MONK now at the apparatus: The new Pope will be an 

enlightened man. 

GALILEO: So now we start on our observation of these spots on the sun, 

which interest us, at our own risk and without counting too much on the 

protection of a new Pope. 



ANDREA interrupting: But with full confidence in dispersing the star-

shadows of Signor Fabricius and the sun-vapours of Prague and Paris, and of 

proving the rotation of the sun. 

GALILEO: With some confidence in proving the rotation of the sun. My 

intention is not to prove that hitherto I have been right; but to discover 

whether I am right. I say: abandon all hope, you who enter the realm of 

observation. Perhaps they are clouds, perhaps they are spots, but before we 

assume that they are spots, which would be most opportune for us, let us 

rather assume that they are fishes’ tails. Yes, we will question everything, 

everything once again. And we shall advance not in seven-league boots, but 

at a snail’s pace. And what we find today we shall strike out from the record 

tomorrow, and only write it in again when we have once 

more discovered it. And what we wish to find, if we do find it, we shall 

regard with especial distrust. So we shall start our observations of the sun 

with the inexorable determination to prove that the earth stands still. Only 

when we are defeated, utterly and hopelessly defeated, and are licking our 

wounds in (he most miserable dejection, shall we begin to ask ourselves 

whether we may be right after all and perhaps the earth does move! With a 

wink. And if every conception but this one goes up in smoke, then there can 

be no more mercy for those who have not searched and yet speak. 

Take the cloth off the telescope and turn it to the sun. He sets up the brass 

reflector. 

THE LITTLE MONK: I knew that you had already begun your work. I knew it 

when you didn’t recognize Signor Marsili. Silently they begin their 

observations.   When the flaming image of the sun appears on the screen, 

Virginia comes running in her wedding-dress. 

 VIRGINIA: You sent him away, father! She faints. Andrea and the little 

monk run over to her. GALILEO: I’ve got to know the truth. 
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1633:   THE INQUISITION SUMMONS THE WORLD-FAMOUS 

SCHOLAR TO ROME 

The depths are hot, the heights are chill 

The streets are loud, the court is still. 

 

Lobby and staircase of the Medici Palace in Florence 

Galileo and his daughter are waiting to be admitted to the Grand Duke. 



VIRGINIA : It’s taking a long time.  

GALILEO: Yes. 

VIRGINIA : There’s that man again, the one who followed us here. She 

points to an individual who passes without looking at them. 

GALILEO whose sight has deteriorated: I do not know him. VIRGINIA: But I 

have often seen him during the last few days. He makes me uneasy.  

GALILEO: Nonsense. We are in Florence and not among Corsican bandits. 

VIRGINIA: Here comes Rector Gaffone.  

GALILEO: He’s the one I’m afraid of. The fool will involve me in another 

hour-long conversation. 

Down the stairs comes Signor Gaffone, the Rector of the University. He is 

visibly alarmed when he sees Galileo and, with his head sharply averted, he 

walks past the pair, scarcely nodding. 

GALILEO: What has got into him? My eyes are bad again today. Did he 

greet us at all? 

VIRGINIA: Hardly.-What is in your book? Is it possible they think it 

heretical? 

GALILEO: You hang around in churches too much. All this getting up early 

and going to Mass is completely ruining your complexion. You pray for me, 

don’t you? 

VIRGINIA: Here is Signor Vanni, the iron-founder you designed that 

smelting plant for. Don’t forget to thank him for the quails. 

A man is coming down the staircase. 

VANNI: Did you enjoy the quails I sent you, Signor Galilei? 

GALILEO: The quails were excellent, Master Vanni. Again, my best thanks. 

VANNI: They were talking about you upstairs. They are holding you 

responsible for those pamphlets against ‘the Bible which have lately been on 

sale everywhere. 

GALILEO:   I know nothing about pamphlets. The Bible and Homer are my 

favourite reading. 

VANNI: And even if that were not so, I should like to take this opportunity 

of assuring you that we manufacturers are on your side. I am not a man who 

knows much about the movements of the stars, but to me you are the man 

who fights for the freedom to teach new things. Take that mechanical culti-

vator from Germany which you described to me. Last year alone five books 



on agriculture were published in London. We here would be only too 

thankful for a book on Dutch canals. The very same circles that are making 

difficulties for you will not permit the doctors of Bologna to dissect corpses 

for purposes of research. 

GALILEO : Your opinion carries weight, Vanni. 

VANNI : I hope so. Do you know that in Amsterdam and London they have 

money markets? Also trade schools. And papers appearing regularly with the 

latest news. Here we haven’t even the liberty to make money. They are 

against iron-foundries because they believe too many workers together in 

one place will encourage immorality! I stand and fall with men like you, 

Signer Galilei. If they ever try to do anything against you, I beg you to 

remember that you have friends throughout the world of commerce. Behind 

you stand the cities of Upper Italy, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO : So far as I know, nobody intends to do anything against me. 

VANNI: No? 

GALILEO:   No. 

VANNI : In my opinion you would be better off in Venice. Fewer black 

coats. From there you could take up the fight, I have a travelling-coach and 

horses, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO: I cannot see myself as a refugee. I value my comfort. 

VANNI: Of course. But after what I’ve heard upstairs here, it’s a matter of 

haste. I have the impression they would rather you weren’t hi Florence just 

now. 

GALILEO: Nonsense. The Grand Duke is my pupil, and besides, the Pope 

himself would counter any attempt to entrap me with a forceful No! 

VANNI : You seem unable to distinguish your friends from your enemies, 

Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO : I know the difference between power and impotence.  

He walks brusquely away.  

VANNI: Very well. I wish you luck.  

Exit.  

GALILEO returns to Virginia: Every Tom, Dick and Harry here with any 

sort of grievance picks me for his spokesman, particularly in places where 

it’s not likely to do me any good. I have written a book about the mechanics 

of the universe, that’s all. What is made or not made of it is no concern of 

mine.  



VIRGINIA loudly: If only people knew how you condemned what happened 

everywhere last carnival.  

GALILEO: Yes. Give a bear honey, and you’ll lose your arm if the beast is 

hungry!  

VIRGINIA softly: Did the Grand Duke actually summon you here today? 

GALILEO: No, but I had myself announced. He wants to have the book; he 

has paid for it. Ask that official, and complain about them keeping us 

waiting here.  

VIRGINIA followed by the individual, goes over to speak to an official: 

Signor Mincio, has his Highness been informed that my father wishes to 

speak with him?  

THE OFFICIAL: How should I know?  

VIRGINIA: That is no answer. 

THE OFFICIAL: No? 

VIRGINIA; It is your business to be polite. 

The official half turns his back on her and yawns, looking at the 

individual. 

VIRGINIA returns: He says the Grand Duke is still busy. 

GALILEO: I heard you say something about ‘polite’. What was it? 

VIRGINIA: I thanked him for his polite reply that was all. Can’t you leave the 

book here? You are only wasting your time. 

GALILEO: I am beginning to ask myself what my time is worth. 

Possibly I might accept Sagredo’s invitation to go to Padua for a few 

weeks. My health is not too good.  

VIRGINIA: You couldn’t live without your books.  

GALILEO: I could take a cask or two of the Sicilian wine in the coach. 

VIRGINIA: You’ve always said it won’t stand travelling. And the 

Court still owes you three months’ salary. They won’t send it after you.  

GALILEO: That’s true. 

The Cardinal Inquisitor comes down the stairs.  

VIRGINIA: The Cardinal Inquisitor. In passing he bows deeply to Galileo. 

VIRGINIA: What is the Cardinal Inquisitor doing in Florence, Father? 

GALILEO: I don’t know. He behaved not unrespectfully. I knew what I was 

doing when I came to Florence and kept silence all those years. They praised 

me so highly that now they must accept me as I am.  



THE OFFICIAL calls out: His Highness the Grand Duke! 

Cosimo de Medici comes down the stairs. Galileo goes up to him. Cosimo 

stops slightly embarrassed. 

GALILEO: I wish to show your Highness my dialogues on the two greatest 

astronomical systems . . . 

COSIMO: Aha, aha! How are your eyes? 

GALILEO:  Not at their best, your Highness. If your Highness permits, I 

have the book . . . 

COSIMO: The condition of your eyes worries me. Really, it worries me. It 

shows that you are perhaps using your excellent telescope a little to 

zealously, eh? 

He walks on without accepting the book. 

GALILEO: He didn’t take my book, eh? 

VIRGINIA: Father, I’m afraid. 

GALILEO sotto voce and firmly: Don’t show your feelings. From here we 

will not go home, but to Volpi, the glass-cutter. I have an arrangement with 

him that, in the tavern yard next door to him, there will always be a wagon 

with empty wine- casks waiting to take me out of the city . . . 

VIRGINIA: You knew .. . . 

GALILEO : Don’t look round . . . 

They start to leave. 

A HIGH OFFICIAL comes down the stairs: Signor Galilei, it is my duty to 

inform you that the Florentine Court is no longer able to refuse the request 

of the Holy Inquisition to examine you in Rome. The coach of the Holy 

Inquisition awaits you, Signor Galilei. 
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THE POPE 

An Apartment in the Vatican 

Pope Urban VIU, formerly Cardinal Barberini, has received the Cardinal 

Inquisitor. During the audience he is being robed. Outside is the sound of 

many shuffling feet. 

