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The First Martyr of Science
or the Last of the Magicians?

Jerry Bergman*

To support the view that religion has
historically been, and still is today, the
enemy of science, writers often cite ex-

amples of persecution of scientists by the
church (Russo, 1963). The beginning of
such persecution is commonly alleged
to have been the execution of Giordano
Bruno (1548-1600), who is called “the
first martyr” of science (Lerner and
Gosselin, 1973, p. 86). Kerrod and Stott
claimed that in 1600 Bruno was “burned
at the stake for the heresy of supporting
Copernicus’s concept of a solar system”
(Kerrod and Stott, 2007, p. 186), and
Andrew D. White, in his classic 1895

work on the war between science and re-
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ligion, wrote that Bruno was “murdered”
by the Inquisition for his “scientific and
philosophic heresy” (White, 1955, pp.
15, 143). Implying that Bruno’s troubles
were a result of religion-science conflicts,
John W. Draper claimed that Bruno
was murdered by his church’s hierarchy
(Draper, 1875, pp. 180-181). Lewis
has two chapters in his book titled The
Struggle Between Science and Supersti-
tion that makes similar claims (Lewis,
1915, pp. 88-127).

G. Murray McKinley concluded that
Bruno was “one of the earliest modern
thinkers” and that his passion for sci-
ence “led Giordano Bruno to defy the
authority of his day” (McKinley, 1956,
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pp- 56, 234). Ben Smith bluntly stated,
“Giordano Bruno was burned at the
stake because his scientific philosophy
did not conform to the teachings of
the Church” (Smith, 1959, p. 48), and
John H. Randall described Bruno as
“the great martyr of the new science ... a
man whose soul was set on fire by the
Copernican discoveries ... [eventually]
to fall at last a victim to the Inquisition
and die in flames in Rome” (Randall,
1976, p. 242). Kessler wrote that he is
“one martyr whose name should lead all
of the rest” (Kessler, 1946, p. 11). Social
scientist G. Q. Marwat wrote:
Bruno was the first scientist who
suffered death at the stake because
of [the] tenacity with which he
maintained his unorthodox ideas at
a time when both the Roman Catho-
lic and Reformed churches were
reaffirming rigid Aristotelian and
Scholastic principles. ... On Feb. §,

1600, when the death sentence was
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formally read to him, he addressed
his judge by saying, “Perhaps your
fear in passing judgment on me is
greater than mine in receiving it.”
Bruno was the first martyr of science.
(Marwat, 2003, p. 4)

Robert Youngson, under the sub-
heading, “Don’t Tangle with the
Church,” claimed Bruno was “an Ital-
ian astronomer, mathematician, and
scientist whose far-seeing scientific
imagination was two centuries ahead of
his time” (Youngson, 1998, p. 281). He
claimed that when Bruno was brought
before the Inquisition they demanded
that he

retract all his scientific theories.
Bruno then tried to show that these
scientific beliefs were not incompat-
ible with a Christian belief in God
and creation. He believed in an
intellect which animated the uni-
verse and that the visible world was
a manifestation of this great intellect.
This all-pervading intellect was God.
These views cut no ice with the
Inquisition and Bruno was repeat-
edly pressed to deny and retract his
science. He refused. (Youngson,
1998, p. 284)

Professor Leonard Susskind, after
noting that “religion and science have
never loved each other for very long,”
concluded that the “bad times are well
known” and cited “the burning of Gior-
dano Bruno, the inquisition of Galileo,
[and] Darwin’s fear of being made an
outcast” as examples (Susskind, 20006, p.
24). The eminent scientist Neil deGrasse
Tyson stated, “I'm happy to report that
they don’t burn people at the stake if
they claim that Earth goes around the
sun, or that there are other stars that
might have planets that themselves
could support life. It’s statements like
that that got Giordano Bruno burned
at the stake in 1600” (Boyle, 2006, p. 3).

Even Edward Larson, noted for his
accuracy when dealing with religion-
science topics, wrote that “the Church-
approved answer” to religious conflicts

was to silence “scientific—sounding
freethinkers such as Giordano Bruno

. as Bruno was, by the Inquisition”
(Larson, 2001, p. 19). Under the sub-
topic “People Who Gave Their Lives
and Limbs to Science,” Conner and
Kitchen listed the number one example
as Bruno, who “was burned at the stake
in 1600 by the Inquisition in part for his
heretical teaching throughout Europe
that Farth revolved around the Sun and
that there may be an infinite number of
Earthlike worlds and suns” (Conner and
Kitchen, 2002, p. 34). Ingrid Rowland
even claimed that modern cosmology
was “developed in far greater detail” by
Bruno, who was “burned at the stake in
Rome in 1600” for his scientific work
(Rowland, 2004, p. 196). Finally, the
Freethought Association called Bruno
an “astronomer, philosopher, and Free-
thinker” (Freethought Association, 1928,
p. 244). So, is the case closed? Do all
the authorities agree that Bruno was a
brave scientist who was persecuted and
martyred because of his commitment to
scientific truth?

