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A CENTURY OF TURMOIL
• The following events dominated the history of 

Europe leading up to the era of Exploration 
and Discovery.

• The Crusades

• The Hundred Years War

• The Black Death

• The Rise of the Merchant Class

• The Gold-Salt Trade

• The Renaissance

• The Fall of Constantinople

• The Reconquista



THE CRUSADES

• While the Crusades did 
expose Europeans to the 
immense knowledge of the 
Islamic world, they also 
weakened the Byzantine 
Empire which for so long 
had protected the West and 
secured routes of trade 
from the East.



THE HUNDRED YEARS WAR
• The Hundred Years War 

devastated both England and 
France, but in both kingdoms 
it led to the eventual end of 
chivalry and the rise of 
strong monarchies. But, the 
destruction of the conflict 
did hamper the 
development of both of 
these kingdoms at the dawn 
of the sixteenth century.



THE BLACK DEATH
• From 1347-1354, the greatest 

pandemic in the history of 
Europe struck the continent 
which killed one-third of the 
entire population forever 
changing the economy of 
Europe and its cultural 
outlook. The Church, so long a 
powerful institution in the eyes 
of most, took a tremendous 
blow to its stature due to the 
ravages of the Black Death. 



THE RISE OF THE MERCHANT 
CLASS

• The Black Death led to a 
labor shortage for a time, but 
as the economies of Europe 
began to rebuild a middle-
class of skilled artisans, 
merchants, bankers, and well-
educated nobles emerged 
across the landscape. The 
invention of the printing press 
also led to the rise of a more 
educated European 
population. 



THE GOLD-SALT TRADE

• It is one of histories greatest 
ironies that it was truly the 
gold-salt trade with the 
kingdoms of West Africa 
which fueled the 
Renaissance in Europe and 
indirectly, the voyages of 
exploration and discovery, 
too. 



THE RENAISSANCE
• In Europe, flush with gold from West 

Africa, a new artisan and merchant class 
fueled the period of cultural flowering 
that we refer to as the Renaissance. But 
the Renaissance was about so much 
more than just artistic creativity. 
Innovations borrowed from both the 
Far East (i.e. the compass and the gun) 
and the Islamic world (mathematics, 
plus, the astrolabe and the lateen sail- 
both the perfected forms of earlier 
Greek and Roman innovations); along 
with the printing press enabled 
Europeans to embark upon the voyages 
of exploration and discovery.



THE FALL OF 
CONSTANTINOPLE

• In 1453, Europe received a shock when the 
Byzantine Empire fell to the Ottoman Turks. Long 
the center of trade in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
Constantinople, fell to the Ottomans. While trade 
with the East continued, the trade routes were 
now in Muslim hands and good became much 
more expensive. 

• After losing in a trade war to its rival, the Italian 
city-state of Venice, the Genoese had already began 
sailing and exploring westward in the hopes of 
finding a trade route to the East. In the process, the 
Genoese discovered the islands (such as the 
Canaries and the Madeiras) off the coast of West 
Africa. Later the Portuguese, using sailors from 
Genoa began to use the islands off of the coast of 
West Africa to set up the first plantations to grow 
sugar that would become a staple of the same 
system of slave exploitation in the future New 
World.  



THE RECONQUISTA
• By 1492, the Spanish and 

the Portuguese had kicked 
the Moors (Muslims) out of 
Spain and both were then 
poised to take the first steps 
in the era of exploration 
and discovery. Ironically, this 
era would open with the 
voyage of Christopher 
Columbus, a sailor who was 
born in Genoa in 1451. 



NATIVE AMERICAN SOCIETIES 
IN DECLINE

• The two most powerful 
empires in the Americas- 
the Aztecs and the Inca 
were both in decline by the 
time of European arrival 
and had accumulated a 
number of very powerful 
enemies. 



NATIVE AMERICAN SOCIETIES 
IN DECLINE

• The Americas had far more 
cultural diversity than 
Europe, Asia or Africa by 
1500. Scholars have 
estimated that anywhere 
from 50 to 100 million 
people may have been living 
on the two continents just 
prior to the point of 
European contact. 