THE POPE very loudly: No! No! No! 



IHE INQUISITOR: Your Holiness, there are assembled here doctors of all 

faculties, representatives of all the holy orders and of the whole priesthood 

who have come, with their childlike faith in the Word of God as revealed in 

the Scriptures, to receive from your Holiness the confirmation of their faith. 

Will your Holiness now tell them that the Scriptures can no longer be 

regarded as true? 

THE POPE: I will not have the mathematical cables destroyed. No! 

THE INQUISITOR: That it is the mathematical tables and not the spirit of 

denial and doubt - so say these people. But it is not the tables. A terrible 

unrest has come, into the world. It is this unrest in their own minds which 

these men would impose on the motionless earth. They cry: the figures 

compel us I But whence come their figures? They come from doubt, as 

everyone knows. These men doubt everything. Are we to establish human 

society on doubt and no longer on faith? ‘You arc my master, but I doubt if 

that is a good thing.’ That is your house and your wife, but I doubt whether 

they should not be mine.’ On the other hand, your Holiness’s love of art, 

which we have to thank for such beautiful collections, is created to abusive 

remarks daubed on the walls of Roman houses, such as: ‘What the 

barbarians left in Rome, the Barberinis have plundered. And abroad? It has 

pleased God to beset the Holy See with heavy trials. Your Holiness’s 

Spanish policy is not understood by men who, lacking insight, regret our 

rupture with the Emperor. For the last fifteen years Germany has been a 

slaughterhouse where men have butchered one another with Biblical texts on 

their lips. And now, when plague, war and the Reformation have reduced 

Christianity to a few small outposts, the rumour is spreading through Europe 

that you have made a secret alliance with the Lutheran Swedes in order to 

weaken the Catholic Emperor. And these worms of mathematicians turn 

their telescopes to the skies and tell the world that your Holiness here too-in 

the one domain where no one has yet contested you-is ill informed. One 

might think: what sudden interest in such an obscure science as astronomy! 

Is it not all the same how these spheres move? But no one in the whole of 

Italy-where everyone down to the stable-boys chatters about the phases of 

Venus as a result of the wicked example of this Florentine - there is no one 

in Italy who does not think at the same time of so many things which the 

schools and other authorities have declared to be beyond question, and 

which have become a burden. What would happen if all these people, so 

weak in the flesh and inclined towards every excess, were to believe only in   

their own common sense which this madman declares to be the sole court of 

appeal! From first questioning whether the sun stood still over Gibeon, they 



might then practise their filthy doubts upon the Collects! Since they have 

been sailing over the ocean-I have nothing against that-they have put their 

faith in a brass ball they call a compass, instead of in God. Even as a young 

man this Galilei, wrote about machines. With machines they would perform 

miracles. What sort of miracles? At all events, they no longer have any need 

of God, so what sort of miracles could these be? For example, they say there 

is to be no more Upper and Lower. They no longer need it. Aristotle, who in 

all other respects is a dead dog to them, has said-and they quote this-’When 

the weaver’s shuttle weaves on its own and the zither plays of itself, then the 

masters will need no apprentices and the rulers no servants.’ And they think 

they have got that far. This wicked man knows what he is doing when he 

writes his astronomical works, not in Latin, but in the language of the 

fishwives and wool merchants. 

THE POPE: That shows very bad taste; I will mention it to him.  

THE INQUISITOR: He incites the former and bribes the latter. The seaport 

cities of Upper Italy are more and more insistent on having Galilei’s star-

charts for their ships. One will have to accede to them in this, for there are 

material interests at stake. 

THE POPE: But these star-charts are based on his heretical assertions. It is 

precisely a matter of those very star-movements which are not possible if we 

reject his teachings. One cannot damn the teachings and keep the star-charts. 

THE INQUISITOR: Why not? One cannot do otherwise.  

THE POPE: Those footsteps make me nervous. Forgive me if I am always 

listening to them. 

THE INQUISITOR: Perhaps they say more to you than I can, your Holiness. 

Are all these to leave here with doubt in their hearts? 

THE POPE: After all, the man is the greatest physicist of the age, the glory 

of Italy, and not just some scatter-brained fool. He has friends. There is 

Versailles. There is the Court at Vienna. They will call the Holy Church a 

sink of decayed prejudices. Hands off him! 

THE INQUISITOR: In practice one would not have to go very far with him. 

He is a carnal man. He would succumb immediately. 

THE POPE: He knows more pleasures than any other man I have met. He 

even thinks from sensuality. To an old wine or a new idea, he cannot say no. 

And I want no condemnation of physical facts, no battle-cries like ‘Here the 

Church, there Reason!’ I have permitted him his book, so long as in 

conclusion it states that the last word is not with science but with faith. And 

he has kept to that. 



THE INQUISITOR: But how? In his book a stupid man, who naturally 

represents the views of Aristotle, argues with a clever man, who equally 

naturally puts forward the opinions of Galileo; and who speaks the 

conclusion, your Holiness? 

THE POPE:  What is it now? Well, who speaks for us? 

THE INQUISITOR: Not the clever man. 

THE POPE: That is certainly an impertinence. This tramping in the corridors 

is intolerable. Is the whole world coming here? 

THE INQUISITOR: Not the whole world, but its best part. 

Pause. The Pope ts now in his full robes. 

THE POPE: The very most that may be done is to show him the instruments. 

THE INQUISITOR: That will suffice, your Highness. Signor Galilei is an expert 

on instruments. 
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ON THE   22ND   OF JUNE,   1633,   BEFORE THE   INQUISITION, 

GALILEO GALILEI RECANTS HIS TEACHING ABOUT THE 

MOVEMENT OF THE EARTH 

June   twenty-second, sixteen thirty-three, 

A momentous date for you and me. 

Of all the days that was the one 

An age of reason could have begun. 

 

In the Palace of the Florentine Ambassador in Rome 

Galileo’s pupils are waiting for news. The little monk and Federzoni are 

playing the new form of chess with its extended moves. In a corner Virginia 

is kneeling and praying. 

THE LITTLE MONK: The Pope has not received him. No more scientific 

discussions. FEDERZONI: He was his last hope. It was true what he said years 

ago in Rome, when he was still Cardinal Barberini: ‘We need you.’ Now 

they have him. ANDREA:  They will destroy him. The Discorsi will never be 

finished. 

FEDERZONI looks at him furtively: Do you think so?  

ANDREA: Because he will never recant. 



Pause. 

THE LITTLE MONK: You always get distracted with trivial thoughts when 

you lie awake at nights. Last night, for example, I kept thinking: he should 

never have left the Republic. 

ANDREA: He could not write his book there. 

FEDEHZONI: And in Florence he could not publish it. 

Pause. 

THE LITTLE MONK:  I also wondered whether they would leave him his 

little stone which he always carries round with him in his pocket. His 

touchstone.  

FEDERZONI: To that place where they are taking him, one goes without 

pockets. ANDREA shouting: They won’t dare! And even if they do it to him, 

he would never recant. ‘He who does not know the truth is merely an idiot, 

but he who knows it and calls it a lie, is a criminal.’ FEDERZONI: I do not 

think he will, either; and I would rather not live if he’ did; but they have 

force on their side. 

ANDREA:  Not everything can be accomplished by force. 

FEDERZONI: Perhaps not. 

THE LITTLE MONK softly: He has been in prison for twenty-three days. 

Yesterday was the great cross-examination. And today is the sitting. Loudly, 

since Andrea is listening. The time when I visited him here two days after 

the decree, we sat over there, and he pointed out to me the little figure of 

Priapus by the sundial in the garden - you can sec it from here - and he 

compared his work to a poem by Horace in which nothing can be changed 

either. He spoke of his feeling for beauty, which made him search for the 

truth. And he quoted a motto: hieme et aestate, et propc et procul, usque dam 

vivam et ultra. And he meant the truth. 

ANDREA to the little monk: Have you told him how he stood in the 

Collegium Romanum when they were testing his telescope? Tell him. The 

little -monk shakes his head. He behaved just as usual. He stood with his 

hands on his buttocks, stuck out his stomach and said: I ask only for 

common sense, gentlemen!’ Laughing, he imitates Galileo. 

Pause. 

ANDREA speaking of Virginia: She is praying that he will recant. 

FEDERZONI : Leave her. She is almost out of her mind since they spoke to 

her. They have summoned her Father Confessor from Florence. 



Enter the individual from the Grand Duke’s Palace in Florence. 

THE INDIVIDUAL:   Signor Galilei will soon be here.  He may require a bed. 

FEDERZONI:  Has he been released?  

THE INDIVIDUAL: It is expected that, at five o’clock at a session of the 

Inquisition, Signor Galilei will recant. The great bell of St. Mark’s will be 

rung and the wording of the recantation will be publicly proclaimed. 

ANDREA: I don’t believe it,  

THE INDIVIDUAL: Because of the crowds collecting in the streets, Signor 

Galilei will be brought here through the garden door at the back of the 

palace. 