The First Scientific Martyr

Bruno is so important to many critics of
the church that his death is commonly
listed as the “first scientific martyr” and
an “example of the inevitable collision
between rigid theological dogma and
freedom of speculation within natural
philosophy, the precursor to modern
science” (Shackelford, 2009, p. 60). Its
importance is so critical that Bruno’s
death is used by historians to mark the
transition from the “Renaissance philos-
ophy” era to the “Scientific Revolution”
era (Ingegno, 1998). A scientific think
tank in Germany committed to de-
bunking religion is named after Bruno
(Higgins, 2007, p. A11). Another recent
reference penned to support the claim
that Christianity has long repressed sci-
ence and free inquiry concluded that
the best examples of this repression were
“the religious censorship of Bacon in the

1200s, the burning of the heliocentrist
astronomer Bruno and the censure of
Galileo in the 1600s” (Aliff, 2005, p.
150). In fact, as I will document, none
of these examples supports Aliff’s claim
of church suppression of science (see
Bergman, 1981).
Repeating the same erroneous
claims about Galileo, Kevin Phillips
wrote that the “papacy found Galileo
guilty of heresy—and placed him under
house arrest for seven years until he
recanted —for propounding the Coper-
nican argument that the earth revolved
around the sun,” and then added that
“in 1600 philosopher Giordano Bruno
had been burned in Rome for much the
same offense” (Phillips, 2006, p. 227).
Harvard Professor David Landes wrote
that Galileo was not the first, nor will he
be the last, to suffer at the hands of the
church over science progress:
Equally momentous, if less remem-
bered, was the burning in Rome in
February 1600 of Giordano Bruno
.. whose imaginary concept of the
universe came far closer to what we
now think than that of Copernicus
or Galileo: infinite space, billions
of burning stars, rotating earth
rcvolving around the sun, matter
composed of atoms, and so on. All
heresies, linked to mysteries and
magic. In effect, by burning Bruno,
the Church proclaimed its intention
of taking science and imagination in
hand and leashing them to Rome.
(Landes, 1999, p. 181)
For an excellent review of why these
claims about Copernicus and Galileo
are erroneous, see Moy (2001).

Bruno not a Scientist
Although, historically, the lines between
what we call science and religion were
not clearly drawn, it is clear that few
professional science historians, if any,
consider Bruno a scientist. Both his
masters and doctorate were in theology.
The major histories of science, includ-
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ing Dampier (1949, p. 112), Lindberg
(1992), North (1995), Heilbron (2003),
Grant (2004), and Singham (2007, p.
28), never mentioned Bruno even once.
Some historians of science, such as
Goldstein (1988, pp. 85-86), mention
him as a philosopher.

As far as is known, he never collected
data, never did scientific experiments,
or made testable scientific observations,
as did Galileo; rather, his many books
were based solely on philosophical
speculation. Although Bruno was nei-
ther a scientist nor an astronomer but
a theologian and philosopher, he did
cover cosmology as part of his lectures.
Furthermore, Bruno saw himself as a
philosopher of religion, not a scientist
(Boulting, 1972, p. 272). His long career
as a college professor and as a tutor at
several leading universities is extensively
documented in a sympathetic biography
titled Giordano Bruno: Philosopher, Her-
etic (Rowland, 2008).

Bruno’s occult involvement espe-
cially caused him difficulties with both
the church and state. For this reason,
“many historians of science have rightly
denied to Bruno a place in the history
of science” (Peters, 1989, p. 243). Thus,
Bruno biographer Dorothea Singer con-
cluded from her extensive study of his
life that Bruno was “in no sense a man
of science” (Singer, 1950, p. v).

It is commonly implied, or openly
stated, that the reason Bruno was ex-
ecuted on February 16, 1600, by the
Italian government was because he chal-
lenged church dogma, such as claiming
that the earth moved around the sun
(heliocentrism), and not the sun around
the earth (geocentrism). The long paper
trail in his case, though, clearly shows
that it was not his Copernicanism that
got him into trouble, but his theological
beliefs, such as his teaching that there
is “no personal God” but rather “we are
in God, and God is in us” (White, 2002,
pp. 7, 48).

In the words of Rowland, Bruno
reasoned that “God would be nothing

without the world, and, for this reason,
God did nothing but create new worlds”
(Rowland, 2004, p. 197)—this was the
essence of Bruno’s infinite worlds theol-
ogy. Bruno did support Copernicanism
but only to advocate “Hermetic religion
as a corrective for the woes of Reforma-
tion and Counter Reformation Europe’
(Shackelford, 2009, p. 61). This position
put him not only in the religious sphere

i

but in the political arena as well, which
was central to his later problems.

His rejection of the orthodox Chris-
tian view of the Trinity, which he held
as a young man, and his conclusion
that Jesus “could not have been the
son of God” were probably even more
important reasons for his troubles and
branding as a heretic (Rowland, 2008,
p- 57). Nonetheless, Bruno made an ex-
traordinarily difficult defendant because
“his uncanny ability to put orthodoxy
itself into a historical context made the
certainties of dogma look uncertain”
(Rowland, 2008, p. 58).

Dorothea Singer (1950, p. 5) con-
cludes that Bruno’s whole philosophy
was based on his belief in an infinite
universe and infinite inhabited worlds—
both ideas widely rejected then and
still today, even by most big-bang cos-
mologists. Bruno believed not only in
an “infinite universe,” but also one that
“carried the seeds of its own propagation
everywhere” (Rowland, 2004, p. 197).
Most scientists in Bruno’s day were not
supportive of Bruno’s ideas. Many prom-
inent scientists, including Galileo and
Johann Kepler, were not sympathetic
to Bruno, partly because he espoused a
Copernican system for mystical rather
than for scientific reasons (Lerner and
Gosselin, 1973).

Bruno’s Early Life
A precocious boy, Bruno became a Do-
minican at age 14 and wrote a total of
over 60 works, mostly on theology, meta-
physics, philosophy, the art of memory,
and esoteric mysticism (Brinton, 1890, p.

12). His writings made him a “maverick,
a misanthrope, and an extreme intel-
lectual radical,” who “actually courted
danger and controversy” by openly “con-
fronting his enemies head-on” (White,
2002, p. 48, 9). Rowland wrote that
“Bruno’s keen wits were never tempered
by charity toward his weaker colleagues,”
and he often referred to his peers in very
disparaging terms (Rowland, 2008, pp.
113-114).

