
Scientific Revolution (1500 – 1700)

Introduction

Following the Renaissance, this period of radical new scientific thought lasted between 

1500 and 1700.  During this period, the foundations of modern science were laid down in Europe. 

Nothing like this new kind of science had ever been known during the Middle Ages, but 

throughout the Middle Ages, there were several attempts to understand science.  

Scientific Struggles
After the fall of the Roman Empire, most great Greek and Roman ideas had been lost. 

While a few ideas were preserved, they wouldn’t be rediscovered for hundreds of years (you 

know, the Renaissance!).  Once these great Ancient cultures were rediscovered, the teachings of 

legendary Greek philosopher Aristotle became widely studied, and dominated Europe.  While 

this was a good thing, it really did nothing.  All Aristotle’s followers did was contemplate why 

nature existed… almost like philosophy.    Instead completing experiments to fully understand 

nature and how it works, Aristotle suggested that most things cannot be explained rationally, but 

by thinking only; instead of coming up with answers, all we had was more questions.  Finally, all 

of this science was OLD!  The Romans and Greeks were hundreds and thousands of years past, 

so their science was virtually useless, like one of us trying to use a computer or cell phone from 

the 1980’s.  

Actual practice and experimentation of science was forgotten.  Since the Romans then the 

Catholics controlled Europe in the Middle Ages, their views ruled supreme; the Bible and Roman 

Laws became science, and you couldn’t argue those facts.  After all, “if God said something was 

true, it was.”  Arguing with him only jeopardized your afterlife in heaven, or worse, sent you 

“somewhere else.”  And access to materials to perform experiments was limited.  Few people had 

the money to buy materials, let alone the desire or the imagination to ponder possible 

experiments.  And finally, to make this worse, the Catholic Church led people to believe that the 

practice of science was a form of magic, sorcery or witchcraft.  These were (according the 

medieval Church) direct practices of devil worship, and well, we know what happens next!



Slowly Changing…
Science began to change during the Renaissance.  The experimental method was an idea 

that was used in schools during the Renaissance.  This is the idea that understanding comes 

through hands-on trial and error under controlled conditions.  Most experiments involved 

exploring animals and plants, and looked completely bizarre to the surprised masses.  The 

Catholic Church didn’t like this, of course, because it looked like “evil’ magic; they urged people 

to ignore the practice and place their faith in God.  However, the urge for people to find 

reasonable explanations for all sorts of problems was important.  

Another exciting and  important part of the new focus on experimenting was the invention 

of new observational instruments. The Italian astronomer Galileo, for example, used the telescope 

to make astonishing astronomical observations. His exciting success stimulated everyone, and 

started the development of a wide range of instruments for studying nature, such as the 

microscope, thermometer, and barometer.

The Revolution in Full Swing
Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus used this technology and claimed that – without 

question – the math and the results of his experiments proved his idea true.  He proposed the 

idea that the Earth revolves around the Sun, shocking everyone in Europe.  Even Aristotle had 

believed the Earth was the center of the universe, and the old way had been believed for 

thousands of years.  Copernicus had developed the idea in 1514, and it took 30 years for him to 

have the courage – and public support – to publicly publish his work.  As people in Europe were 

only now starting to read, you can imagine how radical and shocking this idea truly was.

Copernicus’s “moving Earth” an explanation, or theory, of how moving bodies behave. 

Isaac Newton would later follow his work with the discovery of “gravity.”  He would also invent 

the study of calculus, and advanced the idea that theories and thoughts of people can be verified 

and supported by mathematical equations.  Galileo Galilei would soon use his study of light to 

relate reflecting mirrors, which he would call a telescope, in order for people to better observe the 

planets, stars, and space.  



Discoveries:
These things or ideas were discovered, thought about, and explored during the Scientific 

Revolution:

• William Harvey   discovered that blood circulates through the body.  He did this by 

dissecting human bodies and doing lots of other gross experiments on the human body. 

• Francis Bacon   “perfected” the experimental method, and popularized the use of 

observation.  

• William Gilbert   uncovered Earth’s magnetic properties.

• Antony van Leeuwenhoek   created the microscope.

• Rene Descartes   developed a better mathematical graphing system, and also used math in 

philosophy and other areas of learning.  

• Andreas Vesalius   constructed the first human skeleton – from a real skeleton!

Conclusion
The main idea of this Scientific Revolution is the great change in how people explored and 

experimenting.  Instead of imagining and wondering, like many people in the Renaissance did, 

these brave scientists tested bizarre ideas that we know to be fact today.  While the imagination 

of the Renaissance and Aristotle was great, actually acting on them and exploring them was 

essential to people truly believing the Renaissance was a real, permanent change.  The main 

change is that people have the ability to find out if their ideas work, and then how to improve 

any idea.  People now have the ability to actually do great things.  

If the Renaissance was the “motivation,” and the Reformation broke the strength of the 

Catholic Church, the Scientific Revolution provided the facts and the truth that people’s minds 

and imaginations can become powerful, world-changing tools.  This Revolution proved that the 

people were right, and gave them incredible support as they carried on their next venture, the 

Enlightenment…