Exit. 

ANDREA suddenly shouting: The moon is an earth and has no light of its 

own. Neither has Venus its own light and like the earth it revolves round the 

sun. And four moons revolve round the planet Jupiter, which is in the region 

of the fixed stars and is not attached to any crystal sphere. And the sun is the 

centre of the universe and motionless in its place and the earth is not the 

centre and is not motionless. And he is the one, who showed it to us. 

THE LITTLE MONK: And force cannot make unseen what has already been 

seen. 

Silence. 

FEDERZONI looks at the sundial in the garden: Five o’clock. 

Virginia prays louder.  

ANDREA: I cannot wait any longer. They are killing the truth. 

He stops up his ears, as does the little monk. But the bell does not toll. 

After a pause, filled by Virginia’s murmured prayers, Federzoni shakes his 

head in negation. The others let their hands drop. 

FEDERZONI hoarsely:  Nothing. It is three minutes past five. 

ANDREA: He resists. 

THE LITTLE MONK: He does not recant. 

FEDERZONI: No! Oh, we blessed ones! 

They embrace. They are overjoyed. 

ANDREA: Well! Force has not prevailed! It cannot do everything I. 

Therefore, stupidity is conquered; it is not invulnerable! Therefore, man is 

not afraid of death! 



FEDERZONI: Now the age of science has really begun. This is the hour of 

its birth. And think, if he had recanted! 

THE LITTLE MONK: I did not say it, but I was filled with fear. I, of so little 

faith! 

ANDREA: But I knew it 

THE LITTLE MONK: It would have been as if night had fallen again just after 

the sun rose. 

ANDREA: As if the mountain had said: I am a sea.  

THE LITTLE MONK kneels down, crying: Lord, I thank Thee!  

ANDREA:   But   everything   has   been   changed   today!   Man, tortured 

man, lifts up his head and says: I can live. So much is gained when only one 

man stands up and says No’. 

At this moment the bell of St. Mark’s begins to toll. All stand rigid. 

VIRGINIA stands up: The bell of Saint Mark’s. He is not damned! 

From the street outside can be heard the voice of the crier reading 

Galileo’s recantation. 

VOICE OF THE CRIER : ‘I, Galileo Galilei, teacher of mathematics and 

physics at die University of Florence, renounce what I have taught, that the 

sun is the centre of the universe and motionless in its place, and that the 

earth is not the centre and not motionless. I renounce, abhor and curse, with 

all my heart and with sincere faith, all these falsehoods and heresies, as well 

as every other falsehood and every other opinion which is contrary to the 

teachings of the Holy Church.’ 

The stage grows dark. 

When it grows light again the bell is still tolling, and then stops. Virginia 

has gone. Galileo’s pupils are still there.  

FEDERZONI:  He never paid you properly for your work. You could neither 

buy hose nor publish your own work. You suffered because it was ‘working 

for science’.  .  

ANDREA loudly: Unhappy the land that has no heroes  

Enter Galileo - completely altered by his trial, almost to the point of being 

unrecognizable. He has heard Andrea’s last sentence. For a moment he 

pauses at the door for someone to greet him. As no one does, for his pupils 

shrink back from him, he goes, slowly and unsteadily because of his failing 

eyesight to the front where he finds a stool and sits down. 



 

ANDREA: I cannot look at him. He must go. 

FEDERZONI:  Be calm. 

ANDREA screams at Galileo:  Winebag! Snail-eater! Have you saved your 

precious skin? He sits down. I feel sick.  

GALILEO calmly: Give him a glass of water. 

The little monk goes outside and fetches Andrea a glass of water. The 

others take no notice of Galileo, who sits listening upon a stool. From far off 

can be heard the voice of the crier. 

ANDREA: I can walk all right, if you help me a bit. 

They help him to the door. At this moment Galileo starts to speak. 

GALILEO: No. Unhappy the land that is in need of heroes. 

Written up in front of the curtain: 

Is it not clear that a horse which falls from a height of three or four ells 

can break its legs, whereas a dog receives no harm; nor does a cat from the 

height of eight or ten ells, nor a cricket from the top of a tower, nor an ant if 

it fell from the moon? And just as smaller animals are proportionately 

stronger and more sturdy than large ones, so too, smaller plants survive 

better; an oak-tree two hundred ells high could not support branches which 

were in exact proportion to those of a smaller oak, and Nature could not 

allow a horse to be as large as twenty horses, nor a giant to be ten times the 

size of an ordinary man, without changing the proportions of all the 

members, particularly the bones, which would have to be strengthened out of 

all proportion to the original enlargement. - The common assumption that 

large and small machines are equally effective is plainly erroneous, 

‘ Galileo, ‘Discorsi’ 
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1633-1642.   GALILEO GALILEI LIVES IN A COUNTRY  HOUSE 

NEAR FLORENCE, A PRISONER OF THE INQUISITION UNTIL HIS 

DEATH THE ‘DISCORSI’. 

 

Sixteen hundred and thirty-three till 

Sixteen hundred and forty-two 



Galileo Galilei remains a prisoner of the Church 

Up to the day of his death. 

A Large Room with Table, Leather Chair and Globe 

Galileo, now old and half blind, is experimenting carefully with a little 

wooden ball on a curved wooden rail. In the ante-room sits a monk on 

watch. There is a knock at the door. The monk opens it and a peasant enters, 

carrying two plucked geese, Virginia comes out of the kitchen. She is now 

about forty. 

TIIE PEASANT: I’ve been told to deliver these.  

VIRGINIA: Who are they from? I haven’t ordered any geese. 

THE PEASANT: I’ve been told to say: ‘They are from someone passing 

through.’  

Exit. 

Virginia looks at the geese in amazement. The monk takes them from her 

and examines them suspiciously. Then, reassured, he hands them back to 

her, and she carries them by their necks to Galileo in the large room. 

VIRGINIA: Someone passing through has sent us a present. 

GALILEO:  What is it? 

VIRGINIA: Can’t you see? 

GALILEO: No. He walks over. Geese. Is there a name on them? 

VIRGINIA: No. 

GALILEO takes one goose out of her hand: Heavy. I could eat a bit of that 

now. 

VIRGINIA:  You can’t be hungry so soon; you’ve just finished supper. And 

what’s wrong with your eyes again? You ought to have been able to see 

them from your table. 

GALILEO : You are standing in the shadow.  

VIRGINIA: I am not standing in the shadow. 

She carries the geese out. 

GALILEO: Cook them with thyme and apples. 

VIRGINIA to the monk: We must send for the eye-doctor. Father couldn’t 

see the geese from his table.  

THE MONK:  I shall first have to have the permission of Monsignor 

Carpula. Has he been writing again himself?  



VIRGINIA : No. He has been dictating his book to me; you know that. You 

have got pages 131 and 132, and they were the last.  

THE MONK : He is an old fox. 

VIRGINIA: He does nothing against the rules. His repentance is genuine. I 

watch over him. She hands him the geese. Tell them in the kitchen to roast 

the livers with an apple and an onion. She goes back to the large room. And 

now we’ll have a little thought for our eyes and leave that ball alone imme-

diately and dictate a little more of our weekly letter to the archbishop. 

GALILEO: I don’t really feel well enough. Read me some Horace. 

VIRGINIA: Only last week Monsignor Carpula, to whom we owe so much ~ 

more vegetables again the other day - said to me that the archbishop asks 

him every time how you like the questions and quotations he sends you. She 

has sat down to take dictation. 

GALILEO: How far had I got? 

VIRGINIA: Paragraph four: As regards the attitude of the Holy Church 

towards the disturbances in the Arsenal at Venice, I am entirely in agreement 

with the position taken up by Cardinal Spoletti towards die mutinous rope-

makers . . .  

GALILEO : Yes. He dictates: ... I am entirely in agreement with the position 

taken up by Cardinal Spoletti towards the mutinous rope-makers, namely, 

that it is better to dole out soup in the name of Christian brotherly love than 

to pay them more for their” hawsers and bell-ropes. For surely it must be 

wiser to fortify their faith rather than their greed. 

The Apostle Paul said: Charity aboundeth. - How does that 

sound? 

VIRGINIA: It’s wonderful, father. 

GALILEO : You don’t think any irony could be read into It? 

VIRGINIA : No, the archbishop will be delighted. He is so practical. 

GALILEO: I rely on your judgement. What is the next thing? 

VIRGINIA : A beautiful saying: ‘If I am weak, then I am strong.* 

GALILEO : No comment. 

VIRGINIA:  But why not? 

GALILEO: What’s the next thing? 

VIRGINIA : ‘And to know the love of Christ which passeth knowledge. 

Epistle to the Ephesians, iii, 19. 



