• Born in Italy, Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) is often credited with
the creation of the optical telescope, though in truth he
improved on existing models. The astronomer (also
mathematician, physicist and philosopher) turned the new
observational tool toward the heavens, where he discovered
the four primary moons of Jupiter (now known as the Galilean
moons), as well as the rings of Saturn. Though a model of the
Earth circling the sun was first proposed by Copernicus, it took
some time before it became widely accepted. Galileo is most
widely known for defending the idea several years after Kepler
had already calculated the path of planets, and Galileo wound
up under house arrest at the end of his lifetime because of it.

• In the early 20th century, German physicist Albert
Einstein (1879-1955) became of of the most famous
scientists ever after proposing a new way of looking at
the universe that went beyond current understanding.
Einstein suggested that the laws of physics are the same
throughout the universe, that the speed of light in a
vacuum is constant, and that space and time are linked in
an entity known as space-time, which is distorted by
gravity.

• American astronomer Carl Sagan (1934-1996) may not
have been a great scientists in comparison to some on
this list, but he is one of the most famous astronomers.
Sagan not only made important scientific studies in the
fields of planetary science, he also managed to
popularized astronomy more than any other individual.
His charismatic teaching and boundless energy impacted
people around the world as he broke down complicated
subjects in a way that interested television viewers even
as he educated them.

• Stephen Hawking (born 1942) has made many
significant insights into the field of cosmology. He
proposed that, as the universe has a beginning, it will
likely also end. He also suggested that it has no
boundary or border. Despite being viewed as one of the
most brilliant minds since Einstein, many of Hawking's
books and lectures are steered toward the general public
as he seeks to educate people about the universe they
live in.
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