He was “at first welcomed” during
his 16 years of wandering over Europe
from university to university as a profes-
sor, tutor, or author. But it was never
for long because he was so radical and
uncharitable. Although as a lecturer he
held his listeners spellbound, it was not
long before “his presence always led to
embarrassment” (Rowland, 2008, p. 132;
see also, Singer, 1950, p. v).

This view is well recognized by
Bruno scholars. Lerner and Gosselin
conclude that “the common claim
that Bruno challenged an ignorant and
obscurantist Catholic church in a mod-
ern spirit of freedom” is largely a myth
(Lerner and Gosselin, 1986, p. 126). The
claim that Bruno was a “failed Galileo’
was “congenial to the worldview of
the 19th-century liberal” who opposed
Christianity (Learner and Gosselin,
1986, p. 126), and it has been enshrined
in twenty-first-century mythology. Bruno
“regarded himself as ... [the] prophet ofa

new religion,” and interest in his works

”

was especially strong among those trying
to fill the “spiritual void” left by their
disillusionment with organized religion

(Berggren, 2002, p. 30).

Bruno’s Prohlems in Society

A prolific and popular author (some of
his works are still in print today—see
Blackwell, 1998), Bruno was also a
rebel who, when still a young man, was
accused of Arianism, iconoclasm, and
the possession of heretical books. After
he left the Catholics, Bruno joined the
Calvinists at Geneva (De Leon-Jones,
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1997). He soon encountered problems
with them —evidently mostly because
of doctrinal disputes and his strongly
worded attacks against Aristotle (White,
2002, p. 105). The church, both Catho-
lic and Calvinist, was so wedded to
Aristotle that professors in their lectures
rarely deviated “even the slightest bit
from the opinions of Aristotle” (Rowland,
2008, p. 100). Brinton reports that when
in Geneva, Bruno was “thrown into
prison for defamatory libel” (Brinton,
1890, p. 12).

According to Ernan McMullin, the
Oxford professors were also outraged
because they believed one of Bruno’s
lectures was plagiarized from Marsilio
Ficino (1433-1499). The “opprobrium
of the university dons and many of the
students” was so strong in England that
Bruno “was all but physically expelled
from the city” (White, 2002, p. 110).

Bruno next went to France, where
he became a professor at the Sorbonne.
Soon problems developed there, and af-
ter only two years, he was forced to move
to England. After three years, he was also
forced to leave England because (among
other allegations) he repeatedly insulted
the professors at Oxford University,
claiming that they “knew much more
about beer than about Greek” (Singer,
1950, p. 33; Boulting, 1972, p. 85).

Bruno soon migrated to Germany
and was again excommunicated in 1590,
this time by the Lutherans. Much, if not
most, of Bruno’s problems were with
university faculty, one example being
the rector of the University of Marburg.
The rector wrote that Bruno

“went so far as to insult me in my
home as if I had acted against the
public interest, the custom of all
the universities of Germany, and
the good of knowledge.” The rector
erased Bruno’s name from the uni-
versity register, noting in the margin
that the erasure had been done “with
thC unanimous consensus Of thC
faculty in philosophy.” One of those

faculty members, in turn, erased the

rector’s note; apparently the faculty
was not so unanimous after all, nor
the rector so universally popular.
(Rowland, 2008, p. 198)

In Marburg “he was obliged to flee
in order to escape the ‘malevolence’ of
the rector of the University” (Brinton,
1890, p. 14). Brinton opined that Bruno
fled from the Lutherans of Marburg and
Helmstedt to save his life. Bruno next
went to Tiibingen University, where he
was paid to move elsewhere (Rowland,
2008, p. 209). He was forced to hastily
depart from a total of ten cities in ten
years, not due to his views on science,
but because he managed to alienate
not just the Catholic university faculty
in both France and Italy, but also their
Lutheran and Calvinist counterparts in
other countries. His “combative person-
ality, both in public and in print” often
was at the center of many of his conflicts
(Rowland, 2008, p. 202).

Returning to Rome, he was excom-
municated yet again by the Catholic
Church, not for teaching the theory of
Copernicus, but for heresy and blas-
phemy by denying the divinity of Christ
and asserting that Christ did not perform
miracles but was actually a magician
who only appeared to work miracles. His
teaching that most, if not all, heavenly
bodies were populated by life and that all
stars and planets were themselves living
also caused him major problems (Row-
land, 2008, p. 174). He could not have
been in trouble for espousing a moving
earth and an infinite universe because
“Copernicanism was not declared a
heresy until 1616 [Bruno died in 1600]
and, as for the infinite universe view, he
was simply echoing Cardinal Nicholas of
Cusa” (Hannam, 2009, p. 309).

Contemporary reports added that
Bruno was “quick in temper, bitter in
debate, violent in language, impatient
with ignorance, full of scorn for preju-
dices; nota pleasant, easy-going fellow by
any means; given at times to vainglorious
boasting” and his prose was “so coarse

that it sometimes passed beyond buf-
foonery into what to us seems indecency”
(Brinton, 1890, pp. 17-18). The record
is clear: his “views brought him into
conflict with the Orthodox academics”
in the university of his day (Shackelford,
2009, p. 61).