GALILEO:  I would particularly thank your Eminence for the wondrous text 

from the Epistle to the Ephesians. Stimulated by it, I discovered in our 

inimitable Imitatio the following. He quotes from memory: ‘He to whom the 

eternal word speaketh, is relieved of much questioning.’ May I take this 

opportunity to speak of myself? I am still being reproached with having once 

written a book about the heavenly bodies in the language of the market-

place. In doing so it was not my intention to suggest or even to approve 

those books on subjects so much more important, as for example theology, 

should be written in the jargon of pastry cooks. The argument in favour of 

the Latin liturgy - namely that because of the universality of this tongue, the 

Holy Mass can be heard in the same way by all peoples - seems to me less 

happy, since the blasphemers, who are never at a loss, could object that no 

people can understand the text. I heartily reject cheap lucidity in sacred 

matters. The Latin of the pulpit, which protects the eternal verities of the 

Church against the inquisitiveness of the ignorant, evokes confidence when 

spoken by the priestly sons of the lower classes in the accents of their local 

dialect. - No, cross that out. 

VIRGINIA: The whole lot? 

GALILEO: Everything after “pastry cooks’. 

There is a knock at the door. Virginia goes into the ante-room. 

The monk opens the door. It is Andrea Sarti. He is now a middle-aged 

man. 

ANDREA: Good evening. I am about to leave Italy in order to take up 

scientific work in Holland, and have been asked to look him up on my wav 

through, so that I can give them news of him, 

VIRGINIA: I don’t know whether he will see you. You have never come. 

ANDREA: Ask him. 

Galileo has recognized the voice. He sits motionless. Virginia goes in to 

him. 

GALILEO: Is that Andrea? 

VIRGINIA:  Yes, shall I send him away? 

GALILEO after a pause:  Bring him in. 

Virginia shows Andrea in. 

VIRGINIA to the monk: He is harmless. He was once his pupil. So now he’s 

his enemy. 

GALILEO: Leave him alone with me, Virginia. 



VIRGINIA : I want to hear what news he brings. She sits down. 

ANDREA coldly: How are you? 

GALILEO: Come closer. What are you doing now? Tell me about your 

work. I hear it’s to do with hydraulics. 

ANDREA: Fabricius in Amsterdam has charged me to inquire after your 

health. 

GALILEO: My health is all right. They pay a great deal of attention to me. 

ANDREA: I am glad I shall be able to report that you are in good health. 

GALILEO:  Fabricius will be pleased to hear it. And you can inform him 

that I live in suitable comfort. By the depth of my repentance I have been 

able to retain the favour of ray superiors so far as to be permitted to engage 

in scientific work - within certain limits and under the supervision of the 

Church.  

ANDREA: Yes. We, too, have heard that the Church is satisfied with you. 

Your complete submission has had its effect. It has ensured, as the 

authorities will have noted with satisfaction that in Italy no further work 

containing new ideas has been published since you submitted. 

GALILEO listening: Unfortunately there are countries which refuse the 

protection of the Church. I fear that the condemned teachings may be 

disseminated there. 

ANDREA: There, too, as a result of your recantation, there has been a set-

back most gratifying to the Church. 

GALILEO: Really? Pause. Nothing of Descartes? Nothing from Paris? 

ANDREA: Yes. At the news of your recantation he stuffed his treatise on 

the Nature of Light into a drawer.  

A long pause. 

GALILEO:  I am anxious about certain scientific friends whose feet I have 

set upon the path of error. Have they been enlightened by my recantation? 

ANDREA : In order to be able to do scientific work, I intend to go to Holland. 

The bull is not permitted to do what Jupiter does not permit himself.  

GALILEO: I understand.  

ANDREA : Federzoni is once again grinding lenses in some shop in Milan. 

GALILEO laughs:  He knows no Latin. 

Pause. 



ANDREA: Fulganzio, our little monk, has given up research and has 

returned to the bosom of the Church.  

GALILEO: Yes. Pause. 

GALILEO:  My superiors are looking forward to my spiritual recuperation. I 

am making better progress than might have been expected. 

ANDREA:  Ah! 

VIRGINIA: The Lord be praised. 

GALILEO harshly: Go and see to the geese, Virginia. 

Virginia goes out angrily. As she passes, the monk speaks to her. 

THE MONK: I don’t trust that man. 

VIRGINIA: He’s harmless. You can hear what they say. As she goes: We’ve 

got some fresh goat’s cheese. 

The monk follows her out. 

ANDREA: I shall travel through the night in order to be able to cross the 

frontier tomorrow morning. May I leave? 

GALILEO: I don’t know why you came, Sarti. In order to upset me? I live 

cautiously and I think cautiously, ever since I’ve been here. But in spite of 

that I have my relapses. 

ANDREA:  I’d rather not excite you, Signor Galilei. 

GALILEO:  Barberini called it the itch. He himself was never quite free of 

it. I’ve been writing again. 

ANDREA:  Oh? 

GALILEO:  I have finished writing the ‘Discorsi’. 

ANDREA: What? ‘The Conversations between two Branches of Science: 

Mechanics and the Laws o£ Falling Bodies’? Here? 

GALILEO: Oh, they give me paper and quills. My superiors arc no fools. 

They know that ingrained vices cannot be cured overnight. They protect me 

from unfortunate results by locking it away page by page. 

ANDREA: Oh God! 

GALILEO: Did you say anything? 

ANDREA:  They’re making you plough water! They give you paper and 

quills just to soothe you! How could you ever write anything with that 

prospect before your eyes? 

GALILEO:  Oh, I am the slave of my habits. 



ANDREA:   The ‘Discorsi’ in the hands of the monks! And Amsterdam and 

London and Prague hungry for them! 

GALILEO: I can hear Fabricius wailing, insisting on his pound of flesh, 

while he sits safely in Amsterdam. 

ANDREA: Two new branches of science as good as lost! 

GALILEO: It will doubtless cheer him and some others to hear that I risked 

the last miserable remains of my peace of mind by malting a copy, behind 

my own back so to speak, using up the last ounce of light of the bright nights 

for the last six months. 

ANDREA:  You have a copy? 

GALILEO: My vanity has hitherto restrained me from destroying it. 

ANDREA: Where is it? 

GALILEO: ‘If thine eye offends thee, pluck it out.’ Whoever wrote that 

knew more about comfort than I. I call it the height of stupidity to hand it 

over. But since I have never managed to keep myself away from scientific 

work you might as well have it. The copy is in the globe. If you were to risk 

taking it to Holland, you would of course have to shoulder full respon-

sibility. In that case you would have bought it from someone who had access 

to the original in the Holy Office. 

Andrea -walks across to the globe and takes out the manuscript. 

ANDREA : The ‘Discorsi’! 

He thumbs through the -pages, 

ANDREA reads:   ‘My project is to establish an entirely new science 

dealing with a very old subject-Motion. Through experiments I have 

discovered some of its properties which are worth knowing.’ 

GALILEO: I had to do something with my time.  

ANDREA: This will found a new science of physics.  

GALILEO: Stuff it under your coat.  

ANDREA: And we thought you had become a renegade! My voice was 

raised loudest against you!  

GALILEO:  And quite right, too. I taught you science and I denied the truth. 

ANDREA: This changes everything, everything.  

GALILEO: Yes?  

ANDREA: You concealed the truth. From the enemy. Even in the field of 

ethics you were a thousand years ahead of us.  



GALILEO: Explain that, Andrea. 

ANDREA: In common with the man in the street, we said: he will die, but 

he will never recant. You came back: I have recanted, but I shall live. Your 

hands are tainted, we said. You say: better tainted than empty. 

GALILEO: Better tainted than empty. Sounds realistic. Sounds like me. 

New science, new ethics. 

ANDREA: I of all people ought to have known. I was eleven years old 

when you sold another man’s telescope to the Venetian Senate. And I saw 

you make immortal use of that instrument. Your friends shook their heads 

when you bowed before a child in Florence, but science caught the public 

fancy. You always laughed at our heroes. “People that suffer bore me,’ you 

said. ‘Misfortune comes from insufficient foresight.’ And: Taking obstacles 

into account, the shortest line between two points may be a crooked one.” 

GALILEO:  I recollect. 

ANDREA: Then, in 1633, when it suited you to retract a popular point in 

your teachings, I should have known that you were only withdrawing from a 

hopeless political squabble in order to be able to carry on with your real 

business of science. 

GALILEO: Which consists in ... 

ANDREA: . . . The study of the properties of motion, mother of machines, 

which will make the earth so inhabitable that heaven can be demolished. 

GALILEO :   Aha. 

ANDREA:  You thereby gained the leisure to write a scientific work which 

only you could write. Had you ended in a halo of flames at the stake, the 

others would have been the victors. 

GALILEO: They are the victors. And there is no scientific work which only 

one man can write. 

ANDREA: Then why did you recant? 

GALILEO: I recanted because I was afraid of physical pain. 

ANDREA: No! 

GALILEO: I was shown the instruments. 

ANDREA: So there was no plan? 

GALILEO: There was none. 

Pause. 



ANDREA loudly. Science knows only one commandment: contribute to 

science. 

GALILEO: And that I have done. Welcome to the gutter, brother in science 

and cousin in treachery! Do you eat fish? I’ve got fish. What stinks is not 

fish but me. I sell cheap; you are a buyer. Oh irresistible sight of a book, the 

sacred goods! Mouths water and curses drown. The great Babylonian, the 

murderous cow, the scarlet woman, opens her thighs and everything is 

different! Hallowed be our haggling, whitewashing, death-fearing society! 

