
10.12 SkillBuilder: Evaluating historical significance
10.12.1 Tell me
How do we know about the developments of the Renaissance?
We have a great range of primary sources that provide evidence for the developments that occurred during
the Renaissance. Many significant developments of the era occurred in the areas of religion, politics, art,
literature, architecture and trade. In this subtopic we will focus on how understanding of the solar system
developed as part of the scientific revolution that was such an important part of the Renaissance.

How do we evaluate historical significance?
Of all the thousands of events that happen in our lifetime, how do we determine the ones that are
significant? For most of us the events that lead to a positive change are remembered as important. Historians
face similar questions when they try to determine which events, ideas, achievement or people have the most
impact on history. Asking questions about the impact of an individual, development or cultural achievement
can help us to assess its significance in bringing about change. To do this, we must first understand the idea
or achievement. When we are trying to evaluate the historical significance of a development it is important
to consider:
1. Who created the source we are analysing and when was it created?
2. What is the key idea?
3. Who was affected by the idea?
4. Did the idea lead to any change?
5. What was the scale of the change (was it a big change or a small one)?
6. Who was affected by the change?
7. Which areas of society were affected by the change?
8. Did the change lead to other changes?

10.12.2 Show me

SOURCE 1 The structure of the universe as
theorised by Aristotle

The view of the universe shown in SOURCES 1

and 2 was developed by Aristotle (384–322 BCE),
an ancient Greek thinker, and changed only
slightly by Ptolemy, another Greek, in the second
century CE.

Aristotle’s view was taught in universities in
Christian Europe from the twelfth century CE.
During the Renaissance era, the Catholic Church
still maintained that Aristotle’s explanation was
unquestionably true. Aristotle held that Earth stood
still at the centre of the universe. Water, air and fire
were shells around the sphere of Earth. Heavenly
bodies were believed to be spheres of an element
called aether, and they were supposed to rotate in
perfect circles around Earth in the following order:
Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn,
fixed stars and a ‘prime mover’ (Primu Mobile in
SOURCE 1). It was believed that beyond this system
there was no wider universe.
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SOURCE 2 An artistic impression of the structure of the universe as theorised by
Aristotle
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Study SOURCE 1. The questions for evaluating historical significance have been applied to this source.
1. Who created the source and when was it created? The source was created by Aristotle, an ancient

Greek, in the fourth century BCE.
2. What is the key idea? The source explains the order of the solar system, with Earth at the centre.
3. Who was affected by the idea? The Catholic Church adopted this explanation of the universe and

upheld it as the official explanation throughout Western Europe.
4. Did the idea lead to any change? The explanation of the solar system expressed in SOURCE 1 was

upheld for approximately 2000 years.
5. What was the scale of the change? (Was it a big change or a small one?) There were very few changes

to this explanation until Nicolas Copernicus published his model in 1507.
6. Who was affected by the change? Because this explanation was sanctioned by the Catholic Church, it

affected the general population.
7. Which areas of society were affected by the change? As the official view of the Catholic Church,

Aristotle’s explanation of the solar system influenced attitudes to science and heaven.
8. Did the change lead to other changes? Aristotle’s explanation of the solar system did not lead to

changes in the Renaissance.
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10.12.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

10.12 ACTIVITIES
Study SOURCES 3 and 4.

SOURCE 3 This alternative view of the
universe was presented by the Polish
astronomer and mathematician Nicolaus
Copernicus.

SOURCE 4 An artistic impression of the
structure of the universe as theorised by
Copernicus
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This alternative view of the universe was presented by the Polish astronomer and mathematician Nicolaus
Copernicus (see 10.9.1 The humanists). From about 1507, Copernicus’s calculations convinced him that the
Earth rotated on its own axis and that it rotated around the Sun, which was the real centre of the universe. He
spent much of the next thirty or more years working on this theory but he delayed publishing his ideas because
he feared that the Church would call him a heretic. The theory was finally presented in his book The Revolution
of the Heavenly Bodies, which was published in 1543 as he was dying. Like other scholarly books of the time,
it was written and printed in Latin. In Copernicus’s diagram, sol means Sun and terra means Earth.
Use the eight questions to analyse the historical significance of SOURCE 3.

1. Who created the source we are analysing and when was it created?
2. What is the key idea?
3. Who was affected by the idea?
4. Did the idea lead to any change?
5. What was the scale of the change? (Was it a big change or a small one?)
6. Who was affected by the change?
7. Which areas of society were affected by the change?
8. Did the change lead to other changes?<Content to come>
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