His ideas were not based on scientific
observations but on his philosophical
worldview. Rather than being a brilliant
scientist martyred for truth, Bruno has
been described by some as a misguided
quack. Lerner and Gosselin describe his
most important work, The Ash Wednes-
day Supper, as follows:

It appears to be a compendium of
nonsense —a disorganized display
of gross error connected by incom-
prehensible passages. Bruno has
the Copernican model of the solar
system wrong. He demonstrates total
ignorance of the most elementary
ideas of geometry, let alone geomet-
ric optics. He throws in scraps of
pseudoscientific argument, mostly
garbled, and proceeds to high-flying
speculations that seem disconnected
from the preceding or subsequent
arguments. Even the diagrams do
not always correspond to the ac-
companying discussions in the text.
(Lerner and Gosselin, 1986, p. 126)

Under the subheading “Strange
Cosmologies,” John Grant wrote that
Giordano Bruno’s “version of Coper-
nicanism” was really “incidental to his
own mystical, theistic cosmology.” In
fact, Bruno evidently

despised Copernicus as a mere
mathematician, and ... accepted the
planets’ revolution about the Sun for
reasons more associated with magic
than with science. Bruno’s cosmol-
ogy is hard for the modern mind
to understand, but appears to have
had strong connections to animism.
The Universe was of infinite extent,
and contained an infinite number
of inhabited worlds. There was no
deity who could be regarded as an

individual; instead, the magic of
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Nature was the deity, present in all
things. This deity was reflected in
human beings in the form of the
creative imagination. (Grant, 2006,
pp- 88-89)

It was clear at his trial that his writ-
ings were “purely philosophical” (Boult-
ing, 1972, p. 267). One example was
his belief in the “infinity of worlds,” the
existence of an endless number of worlds
like our earth (Boulting, 1972, p. 268).
Bruno’s speculations on an evolutionary
theory of the natural world, which he
called “progressive development,” were
no doubt developed by reading the Latin
poet Lucretius, whom he often quoted
(Boulting, 1972, p. 139). Brinton wrote
that Bruno’s view of evolution was
developed

to the full extent of the most ad-
vanced evolutionist of to-day. “The
mind of man,” he says, “differs from
that of lower animals and of plants,
not in quality, but only in quantity.”
“Each individual,” he adds, “is the
resultant of innumerable individu-
als. Each species is the starting point
for the next.” Change is unceasing.
... He extended these laws to the
inorganic as well as the organic
world, maintaining that unbroken
line of evolution from matter to man
which the severest studies of modern
science are beginning to recognize.
(Brinton, 1890, pp. 21-22)

In short, “the combination of new-
fangled and absurd theology with an
unerring ability to rub people the wrong

way meant that he could rarely stay put
for long” (Hannam, 2009, p. 307).

Bruno’s Nonclerical Enemies

Many of Bruno’s problems involved his
nonclergy enemies, such as the wealthy
Venetian businessman Giovanni Mo-
cenigo. Mocenigo personally strongly
disagreed with Bruno’s ideas and was
so determined to convince the church
to convict Bruno of heresy that he used
entrapment and then deception to get

the church to act against him (Berggren,
2002, p. 31). White wrote that Mocenigo
was actually desperate to convince the
Inquisition that Bruno was a first-class
enemy of the church. In his second
statement to the Inquisition, Mocenigo
became so involved in his claims that
he told
Bruno he will not report him if the
magus will finally submit to teach-
ing him the occult arts. In most
ways, though, this second statement
is little more than a reiteration of
the first [statement], for Mocenigo
had clearly run out of ideas or ac-
cusations to pin on Bruno. (White,
2002, p. 94)

By this time Bruno had enough en-
emies, both secular and sacred, that the
authorities in Italy were convinced they
should imprison him. His “cosmological
opinions ... were never questioned,” and
he was delivered “without the slightest
opposition of the civil government ...
to the Inquisition of Rome” (Brodrick,
1961, pp. 207, 339). Bruno compounded
matters by lying to interrogators—dur-
ing his trial he “denied any link with
the mystical arts, but the evidence for
his close association with magic could
be found in his books and through his
known connections with Hermeticists
[the followers of Hermes]” (White,
2002, p. 38). Hermes was believed to be
an Egyptian priest who lived not long
after Moses, though recent scholarship
places him after the beginning of Chris-
tianity. His works often focused on the
occult, especially astrology and alchemy.
Bruno’s writings reveal that he rejected
many of the scientific advances of the
Middle Ages and wanted to return to the
ideas of the pre-Mosaic Chaldeans and
Egyptians (Heilbron, 2003, p. 718; Mc-
Mullin, 2005, p. 177; Huxtable, 1997).

Boulting wrote that Bruno’s trial was
conducted with moderation, and all
of the depositions were “carefully and
accurately recorded” (Boulting, 1972,
p. 281). A major problem was Bruno’s
attitude. Bruno once said, “Often have

[ been threatened with the Holy Office
and I deemed it a joke” (Boulting, 1972,
p. 264). Areview of the court transcripts
makes it clear the whole issue was theol-
ogy, especially his rejection of the Trinity
(Rowland, 2008, p. 265). Bruno was
accused of theological heresy, praising
religious heretics, and even fraud (Row-
land, 2008, pp. 288-289).

Bruno rejected many of the central
Catholic doctrines, such as transubstan-
tiation and the virgin birth. He even
called the pope the “Iriumphant Beast”
(Boulting, 1972, pp. 299-300). His mor-
als were also problematic. He once told a
friend that the “ladies pleased him well;
but he had not yet reached Solomon’s
number; the Church sinned in making
a wickedness of that which was of great
service in Nature, and which, in his
view, was highly meritorious,” namely
sexual promiscuity (quoted in Boulting,
1972, p. 266).

Bellarmine did draw up a set of eight
doctrinal propositions, of which Bruno
admitted he violated four—including
denying that sins of the flesh were mor-
tal sins (Rowland, 2008, p. 257). The
Inquisition in Bruno’s case was at first
very lenient. When the charges were
proven, all Bruno had to do was show
repentance and renounce his heresy,
but he steadily refused (Boulting, 1972,
p- 297). Of note is the difficulty of prov-
ing the Inquisition’s case —at least two
witnesses were required and, in this case,
both were questionable, requiring more
extensive research. Rowland notes the
“fact that Bruno’s trial dragged on year
after year suggests that Santori and his
fellow inquisitors could find no plausible
way to obtain a conviction” (Rowland,
2008, p. 252). He was also accused of
founding and leading a new sect, a con-
cern then because the Catholic Church
was hghting the Protestant schism in
several nations (Boulting, 1972, p. 298).