ANDREA: Fear of death is human! Human weaknesses arc no concern of 

science. 

GALILEO: No! My dear Sarti, even in my present situation I still feel 

capable of giving you a few tips about science in general, in which you have 

involved yourself. 

A short pause. 

 

GALILEO ACADEMICALLY, his hands folded over his stomach: During 

my free hours, of which I have many, I have gone over my case and have 

considered how the world of science, in which I no longer count myself, will 

judge it. Even a wool-merchant, apart from buying cheaply and selling dear, 

must also be concerned that trade in wool can be carried on unhindered. In 

this respect the pursuit of science seems to me to require particular courage. 

It is concerned with knowledge, achieved through doubt. Making knowledge 

about everything available for everybody, science strives to make sceptics of 

them all. Now the greater part of the population is kept permanently by their 

princes, landlords and priests in a nacreous haze of superstition and 

outmoded words which obscure the machinations of these characters. The 

misery of the multitude is as old as the hills, and from pulpit and desk is 

proclaimed as immutable as the hills. Our new device of doubt delighted the 

great public, which snatched the telescope from our hands and turned it on 

its tormentors. These selfish and violent men, who greedily exploited the 

fruits of science to their own use, simultaneously felt the cold eye of science 

turned on a thousand-year-old, but artificial misery which clearly could be 

eliminated by eliminating them. They drenched us with their threats and 

bribes, irresistible to weak souls. But could we deny ourselves to the crowd 

and still remain scientists? The movements of the stars have become clearer; 

but to the mass of the people the movements of their masters are still 

incalculable. The fight over the measurability of the heavens has been won 

through doubt; but the fight of the Roman housewife for milk is ever and 



again lost through faith. Science, Sarti, is concerned   with   both   battle 

fronts. A humanity which stumbles in this age-old milky mist of superstition 

and outmoded words, too ignorant to develop fully its own powers will not 

be capable of developing the powers of nature which you reveal. What are 

you working for? I maintain that the only purpose of science is to ease the 

hardship of human existence. If scientists, intimidated by self-seeking people 

in power, are content to amass knowledge for the sake of knowledge, then 

science can become crippled, and your new machines will represent nothing 

but new means of oppression. With time you may discover all that is to be 

discovered, and your progress will only be a progression away from 

mankind. The gulf between you and them can one day become so great that 

your cry of jubilation over some new achievement may be answered by a 

universal cry of horror. I, as a scientist, had a unique opportunity. In my 

days astronomy reached the market-places. In these quite exceptional 

circumstances, the steadfastness of one man could have shaken the world. If 

only I had resisted, if only the natural scientists had been able to evolve 

something like the Hippocratic oath of the doctors, the vow to devote their 

knowledge wholly to the benefit of mankind! As things now stand, the best 

one can hope for is for a race of inventive dwarfs who can be hired for 

anything. Moreover, I am now convinced, Sarti, that I never was in real 

danger. For a few years I was as strong as the authorities. And I surrendered 

my knowledge to those in power, to use, or not to use, or to misuse, just as 

suited their purposes. Virginia has entered with a dish and stops still. I have 

betrayed my profession. A man who does what I have done cannot be 

tolerated in the ranks of science. 

VIRGINIA: You have been received into the ranks of the faithful 

She walks forward and places the dish upon the table. 

GALILEO: Right.  I must eat now. 

Andrea holds out his hand. Galileo looks at his hand without taking it. 

GALILEO: You yourself are a teacher, now. Can you bring yourself to take 

a hand such as mine? He walks over to the table. Someone passing through 

sent me geese. I still enjoy my food. 

ANDREA: So you are no longer of the opinion that a new age has dawned? 

GALILEO: I am. Take care, when you go through Germany. Hide the truth 

under your coat. 

ANDREA incapable of leaving: With regard to your estimation of the 

author we were talking about, I don’t know how to answer you. But I cannot 

believe that your murderous analysis will be the last word. 



GALILEO:  Many thanks, signer. He begins to eat. 

VIRGINIA showing Andrea out: We do not care for visitors from the past. 

They excite him. 

Andrea leaves. Virginia returns. 

GALILEO:  Have you any idea who could have sent the geese? 

VIRGINIA: Not Andrea. 

GALILEO: Perhaps not. What is the night like? 

VIRGINIA at the window: Clear. 
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1637. GALILEO’S BOOK, THE ‘DISCORSI’, CROSSES THE ITALIAN BORDER 

The great book o’er the border went 

And, good folk, that was the end. 

But we hope you’ll keep in mind 

He and I were left behind. 

May  you  now  guard  Science ‘Light’ 

Kindle it and use it right 

Lest it be a flame to fall 

Downward to consume us all. 

 

A Small Italian Frontier Town 

 

Early morning. At the frontier turnpike, children are playing. Andrea, a 

coachman beside him, is waiting for his papers to be examined. He is sitting 

on a little chest and reading Galileo’s manuscript. The travelling-coach 

stands at the far side of the barrier. 

THE CHILDREN singing: 

Mary, Mary sat her down 

Had a little old pink gown 

Gown was shabby and bespattered 

But when chilly winter came 

Gown went round her just the same 



Bespattered don’t mean tattered. 

 

THE FRONTIER GUARD: Why are you leaving Italy? 

ANDREA: I am a scholar. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD to the clerk.   Write under ‘reason for journey’: 

scholar. I must search your luggage. He does so. 

 THE FIRST BOY to Andrea: You shouldn’t sit there. He points to the hut 

outside which Andrea is sitting. A witch lives inside.  

THE FIRST BOY: Old Marina is not a witch.  

THE FIRST BOY: Do you want me to twist your arm. 

THE THIRD BOY: She is a witch. She flies through the air every night. 

THE FIRST BOY: And why can’t she get so much as a jug of milk anywhere 

in town if she isn’t a witch? 

THE SECOND BOY: How can she fly through the air? No one can do that.  

To Andrea: Can one? 

THE FIRST BOY referring to the second: That’s Giuseppe. He doesn’t know 

a thing because he doesn’t go to school because he hasn’t a proper pair of 

breeches. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD: What’s that book? 

ANDREA without looking up: It’s by the great philosopher Aristotle. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD suspiciously: What sort of a fellow’s he? 

ANDREA: He’s dead. 

The boys, to mock Andrea as he reads, prance round pretending to read 

books at the same time. 

THE FRONTDZR GUARD to the clerk: See whether there’s anything about 

religion in it. 

THE CLERK leafing through it: I can find nothing. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD: There’s little enough point in all this searching! 

Nobody’s going to show us openly things that he wants to hide.  

To Andrea. You must sign that we’ve searched everything. 

Andrea stands up hesitantly and goes, still reading, into the house with 

the frontier guard. 

THE THIRD BOY to the clerk, pointing at the chest: Look, there’s something 

else, look! 



THE CLERK:  Wasn’t that there before? 

THE THIRD BOY: The Devil put it there. It’s a chest. 

THE SECOND BOY: No, it belongs to the stranger. 

THE THIRD BOY: I wouldn’t go in there. She’s bewitched the coachman’s 

old nags. I looked through that hole in the roof which the snowstorm made 

and heard them coughing. 

THE CLERK who has almost reached the chest, hesitate turns back: Devil’s 

work, eh? Well, we can’t examine everything. Or where would we be? 

Andrea returns with a jug of milk. He sits down again on the chest and 

continues to read. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD following him with papers: Close up the boxes 

again. Have we everything?  

Clerk: Everything.  

THE SECOND BOY to Andrea: You’re a scholar. You tell us can one fly 

through the air?  

ANDREA: Wait a moment.  

THE FRONTIER GUARD: You can pass. 

The luggage is collected by the coachman, Andrea picks up the chest and 

is about to go. 

THE FRONTIER GUARD: Stop! What’s that chest? 

ANDREA resuming his book: its books. 

THE FIRST BOY: It’s bewitched, 

THK FRONTIER GUARD:   Nonsense.  How could she bewitch a chest? 

THE THIRD BOY: She can if the Devil helps her!  

THE FRONTIER GUARD laughs:   That won’t work here.  

To the Clerk: Open it up. The chest is opened.  

THE FRONTIER GUARD morosely: How many are there?  

ANDREA: Thirty-four.  

THE FRONTIER GUARD to the clerk: How long will you take over them?  

THE CLERK who has begun to rummage superficially in the chest: All 

printed already. You can certainly say goodbye to your breakfast; when am I 

going to have time to get over to the coachman and collect these arrears of 

toll money from the selling up of his house if I have to wade through all 

these books?  



THE FRONTIER GUARD: Yes, we must have the money.  

He pushes the books with his foot. Well, what a lot of stuff there must be 

in them!  

To the coachman: Get on! 

Andrea, carrying the chest, goes with the coachman across the frontier. 

On the other side he puts Galileo’s manuscript in his travelling bag. 

THE THIRD BOY points at the jug which Andrea has left behind: Look! 

THE FIRST BOY: And the chest has gone! You see, it was the Devil. 

ANDREA turning round: No, it was me. You must learn to open your eyes. 

