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Lesson 3: Student Work Sheet 1b

The Mediaeval universe 


The Earth is in the centre of the universe.

It is surrounded by layers of crystal spheres.

The spheres rotate around the earth in perfect circles and in regular motion.

Each sphere carries around with it a planet, or the moon or sun, or the stars.

Outside the spheres is the divine world of the Unmoved Mover, God.

We cannot see the spheres but only the bodies which turn with them.

The spheres make music as they turn, but we cannot hear it (we are too imperfect).

This is because we live on the ‘sublunary region’ of earth, where everything is imperfect, including sight and hearing.

However, in the region of the spheres, beyond the moon, everything is perfect. That is why the spheres have to turn in perfect circles, because the circle is the most perfect

of all geometrical shapes.

And they move at a constant speed, because in the region of the spheres there is no such thing as change. Only on imperfect earth do things grow, change and decay.

The further away from earth the sphere is positioned, the more perfect it is, and the higher in rank and importance.

This is the order: Earth (in centre); moon; Mercury; Venus; Sun; Mars; Jupiter; Saturn; stars.

The mediaeval picture was mainly due to the two Greek astronomer-scientists:

Aristotle (384 – 322 BC) and Ptolemy (100 – 170 AD). 

Their ideas about the cosmos were wrong – but funnily enough, when their ideas were used to work things out, the correct answers came up every time! So people thought this proved they must be true!

The distance of the moon from earth was worked out, and the diameter of the earth – with deadly accuracy!

Ptolemy wrote tables to predict the positions of the planets. They were so accurate that they were used by the great explorer Christopher Columbus to plot his routes at sea in the 15th century.  Not bad – considering how wrong we now know their basic picture to have been!

In your books

1.  
Make sketches of the mediaeval model of the cosmos and of our own modern model of the solar system and the wider universe.

2.  
What are the greatest differences between them [the mediaeval are given]


         Mediaeval model                                                                Modern model  


Is earth centred
Orbits are perfect circles

Planets turn in crystal spheres

All stars fixed on the outer sphere

Things only change on earth

3.  
The mediaeval universe has been called ‘the onion universe’, ‘the walled-in universe’, and even ‘the Ferris Wheel universe’. Which name do you prefer?

Can you think of another metaphor which would fit the mediaeval model? Or one which would fit the 21st century model?

4.  
Imagine you were looking up into the night sky in mediaeval times.  What might your feelings be? How might they be different from our own feelings as we look up into what we believe is perhaps an infinity of space? Write your ideas.

Choose from these ideas and add any of your own. Some ideas may go into both sections.

Cosmos is ordered

Challenging to human intelligence

Exciting

Mystifying

We know everything about the cosmos

Could there be other life like me?

Enclosed

Safe and secure

Feel at the centre of the world

Purposeful

Does space go on forever?                     

Trapped

Open and free

Unchanging
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