When sentence was pronounced,
“his life, studies and opinions were re-
counted, as well as the zeal and brotherly
love of the Inquisitors in their efforts
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to convert him” (Rowland, 2008, p.
299). Bruno was given eight more days
of grace to “repent” but again refused,
remaining obstinate, “notwithstanding
the theologians visitled] him daily” to
convince him to mend his ways; and
“when the crucifix was held out to him,
he turned his face aside in disdain”
(Boulting, 1972, pp. 301, 304). Nothing
in the surviving record indicates helio-
centricity or science had any part in the
issues of concern—doctrinal matters
were the heart of the church’s concern
(Rowland, 2008, p. 258). Adamson wrote
that Bruno
possessed no remarkable scien-
tific knowledge, for his own writ-
ings condemn him of a degraded
materialism and show that he was
entangled in commonplace errors.
He had no splendid adornments of
virtue, for as evidence against his
moral character there stand those
extravagancies of wickedness and
corruption into which all men are
driven by passions unresisted. He
was the hero of no famous exploits
and did no signal service to the
state; his familiar accomplishments
were insincerity, lying and perfect
selfishness, intolerance of all who
disagreed with him, abject meanness
and perverted ingenuity in adulation.
(Adamson, 1903, pp. 307, 23)

In one of the most sympathetic bi-
ographies of Bruno, Rowland wrote that
his “radical defiance, both of Christian
doctrine and of the Inquisition’s right
to enforce it and even ‘to acknowledge
the inquisitors authority”” is what forced
them to “respond by showing him their
power” (2008, p. 268, 273).

Bruno was eventually handed over
to the secular authorities, and it was
the state that burned him at the stake in
the style of the times as a traitor, a man
judged dangerous to the welfare of the
people. Mercati claimed that this deci-
sion was not made hastily:

Pope Clement VIII kept him con-

fined for seven years, always in the

hope of winning him back to the

Church and to the order he had

abandoned. He was well treated by

the Inquisition, given a comfortable

room, all the writing materials he re-

quested, and a change of towels, bed

and personal linen twice a week. He

was allowed out of papal funds a pen-

sion of four crowns a month, which

enabled him to order whatever food

he liked. (Angelo Mercati, Il somma-

rio del Processo di Giordano Bruno.

In, Studi e Teste, 101, 1942, pp. 126

ff., quoted in Brodrick, 1961, p. 207)

A further problem is that Bruno

recanted his major heresies early in

his imprisonment and then later reaf-

firmed his original views, making him

a relapsed heretic with immolation

the normal penalty. Furthermore, his

Spaccio de la bestia trionfante made the

pope into the beast of Revelation, an act

beyond heresy and into sedition because
the pope was also a secular ruler.

A Martyr for Science?

In the end, Bruno’s problems were sum-
marized by Berggren as follows: “There
is little doubt that he saw himself as
prophet of a new religion—or at least of
a new kind of religious insight” (Berg-
gren, 2002, p. 30). Eminent science
historian Sir William Dampier wrote
that Bruno “openly attacked all orthodox
beliefs, and was condemned by the In-
quisition, not for his science, but for his
philosophy and his zeal for religious re-
form” (Dampier, 1949, p. 113). Professor
Yates, in an entire book on the subject,
argued that although often portrayed as
a martyr for science, Bruno was no such
thing. Rather, he was a magus who trav-
eled across Europe preaching a gospel
rooted in mystical Egyptian pantheistic
texts, especially the so-called tradition of
Hermes (Yates, 1991).

Yates concluded that Bruno’s teach-
ing was neither orthodox Catholic nor
Protestant doctrine but rather Egyptian
magical doctrines (Yates, 1991, p. 239).

His magical, mystical alchemy prob-
ably alienated scientists more than the
clergy. Francois Russo concluded that
modern science would not “have been
possible without the recognition that in
nature” exists
certain constants, that natural phe-
nomena are connected by per-
manent relationships. It will be
remembered that sixteenth-century
Humanism showed one trend that
was in complete opposition to this,
and that at one time it almost carried
the day—when men like Cardan and
Giordano Bruno lapsed into a natu-
ralistic pantheism, a panpsychism,
according to which the universe
was a hodgepodge of uncoordinated
wonders. (Russo, 1963, p. 305)

One explanation for Bruno’s por-
trayal as a martyr of science lies in
postmodern thinking.

The orthodox story portrays Galileo
too much as the rational man of
modernity for him to be wholly
satisfactory as a postmodern hero.
Fortunately there is an alternative at
hand: Giordano Bruno, who appeals
more to postmodern sensibilities.
Bruno combines Copernicanism
with the cabala and with a suppos-
edly ancient Egyptian form of magic.
Moreover, he was executed by the
church in 1600, allegedly for teach-
ing Copernicanism, so he makes
a good substitute for Galileo. This
story of Bruno, the martyr to science,
combines science with mysticism
and is becoming increasingly popu-
lar. In fact, Bruno is even less the
martyr than Galileo was. (Sampson,
2001, p. 155)