The milk is paid for and so is the jug. The old woman can have it. Yes, and I 

haven’t yet answered your question, Giuseppe. One cannot fly through the 

air on a broomstick. It must at least have a machine on it, and as yet there is 

no such machine. Perhaps there never will be, for man is too heavy. But, of 

course, one cannot tell. We don’t know nearly enough, Giuseppe, We are 

really only at the beginning. 

 

COMMENTARY 

THE BACKGROUND OF THE PLAY 

THE ANCIENT GREEKS saw the universe as a sphere, with the earth in the 

middle, a solid, unmoving ball. They saw the sky surrounding it like an 

immense outer shell, studded with the fixed stars; and this outer shell as 

revolving on an axis that runs through the poles of the earth, making one 

revolution in every twenty-four hours. Outside of the shell, they thought, 

there is nothing, neither matter nor space. 

At different heights between earth and sky, they said, the moon, the sun 

and the planets go round. Each is embedded in a sphere of its own, which 

you cannot see because it is made of transparent crystal, and all these 

spheres are revolving on the same axis, each at its own speed, moved 

somehow by the whirling of the outer shell. This explains why the heavenly 

bodies do not fall down, or collide with one another. 

For tracking the fixed stars the theory provided a convenient working 

model. It is common sense to think of the earth as stationary underfoot: you 

can stand on it at night to watch the stars go round the pole, and make a 

chart of their movements that ships can steer by. Trouble begins, however, 

with the charting of the sun and the moon. No one was able to make a 

satisfactory calendar from their movements, because the mathematical 

relationship between them is too complex. The planets are even more 



troublesome. The word ‘planet’ comes from a Greek word meaning 

‘wanderer’. You can see the reason for the name, if you forget what you 

learnt at school about the earth’s two movements, round the sun and round 

its own axis. Then find out from an astronomical calendar the night-to-night 

positions of any one planet, and try to make a timetable of its movement 

round the earth. Its behaviour will look most irregular, slowing down and 

speeding up, disappearing altogether and coming back again, some times 

even reversing its direction. The longer you track it the less predictable it 

will seem. 

The Greeks, who were very rational people, were convinced that the 

universe is constructed on intelligible mathematical principles, and that 

heavenly bodies do not stagger about the sky like drunkards. To make sense 

of the planets’ behaviour, they had to credit each of them with a special set 

of minor movements and counter-movements within its own revolving 

sphere, and tried with the help of these explanations to predict what it would 

do next. Being brilliant mathematicians, they came near to success after 

centuries of observation and calculation, but only by making their charts 

bewilderingly complex. 

From very early days there were critics of the system. The most notable 

was Aristarchus of Samos, a great astronomer of the third century B.C. He 

pointed out that the pattern would be much simpler if the sun were the fixed 

centre, and the earth one of the planets going round it. But the earth does 

seem to be standing still; and besides, it is man’s home. To a normal man, 

who thinks about many things besides astronomy, the idea that the earth is 

the centre of everything is much too natural to be easily given up, however 

much it may complicate the astronomers’ diagrams. Whatever he is thinking 

about - politics, for instance, or medical science or morality - the subject of 

his thoughts in a sense is man, living in the world, and if he has a 

philosophical mind he wants to find a point of view that will relate all his 

ideas together. 

The philosopher Aristotle (384-22 B.C.) lived just before Aristarchus. He 

was one of the greatest intellects of all time, and he put together all the 

knowledge of his age into a magnificently coherent system of thought. It 

happened that he accepted the earth-centred picture, which harmonized with 

the rest of his thought, and because his whole system was so impressive it 

became, and remained, the established view. 

Some five hundred years later Ptolemy of Alexandria, the last great 

astronomer of the ancient world, managed to write a complete account of the 

whole earth-centred design. His book, the Almagest, was such a masterpiece 



that in later times the universe he described was known after him as the 

Ptolemaic Universe. 

Learning declined in Western Europe after about the fourth century A.D. 

The theories of Aristotle and Ptolemy were more or less forgotten, but they 

were preserved by Islamic scholars and came back to Europe when learning 

revived in the thirteenth century. Then, Aristotle’s philosophy was studied at 

the universities and reinterpreted in the light of Christian theology. Once 

again, the Ptolemaic Universe fitted in very well. Besides agreeing with the 

rest of Aristotelian science, it set man, in the physical universe, in a place 

befitting the status accorded to hurt by medieval Christian doctrine. Hell was 

below him, frighteningly near at the centre of the earth; heaven arched over 

his head, and all the heavenly bodies circled round him as if their whole 

attention was concentrated on his destiny. Poets and preachers used the 

doctrine to explain the Tightness of the social order. Like every planet, every 

man had his proper station and function, and contributed to the order of the 

whole by keeping to them. This was regarded as more than a metaphor: it 

was felt to be a geographical fact expressing a spiritual truth, and was much 

easier to believe in than many strange ideas, such, for instance, as the 

existence of America. 

America, however, did exist; it was one very substantial fact that Aristotle 

had known nothing about. (‘I like to think that it began with ships,’ Brecht 

makes Galileo say in Scene 1.) Its discovery, along with many other 

advances in knowledge round about the end of the fifteenth century, made 

scholars less ready to take all traditional ideas for granted. Nicolaus 

Copernicus (1472-1543), who published a new theory of the heavens, did 

not think he was changing anything out side astronomy. He was a devout 

Catholic, a priest who was also a distinguished astronomer, and he dedicated 

his book to the Pope. 

Like Aristarchus, Copernicus saw that the pattern would make better 

sense with the sun in the centre. This was his major correction: he still saw 

the universe as a revolving sphere with an unmoving centre, but the earth 

was now pushed aside and became one of the planets whirling round a fixed 

sun. He knew that ordinary people would think the notion of a moving earth 

ridiculous, but expected astronomers to see the value of the calculations they 

could make by using it. He was right on both points. His calculations helped 

to make a much more accurate calendar, which was adopted by the Church 

in 1582. Nevertheless, the idea of living on a moving earth struck nearly 

everyone as much too silly to take seriously, except as an aid to astronomical 



mathematics; it was a long time before it grew familiar enough not to be 

shocking. 

The invention of telescopes made all the difference. Not that they could 

prove the Copernican theory - as long as you stand on the earth you cannot 

see it move by looking through a telescope - but they showed a great deal 

that made the Ptolemaic theory less satisfactory. They showed mountains on 

the moon, suggesting that it was made of much the same stuff as the earth, 

not of a strange kind of fire; dark spots on the face of the sun, passing across 

it as if the sun itself might be revolving (and if the sun, why not the earth?); 

four satellites spinning round Jupiter as the moon spins round the earth -

which proved that there was not one single centre controlling all the 

movements of heaven. And not only astronomers but laymen without any 

scientific training could look for themselves and speculate on what they saw. 

Heaven and earth and hell, and the difference between them, were part of the 

language of religion. Suppose after all there was no difference, suppose earth 

was a part of heaven all the rime, what were they to think about religion? 

Where was God? Had the Church always pretended to know more about 

Him than it did? If so, what became of its authority? And why should men 

keep their stations, if the stars did not? 

Copernicus had not asked questions like these. It was not until they 

disturbed thousands of minds that the Church tried to take action, and in 

1616 declared that it was against religion to say that the sun stood still and 

the earth moved. But it still used the new calendar based on Copernican 

calculations, as if an idea might be true in mathematics and at the same time 

false in religion. Anyway, by then it was too late. Within the next hundred 

and fifty years or so, the use of more and more powerful telescopes led to so 

many new discoveries that no one with a scientific bent of mind could go on 

believing that the earth stood still in the centre of the universe. 

The Copernican theory was only the beginning of a new astronomy. 

Better telescopes soon showed that the universe was immeasurably larger 

than anyone had imagined that even the sun was an insignificant star in its 

vast population. Isaac Newton was born in 1642, nearly a hundred years 

after the death of Copernicus. After he had formulated the principle of 

gravitation, it became possible to see a new kind of order in the movement 

of bodies in space, and to think of a universe that had no centre, and yet 

obeyed intelligible laws. In our own time, when rockets are aimed at Venus 

and young children play at space-travel, it is difficult to get back in imagi-

nation to the Ptolemaic Universe with its crystal spheres and its central 

immovable earth. 



Brecht’s play takes you back to a time when every ordinary man accepted 

the Ptolemaic theory as a matter of course, and the Copernican theory was 

only beginning to penetrate a few minds. As the play shows, it was not, on 

the whole, the men of learning who understood it most readily. They had 

spent years at universities in mastering one set of ideas, and naturally 

disliked giving them up in favour of another set that made nonsense of their 

qualifications. Nor was it the people in established positions in society. They 

liked to think of their rank as part of a universal order, and distrusted ideas 

that made people question that order. But there were, at that time, new 

classes rising in society; there were people making money in overseas trade, 

in inventing new handicrafts, improving old ones and organizing 

manufactures. Such men respected practical experience more than book-

learning, and because they had no vested interest in the traditional order their 

minds were open to new ideas. They were not standing still themselves, 

and were not afraid to live on a moving earth. 

 

GALILEO GALILEI* (1564-1642) 

WHEN Galileo was seventeen, a first-year student at Pisa University, a 

swinging lamp in the cathedral happened to catch his eye. He noticed, and 

then verified, that it took exactly the same time for each swing, whatever the 

distance; and as he was studying medicine he used his discovery to time the 

human pulse. Fifty years later he put it to a more important use, to regulate 

clockwork by a pendulum. 

The incident illustrates his characteristic kind of genius: for observing and 

recording accurately, and reducing the results to mathematical formulae that 

could be understood and used. His special interest was in problems of 

momentum and force. A few years later he was a mathematical lecturer at 

Pisa, and the research he did established the main principles of mechanics, 

which at that time had not yet been recognized as a science. Actually he 

made more discoveries in mechanics than in astronomy; arid laid the 

foundations for Newton’s work later. 

* In Tuscany, the region of Italy where Galileo was born, the eldest son of 

a family was usually given the family surname as his first name. Galileo was 

the eldest son of a musician whose name was Vincenzio Galilei. 

From Pisa he went on to be Professor of Mathematics at the famous 

University of Padua, in the Republic of Venice. It was here, in 1609 (when 

Brccht’s play begins), that he heard some rumour of the newly invented 

telescope. He promptly made one for himself, and did what no one had yet 



thought of doing turned it on the sky, with sensational results. Later he 

improved its magnifying power to 32, made hundreds of telescopes with his 

own hands - for skill with his hands was an important part of his many-sided 

genius-and sold them all over Europe, thus suddenly turning astronomy into 

a matter of public interest. He brought so much fame to the university that 

his professorship was three times renewed, each time with a higher salary. In 

1611 he went to Rome, and showed his telescope with great success to the 

dignitaries of the Catholic Church. 

Privately, Galileo had accepted the Copernican theory years earlier, but 

had kept quiet about it for fear of ridicule rather than of persecution. He did 

not need it in his own researches and would gain nothing by being thought a 

crank. Now he argued for it in a treatise on the spots on the sun, which he 

had seen through his telescope. The treatise was published in Rome, which 

would have been impossible if the Church had thought it dangerous, for the 

Church censored books. Before long, however, some critics pointed out 

certain passages in the scriptures implying that the earth did not move. 

Challenged in this way, Galileo tried to explain the awkward texts and find 

others to support him, and so the question was transferred from pure science 

to theology. 

The Church hesitated to give a decision, all the more because its official 

astronomer agreed with Galileo. Unofficially Galileo was warned that he 

would do better to stick to mechanics. But by this time the argument had 

become a question of religious belief, and was disturbing too many minds. 

In 1616 the Church authorities decided that they must give a ruling. They 

declared that the doctrine of Copernicus was against religion, and made 

Galileo promise not to ‘hold, teach or defend’ it. 

He kept his promise for nearly eight years. Then, since the new Pope {the 

Cardinal Barberini of the play) was an old friend, who understood science, 

Galileo tried to get the decree revoked. He failed, but hoped that it would be 

interpreted less strictly, and in 1632 published Dialogo del due massimi 

sistemi del mondo (A dialogue on the two principal systems of the universe), 

a debate in form, but in fact a defence of the Copernican theory. It was 

enthusiastically praised by scholars all over Europe: evidently there was a 

widespread feeling that the Church had gone too far in hampering the 

advance of knowledge. 

The Church authorities made it a test case, suppressed the book, and 

called Galileo to Rome to be examined by the Inquisition in 1633. If he 

persisted in his view, it was legally and physically in their power to have 

him tortured and burnt alive, as other heretics had been burnt. Considering 



his international prestige they would have been reluctant to do this for the 

sake of the Church’s own good name; and actually, as it came out later, they 

had no intention of going to such lengths. Knowing Galileo, however, they 

judged (correctly) that to show him the instruments of torture would be quite 

enough. He submitted, and recanted publicly. There is a well-known story 

that immediately after his public denial that the earth moved, he was heard 

to mutter to himself, ‘Eppur si muove’ (But it does move). There are no 

good grounds for believing the story, but it may quite possibly express his 

thoughts: whatever he or the Church chose to say about it would make no 

difference to the earth. 

Once the Church had made its point, Galileo was treated courteously. He 

was a prisoner of the Inquisition for a short time, and for the rest of the year 

stayed with an archbishop who was his old friend. After that he was allowed 

to go home and spend the rest of his life quietly in his own house. He kept 

his telescope, and went on recording fresh observations till his eyesight 

failed him, five years before his death. He also went on writing; but his next 

important work was on mechanics completely blind as he was, he was still 

dictating to a secretary when he fell ill, of a fever from which he died, aged 

nearly eighty. 

 

BRECHT’S READING OF HISTORY 

A DRAMATIST who chooses his theme from history usually does so 

because he sees meaning in it for his own time. Brecht wrote the first draft 

of The Life of Galileo in 1937-9, when the Second World War was 

imminent. In Denmark, where he was living at the time, the physicist Niels 

Bohr was researching on atomic fission. He revised the play in America in 

1945-7, just after the first atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima, 

bringing the war to an end with a stroke that shocked the conscience of the 

whole world. It needed little revision, he says: the structure and essential 

idea of the play were unchanged. 

Hiroshima was an object-lesson in the power of scientific research. 

Scientists like Niels Bohr, who set out to discover the properties of the atom, 

did their work in the spirit of science, for pure love of research. Their 

business was to find out the truth, not to consider what use would be made 

of it. Ordinary men and women did not know enough about science to 

follow what they were doing, and could not imagine the enormous power 

that the splitting of the atom would put into the hands of mankind. But 

governments could imagine it, and to governments at war the most valuable 



power is power for destruction. So it came about that the funds without 

which scientific research cannot be carried on were provided by 

governments, and the results of the work were kept secret till they could be 

used, not for human welfare, but for slaughter greater than men have ever 

committed on their fellow-men in the whole of history. Then, after 

Hiroshima, public opinion woke up to the danger. Even to the victors the end 

of the war brought more foreboding than rejoicing. Who was responsible: 

the scientists who cared only for the pursuit of truth, regardless of its conse-

quences? Or the governments who were ready to exploit them? Or the public 

themselves, who neglected the scientists’ work and trusted their own 

destinies to the governments? And whoever was responsible, how could the 

like or worse catastrophes be prevented from happening again? The world is 

still asking itself these questions. Brecht had foreseen them imaginatively 

when he first drafted his play about Galileo. 

Looking back from three centuries later, he saw Galileo’s action as a 

turning-point in the relation between men of science and the general public. 

New discoveries had made the public excited about science, particularly 

about astronomy, and eager to take in the new ideas it was opening out. 

Galileo responded to their interest. He wrote in Italian, for any literate 

fellow-citizen to read, instead of in the learned language of Latin; he argued 

freely about the Copernican system and religion; in fact, he behaved as if the 

scientist was responsible to the people for keeping them abreast of his 

knowledge. The Catholic Church, which in those days was the most 

powerful authority both civil and religious, insisted that the scientist was 

responsible not directly to the people but to itself. He might research, but the 

Church alone could decide what was to be made known as true. This was the 

point Galileo conceded when, under threat of torture; he publicly renounced 

the Copernican theory. Public interest in science died down, and since then 

the scientist has had to think and work not directly for human welfare but for 

some authority-in our time usually a government - that makes use of his 

work as it thinks fit. Such is Brecht’s reading of history. 

Like every writer of history plays he leaves out much that would not be 

relevant to his point, touches up what he shows, and fills in the background 

with minor characters and imaginary incidents. He says little, for instance, of 

Galileo’s achievements outside of astronomy, since they are not the focus of 

interest. He makes him less appreciated and more needy than he was likely 

to have been in 1609, in order to bring out both the authorities’ lack of 

interest in pure science, and the struggle between the scientist’s passion for 

research and his need to live. But the main events are not falsified, and 



Brecht presents his leading characters plausibly, according to his reading of 

human nature, so that the audience will feel, ‘Yes, that is just how these 

people would have thought and acted.’ He has to make his audience agree 

with his reading of history, not by argument, but by making them see what 

he sees in the way things happened. 

He does this in several ways: for instance:- 

(1) Three long speeches, taken together, make his thesis explicitly clear. 

First in Scene 1, while the boy Andrea dries his back, Galileo talks half to 

himself about the exciting new age that is coming, now that science is 

liberating the people’s minds, In Scene 10 the Inquisitor lectures the Pope, 

who is unwilling to be convinced, on the dangerous effects on religious and 

social order of all these new ideas. In Scene 12 Galileo, again talking to 

Andrea who is now a grown man and a scientist himself, looks back at his 

surrender, prophesies the evil results it will have, and passes judgment 

against himself. 

(2) In Scene 6, there is a small but very significant passage between 

Galileo and Cardinal Bellarmin, at the ball, when the Cardinal has told him 

of the Church’s ruling. 

GALILEO:  That means that all further scientific research . . . 