Bruno was not alone in holding to
some, or even many, of his mystical ideas
(Rowland, 2008). The best example is
Isaac Newton, who indulged not only
in alchemy but also in the mystical arts.
Johannes Kepler also based some of
his astronomy on mystical ideas, such
as his belief that the planets and other
bodies emitted musical harmonies. One
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critical difference is that both Newton
and Kepler did not stop at philosophical
speculations but did empirical research
and collected data to support their theo-
ries, whereas Bruno did neither; instead,
he “relied on mental geometries that are
strange to us” (Rowland, 2008, p. 282).
Furthermore, Bruno carried his
mystical arts far beyond many, if not
most, other men of science in an age
when most scientists were abandoning
such ideas. Newton and others were
able to work on their alchemical ideas
in relative obscurity. Only recently has
the extent of Newton’s involvement in
the mystical arts been documented and
become widely known. Kepler’s musical
harmonies hypothesis served as a means
of developing theories that could be
empirically tested. Their philosophical
speculations clearly influenced their
work but did not dominate it. It was their
data that made their reputations as scien-
tists. Ironically, in spite of Bruno’s con-
flicts with the universities, the scholars,
the state, and the church, he claimed
everything he had discovered about
the immensity of the universe only
strengthened his awe at creation
and his joy at coming closer to its
source. His attention was fixed not
on what he had done wrong in his
life but on what he had learned in
its course, and he was consumed
with eagerness to communicate
those discoveries. Furthermore, he
observed repeatedly that in deepen-
ing his knowledge of the universe, he
had also deepened his communion
with religion’s most basic truths. He
quoted Psalm 19 in support of his
philosophy: “The heavens declare
the glory of God, and the firmament
sheweth his handiwork.” (Rowland,
2008, p. 190)

Why the Bruno Myth Persists

The main reason for the perpetuation
of the Bruno myth is because “post-En-
lightenment historical essayists sought

to exalt Bruno as an exemplary figure
in the struggle for free thought against
the confining authority of aristocratic
government supported by religious
authority” (Shackelford, 2009, p. 63).
Another reason is because his case served
as a means of discrediting the Catholic
Church in particular and Christianity
in general. An example of this is Profes-
sor Ira Cardiff, who, first, incorrectly
averred that Copernicus “proved the
earth NOT to be the center of the
universe” by his “mass of astronomical
observations,” which were not published
until he died, a fact that “certainly saved
him from martyrdom.” Then Cardiff
claimed that no progress in science oc-
curred for about 50 years, until “Bruno
constructed a philosophy embodying the
ideas of Copernicus.” Cardiff mockingly
concluded that the “Church showed its
appreciation of this great work by burn-
ing Bruno at the stake” (Cardiff, 1942,
pp- 54-55).

Several recent references have
endeavored to correct the myth. For
example, Grant wrote that “one of the
classic tales within the history of science
is that of Giordano Bruno (1548-1600),
burnt at the stake for his support of
the new Copernican cosmology ... the
story of Bruno as a martyr in the name
of science—with the implicit corollary
that the Church condemned scientific
progress—is false” (2007, p. 151). Grant
adds that in “more modern times Bruno
would have been regarded as a (prob-
ably) harmless lunatic.” Unfortunately,
the myth was made secure by many
widely read and respected scientists and
authors from John Tyndall to Henry
Fairfield Osborn (Shackelford, 2009,
pp. 63-64).

One positive result of the Bruno
affair is that it “influenced the Church
away from a policy of punishment to-
ward a policy of persuasion” (Rowland,
2008, p. 283), partly because, in spite of
his numerous violations of both church
doctrine and moral law, many high-level
church leaders saw what happened to

Bruno as a major injustice. If Bruno
had acknowledged the authority of the
church and state, he likely would not
have been executed.

Conclusion

The evidence demonstrates that the
common belief that Bruno was the
“first martyr of science” is historically
inaccurate (Pearcey and Thaxton, 1994).
One reason for this misperception was
the “fact that Bruno had been an advo-
cate and popularizer of heliocentricism
[which] may have led to the later percep-
tion that he was the first martyr of the
new science” (Singham, 2007, p. 28).

University of Wisconsin science his-
torian Ron Numbers in a PBS interview
on his research about Galileo stated that
not only is there “no reason to believe
that Galileo at any point faced the threat
of death,” but also there “was never any
indication in the court records of death
being a possible penalty, and no other
scientists were put to death for their
scientific views” (PBS, 20006). In answer
to the question, “Is it the case then that
there have been no scientists killed for
their scientific views?” Numbers replied,
“I can think of no scientist who ever lost
his life for his scientific views” (PBS,
2006). None. Thomas Kuhn stated flatly,
“Bruno was not executed for Coperni-
canism” (Kuhn, 1985, p. 199). Angelo
Mercati wrote that Bruno, a former

Dominican friar, had long ceased
to believe in Christianity before he
was imprisoned by the Roman In-
quisition. His cosmological opinions,
borrowed anyhow from Cardinal
Nicholas of Cusa, were never ques-
tioned. To make him a martyr of sci-
ence, as some have done, is merely
silly, as he never engaged in any
kind of scientific activity. (quoted in
Brodrick, 1961, p. 207)

Olson states bluntly that it was
“because of his advocacy of Hermetic
magic and his claim that Moses and
Christ were magi and not for any as-
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tronomical views that Giordano Bruno
was condemned by the Holy Office of
the Inquisition” (Olson, 2004, p. 58).
FEdward Peters added that the Galileo
and Bruno cases became so widely
publicized that they
shaped much of the early social and
cultural self-perception of modern
scientists. The execution in Rome
of Giordano Bruno in 1600 and
the penance imposed on Galileo
Galilei, also in Rome, in 1633 con-
stituted the core of ... the myth of
the martyrology of science and the
role of the Church, specifically The
Inquisition, in creating martyrs of
science and opposing the progress of
scientific discovery. ... The names of
Bruno and Galileo were frequently
linked and the cause for which they
both suffered was identified as the
cause of reason and science, opposed
to superstition and obscurantism,
represented by theologians and
directed by The Inquisition. (Peters,
1989, p. 243)

This essay shows that the claim
(copied below) made by Dr. Tiemen
De Vries’, a popular Freethinker au-
thor of the early 1900s, is worse than
irresponsible:

And almost the last martyrs [of sci-
ence] were Galilei, Copernicus and
Giordano Bruno, the last of whom
was burned at the stake in Rome in
the year 1600, because of his scien-
tific researches [that were] in conflict
with the guesses of the church which
were articles of faith. The murder of
Giordano Bruno is one of the most
atrocious and most blasphemous
crimes of the Papacy and we may add
of the whole world’s history. Bruno
was teaching in accordance with Co-
pernicus that the earth did not stand
still but moves on its axis and around
the sun, which as the whole world
knows now, was right. The Pope was
commanding the faithful to believe
that the earth stands still, which was
not true. (De Vries, 1932, p. 141)

De Vries then condemns the pope for
putting the Bible above science.