BELLARMIN: Is well assured, Signor Galilei. And that, in conformity with 

the Church’s view that we cannot know, but we may research. You are at 

liberty to expound even this teaching through mathematical hypotheses, 

In other words, Galileo may go on working, if he agrees that what is true 

in physics should not be called true in fact. This robs n physicist’s work of 

its practical meaning, but he must either agree or work no more. 

(3) A number of unobtrusive touches keep us reminded of the common 

people’s interests. For example take the price of milk. Collect all the 

references to it from the first to the last scene, and you will find that it turns 

into a symbol of the hard life of the poor under their rulers, civil and 

religious. There is a suggestion, not put clearly till Scene 12, that milk would 

be cheaper if the people were less submissive. 

(4) In Scene 8 Virginia’s betrothed, Ludovico, breaks off the engagement 

because Galileo will not renounce his subversive studies. Ludovico is a 

landowner, and counts on the authority of religion to keep his peasants 

properly submissive. The landed interests are on the side of the Church. 

(5) Other, newer classes are on Galileo’s side. They are mentioned here 

and there: the navigators who want better charts and instruments, the linen-



merchants who want better looms, Federzoni the lens-maker, Vanni the iron-

founder who offers to help Galileo, and the glass-cutter whose help he tries 

to take in Scene 9. Everyone who understands instruments and machines, 

and can make use of his inventions, knows it is nonsense that truth in 

physics cannot make truth in fact. 

(6) Signora Sarti, and Galileo’s own daughter Virginia, show what power 

[he Church exercises over simple, devout minds. 

There are other such touches, which an alert reader can find for himself. 

They fill in the picture of a changing world and explain the Church’s fear of 

change. 

Brecht makes it clear that he thinks the Church was wrong. He sees it as 

organized authority, the most powerful authority in the world in Galileo’s 

time, interested in keeping the people submissive and content with the social 

order, and therefore interested in suppressing subversive ideas. In his own 

time and country the German government was authority, and it too, under 

the Nazis, had suppressed free comment and driven scientists and scholars to 

emigrate rather than speak as they were ordered. All his life he was against 

authorities who tried to control the people’s freedom of opinion. 

If we grant, as Brecht expects us to, that the Church was wrong, was 

Galileo right or wrong to surrender? In modern times, under authoritarian 

governments, many a man has to face the same kind of problem. Should he 

die for the right to an unpopular belief when all the force, all the publicity 

machinery, and nearly all the public opinion are against him ; or should he, 

by submitting, live to hold his belief – perhaps to work for it in secret? 

The play asks you to think about this question. When Galileo recants 

(Scene II), all his disciples think him a traitor to science. Later (Scene 12) 

Andrea, finding him still working, cries out that he acted rightly: a scientist’s 

first duty is to science and a dead brain cannot research. Now it is Galileo 

who condemns himself. He says he lost his nerve under a threat of torture 

that was probably only a bluff. But it is not his own failure to be a hero that 

he repents of-for after all the love of life is part of his nature - it is the results 

for future generations. He has disowned the responsibility of the scientist for 

human welfare. Henceforward, he foresees, scientists will indulge their 

passion for knowledge purely for its own sake, leaving, the authorities in 

power to make what use of it they like, and the results will one day be 

disastrous for mankind. 

Brecht has presented Galileo as an individual whose genius is all of a 

piece with his weakness. His passion for research makes him an egoist; he 



accepts Andrea’s devotion and wrecks his daughter’s marriage for the sake 

of science without showing much feeling. He enjoys life with all his senses. 

Consider the number of times the play mentions his love of good food and 

wine, of poetry and music and beauty, and notice how, when the boy Andrea 

is rubbing his back in Scene I, the sensation kindles his imagination so that 

he talks almost lyrically of ships sailing into the unknown. His thoughts 

come to him through his senses, and this makes him the alert, delighted 

observer of the world that he is; but also it makes the sight of the instruments 

of torture too much for him. He is a craftsman himself and knows just how 

they would work. He has too a kind of cunning, quick and not particularly 

scrupulous. Immediately he hears of the telescope he sees how to make one 

for himself; immediately after that, he sees how to make money by palming 

the telescope off as his own invention. This is the man who invented the 

pendulum, seeing in a flash both the mathematical principle and the practical 

application of it; it is also the man who took the practical way to save 

himself. You cannot absolutely praise or condemn him, and the play does 

not ask you to do either. Brecht does not see people as heroes or villains; he 

seems quite ready to take them as they are without trying to reform them. As 

an interpreter of history he is less interested in Galileo’s morals than in the 

effect his action is likely to have on human welfare, and this means the 

happiness of ordinary people, with their mixture of good nature and 

weakness and their ordinary, human desire to live and enjoy life. 

 

THE PLAY IN THE THEATRE 

BHECHT’S PLAYS arc meant for acting rather than for reading. In directing 

rehearsals he would change the script as readily as the actors’ movements or 

the stage sets, so that the total effect of the play, not just the words, became 

exactly what he intended. People who have seen his work performed by 

actors he had trained himself agree that the words take on so much more 

meaning in the acting that their whole effect is changed. 

It was very important to Brecht that his plays should not be performed in 

the conventional style of the modern theatre. According to him, the aim of 

the modern theatre is to take the audience out of themselves, to make them 

forget for the moment that they are in a theatre at all, and identify them-

selves with the feelings of the characters on the stage. If the play and the 

acting are completely successful, their emotions are spent and their critical 

faculty is put to sleep. 

 



A boxing match or a football game does not do this to the spectators. 

They may be breathlessly excited but they still have eyes for the players’ 

style; they watch with their judgement as well as their feelings. In this sense, 

these are more intellectual entertainments than the theatre. 

Brecht meant his theatre to be a place of entertainment, but not of 

brainless entertainment. The audience should be able to watch life from the 

standpoint of onlookers and take in and judge what they see. They should 

not simply share the agony and ecstasy of a pair of lovers, or be swept away 

at intense moments by the passion of the words. They should remain aware 

all the time that an actor is showing them how a certain type of person would 

speak and behave, considering his background and his limitations. To 

convey so much takes a special kind of acting, carefully thought out in every 

detail, and a special stage technique designed to keep the audience reminded 

that they are not watching actual events, but watching players tell a story on 

the stage. 

For instance, in The Life of Galileo Brecht avoids suspense. The 

characters may not know what will happen next, but the audience know, and 

can watch for a character’s reactions. To ensure this the subject of the scene 

is announced on a placard. By traditional standards this would be bad art, for 

the author should be able to convey everything through the play itself, 

without comments and headlines. Why Brecht does it will perhaps appear if 

you look carefully at one scene and try to picture its effect on the stage. Take 

Scene 6. A placard is put up, with a title  

 

BUT THE INQUISITION PUTS THE COPERNICAN TEACHINGS ON 

THE INDEX (MARCH 5TH, 1616) 

followed by a rhymed summary of the scene: 

 

When Galileo was in Rome 

A Cardinal asked him to his home. 

He wined and dined him as his guest 

And only made one small request. 

 

After absorbing this you see the scene, arranged like a picture, with 

glimpses of dancers and the sound of music in the background, the two 

cardinals chatting in their urbane, apparently light-hearted way with Galileo, 

the two clerks industriously taking notes of the conversation. If the scene is 



well staged and the acting well directed you should be able to take in a good 

deal more than the actual words. You will see, for instance, that Galileo, 

slightly self-conscious in his fine clothes, is gazing round him as if he were 

elated, even at first a little dazzled, by all this splendour in his honour. His 

remark to the clerks - ‘How can you still play that old- fashioned chess? 

Narrow, narrow.’- suggests that he is thinking how immeasurably his 

telescopes have expanded the old, restricted universe of Ptolemy; but also 

perhaps he is congratulating himself on emerging from the needy, narrow 

life of a scholar into a wider social atmosphere. He is unconscious that these 

clerks he is patronizing are there as the Inquisitor’s instruments, to keep a 

check on his words. 

The cardinals look more completely at their ease than Galileo. They are 

no fanatics, no enemies of intellect, but highly cultured, sophisticated 

gentlemen accustomed to elegant surroundings. Since they are important 

people in a well-ordered civilization, they naturally do not want it disturbed. 

It should also be clear that Galileo is being subtly and indirectly bribed by 

their attention: these are the civilized pleasures open to him, their manner 

suggests, if only he gives up his tactless argumentative habits and becomes 

amenable. He half realizes what is happening to him, but between the 

distinguished position they offer him in their attractive world, and the 

unspoken threat if he rejects it, he is not the man to stand his ground easily. 

With the help of the placard and the crude rhyme, and skilfully directed 

acting, you should be able to take in all this; and to realize what a big thing 

is happening, while the scene itself only shows how gently it is being done. 

This is one example taken almost at random.  A reader interested in play-

producing and acting will find it worth while to go through other scenes in 

this way, and see how the placards change the effect of what is said. They 

set a kind of distance between the audience and the happenings on the stage, 

so that instead of being lost m the action the audience see it in a double light, 

with critical minds. If dramatist and actors have done their work truly, what 

the audience are criticizing is life itself, their own life. Being a 

revolutionary, Brecht is confident that to see life critically is a step towards 

changing it, and that this is one good use for art in the modern world. 

 

End 

 