From a modern vantage point, what
Bruno did does not in any way justify
either the actions of the state or the
Inquisition. Much of Bruno’s fame and
influence resulted from the way he met
his end, which created both sympathy
and much curiosity about him (Singer,
1950). Bruno read widely and synthe-
sized what he read to produce many
ideas, some of which can be interpreted
as providing insight on scientific ideas
accepted today, but much that he wrote
was clearly foolish.

If he had died a natural death, his
ideas and writings may well have been
buried in history, of interest to no one.
His inglorious death made him a martyr,
even a hero, to many. The event was
seized on by the anticlerical movement
and anti-Christian rationalistic skeptics
to discredit the Catholic Church (Sdn-
chez, 1972).

Many myths still exist about Bruno,
including claims about his support
for righteous causes. The myth briefly
examined in this paper, that Giordano
Bruno was the first martyr for science, is
not supported by history. The common
claim, such as by Stephen Jay Gould that
sciences’ “true martyrs—Bruno at the
stake, Galileo before the Inquisition—or,
in better times, merely irritated, as Huxley
was, by ecclesiastical stupidity” is histori-
callyfalse (Gould, 1991, p. 400). The fact
is, in the words of Cambridge-trained
historian of science James Hannam,
“Contrary to popular belief, the Church
never ... burnt anyone at the stake for
science ideas” (Hannam, 2009, p. 3).
Acknowledgments: Walter Hearn,
Ph.D.; David Herbert, Ed.D.; John
UpChurch, M.S.; Clifford Lillo, M.A;
Jody Allen, R.N.; and three anonymous

reviewers.

Adamson, Robert. 1903. Development of
Modern Philosophy. Vol. 1. William

Blackwood and Sons, Edinburgh, Lon-
don, UK.

Aliff, John. 2005. Teaching evolution and the
challenge of intelligent design. Georgia
Journal of Science 63(3): 144-152.

Berggren, Lars. 2002. The image of Gior-
dano Bruno. In Gatti, Hilary (editor),
Giordano Bruno: Philosopher of the
Renaissance, pp. 17-50. Ashgate, Burl-
ington, V'T.

Bergman, Jerry. 1981. The establishment of a
heliocentric view of the universe. Journal
of the American Scientific Affiliation
33(4): 225-230.

Blackwell, Richard J. (editor). 1998. Gior-
dano Bruno: Cause, Principle and Unity:
And Essays on Magic, Cambridge Texts
in the History of Philosophy. Cambridge
University Press, New York, NY.

Boulting, William. 1972. Giordano Bruno:
His Life, Thought, and Martyrdom.
Books for Libraries Press, Freeport, NY.

Boyle, Alan. 2006. Einstein and Darwin: a
tale of two theories. Interview with Neil
deGrasse Tyson. http://www.nbcnews.
com/id/7490426/ns/technology_and_sci-
ence-science/t/einstein-darwin-tale-two-
theories/#.U4YUZCgVdcY.

Brinton, Daniel. 1890. Giordano Bruno:
Philosopher and Martyr. Two Addresses.
David McKay, Philadelphia, PA.

Brodrick, James. 1961. Robert Bellarmine:
Saint and Scholar. The Newman Press,
Westminster MD.

Cardiff, Ira. 1942. A Million Years of Human
Progress. Dorset, New York, NY.

Conner, Susan, and Linda Kitchen. 2002.
Science’s Most Wanted. Brassey’s Inc.,
Washington, DC.

Dampier, Sir William. 1949. A History of
Science and Its Relations with Philosophy
and Religion. Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, UK.

De Leon-Jones, Karen Silvia. 1997. Gior-
dano Bruno and the Kabbalah: Prophets,
Magicians, and Rabbis. University of
Nebraska Press, Lincoln, NB.

De Vries, Tiemen. 1932. Evidence on
Christianity and Evolution. de Vries,
Evanston, IL.

Draper, John William. 1875. History of the



Volume 50, Spring 2014

235

Conflict Between Religion and Science.
D. Appleton and Company, New York,
NY.

Findlen, Paula (editor). 2004. Athanasius
Kircher: The Last Man Who Knew Every-
thing. Routledge, New York, NY.

Foote, G.W., and Charles Watts. 1874. He-
roes and Martyrs of Freethought. Charles
Watts, London, England.

Freethought Association. 1928. The Story of
the Inquisition: What It Was and What It
Did. The Freethought Press Association,
New York, NY.

Goldstein, Thomas. 1988. Dawn of Modern
Science. Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA.

Gould, Stephen Jay. 1991. Bully for Bronto-
saurus. Norton, New York, NY.

Grant, Edward. 2004. Science and Religion,
400 B.C. to A.D. 1550: From Aristotle to
Copernicus. Johns Hopkins University,
Baltimore, MD.

Grant, John. 2006. Discarded Science.
AAPPL Artists’ and Photographers’ Press
Limited, Wisley, Surrey, UK.

Grant, John. 2007. Corrupted Science.
AAPPL Artists’ and Photographers’ Press
Limited, Wisley, Surrey, UK.

Hannam, James. 2009. God’s Philosophers:
How the Medieval World Laid the Foun-
dations of Modern Science. Icon Books,
London, UK.

Heilbron, J.L.. 2003. The Oxford Companion
to the History of Modern Science. Oxford
University Press, New York, NY.

Higgins, Andrew. 2007. As religious strife
grows, Europe’s atheists seize pulpit. The
Wall Street Journal, April 12, pp. Al, 11

Huxtable, R.J. 1997. Giordano Bruno: Gali-
leo and the foundations of the scientific
method. Proceedings of the Western Phar-
macology Society 40:1-7.

Ingegno, Alfonso. 1998. Introduction. In
Blackwell, Richard J. (editor), Giordano
Bruno: Cause, Principle and Unity: And
Essays on Magic, pp. vii-xxix. Cambridge
University Press, New York, NY.

Kerrod, Robin, and Carole Stott. 2007.
Hubble: The Mirror on the Universe.
Firefly Books, Buffalo, NY.

Kessler, John. 1946. Giordano Bruno: The
Forgotten Philosopher. The Rationalist

Association, St. Louis, MO.

Kuhn, Thomas. 1985. The Copernican
Revolution. Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA.

Landes, David S. 1999. The Wealth and
Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So
Rich and Some So Poor. W.W. Norton,
New York.

Larson, Edward J. 2001. Evolution’s Work-
shop: God and Science on the Galdpagos
Islands. Basic Books, New York, NY.

Lerner, Lawrence S., and Edward A. Gos-
selin. 1973. Giordano Bruno. Scientific
American 228(4): 86-94.

Lerner, Lawrence S., and Edward A. Gos-
selin. 1986, Galileo and the specter
of Bruno. Scientific American 255(5):
126-133.

Lewis, Arthur. 1915. The Struggle Between
Science and Superstition. Charles H.
Kerr Chicago, IL.

Lindberg, David C. 1992. The Beginnings of
Western Science: The European Scientific
"Tradition in Philosophical, Religious, and
Institutional Context, 600 B.C. to A.D.
1450. The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, IL.

Marwat, Ghulam Qasim. 2003. Science-
religion: from conflict to conversation.
Science-Religion Dialogue 2:1-7.

McKinley, G. Murray. 1956. Evolution: The
Ages and Tomorrow. The Ronald Press,
New York, NY.

McMullin, Ernan (editor). 2005. The Church
and Galileo, Studies in Science and
the Humanities from the Reilly Center
for Science Technology and Values.
University of Notre Dame Press, Notre
Dame, ID.

Moy, Timothy. 2001. Science, religion, and
the Galileo affair. Skeptical Inquirer
25(5): 43-49.

North, John. 1995. The Norton History of
Astrononty and Cosmology. W.W. Norton,
New York, NY.

Numbers, Ronald. 2009. Introduction. In
Numbers, Ronald (editor), Galileo Goes
to Jail and Other Myths About Science
and Religion, pp. 1-7. Harvard Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, MA.

Olson, Richard. 2004. Science and Religion.

1450-1900. From Copernicus to Darwin.
The Johns Hopkins University Press,
Baltimore, MD.

PBS. 2006. Interview of Ron Numbers.
http://www.pbs.org/faithandreason/
transcript/num-frame.html

Pearcey, Nancy R., and Charles B. Thaxton.
1994. The Soul of Science: Christian
Faith and Natural Philosophy. Crossway
Books, Wheaton, IL.

Peters, Edward. 1989. Inquisition. University
of California Press, Berkeley, CA.

Phillips, Kevin. 2006. American Theocracy:
The Peril and Politics of Radical Religion,
Oil, and Borrowed Money in the 21st
Century. Viking, New York, NY.

Randall, John Herman. 1976. The Making of
the Modern Mind. Columbia University
Press, New York, NY.

Rowland, Ingrid D. 2004. Athanasius Kircher,
Giordano Bruno, and the panspermia
of the infinite universe. In Findlen,
Paula (editor), Athanasius Kircher: The
Last Man Who Knew Everything, pp.
195-205. Routledge, New York, NY.

Rowland, Ingrid D. 2008. Giordano Bruno:
Philosopher, Heretic. Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, New York, NY.

Russo, Francois S.J. 1963. Catholicism,
Protestantism, and the development of
science in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. In Métraux, Guy, and Fran-
cois Crouzet (editors), The Evolution
of Science: Readings from the History of
Mankind, pp. 291-320. Mentor, New
York, NY.

Sampson, Philip J. 2001. 6 Modern Myths
About Christianity & Western Civiliza-
tion. InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove,
IL.

Sanchez, José. 1972. Anticlericalism: A Brief
History. University of Notre Dame Press,
Notre Dame, IN.

Shackelford, Joel. 2009. Myth 7: That
Giordano Bruno was the first martyr of
modern science. In Numbers, Ronald
(editor). Galileo Goes to Jail and Other
Myths About Science and Religion, pp.
59-67. Harvard University Press, Cam-
bridge, MA.

Singer, Dorothea Waley. 1950. Giordano



236

Creation Research Society Quarterly

Bruno: His Life and Thought. Henry
Schuman, New York, NY.
Singham, Mano. 2007. The Copernican
myths. Physics Today, December, p. 48.
Smith, Ben Day. 1959. Man and Science:
A Study of Mankind, Past and Present.
Exposition Press, New York, NY.
Susskind, Leonard. 2006. The Good Fight.

In Brockman, John (editor), Intelligent

Thought: Science Versus the Intelligent
Design Movement, pp. 24-32. Vintage,
New York, NY.

White, Andrew D. (1895) 1955. A History of
the Warfare of Science with Theology in
Christendom. Reprint, George Braziller,
New York, NY.

White, Michael. 2002. The Pope and the
Heretic. William Morrow, New York, NY.

Yates, Frances. 1991. Giordano Bruno and
the Hermetic Tradition. The University
of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL.

Youngson, Robert. 1998. Scientific Blunders:
A Brief History of How Wrong Scientists
Can Sometimes Be. Carroll and Graf,
New York, NY.



