
 

In the 1400s, Europeans became motivated to dramatically increase exploration. The kings and queens of Europe, as well as the explorers themselves, 
were driven by a desire for God, gold, and glory. In addition, the new humanistic world view that developed out of the Renaissance awakened curiosity 
about the world around them. 

 
 
 
 
 

European Exploration 

New Technology Helps 
Navigate the World  
In the 1400s, European knowledge of the 
world greatly expanded. Inventions such 
as the astrolabe and compass were used 
to great effect by explorers to help 
determine their place in the vast oceans. 
Cartographers, or mapmakers, were able 
to create more accurate maps. Lighter, 
faster ships were also built. The caravel 
could travel long distances and was easily 
steered along coastlines. The lateen sail 
improved travel by allowing ships to sail 
into the wind. Together, these inventions 
expanded Western Europeans’ 
knowledge of the world around them.  
 

Causes of European Exploration 
In the 1300s, the Black Death disrupted traditional trade routes that connected Asia to the Middle East and Europe. Then, in 1453 Ottoman Turks 
conquered the city of Constantinople, a huge center of trade. Both of these events motivated Europeans to find alternate trade routes to the valuable 
Spice Islands in the Pacific. In the 1500s, the Protestant Reformation resulted in divisions within the Catholic Church. The Catholic leaders of countries 
such as Spain and France wanted to expand Catholicism to other parts of the world and sent missionaries to convert people to the Catholic faith. Their 
reactions to the changing world resulted in a shift in power to Europe.  



 

Prince Henry, known as the Navigator, played a vast role in ushering in the Age of Exploration. He both sponsored 
and encouraged navigators, geographers, and merchants to take risks in order to expand their knowledge of the 
New World. European countries such as Spain, England, France, and the Netherlands followed Portugal’s lead and 
had a dramatic effect on other areas of the world. 
        

Portugal 
Portugal led the way in exploration. They traveled along the African coast, eventually rounding the southern tip of 
Africa. This opened the way for a sea route to Asia. Portugal was able to take control of key port cities around the 
Indian Ocean, which elevated them into a world power. They also created trading posts on the West-African coast, 
opening up the slave trade between Africa and colonies  in the New World.   

 

Spain 
In 1492, the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella sponsored the voyage of Christopher Columbus, who wanted to find a direct route west to the 
Spice Islands of Asia. He landed in the Caribbean islands, naming them the West Indies. However, Columbus had actually discovered new continents 
previously unknown to Europeans. This “New World” of North and South America became known as the Western Hemisphere. Spain continued to look 
for a western route to Asia, which led to Ferdinand Magellan circumnavigating, or sailing around, the world. 
 

Netherlands 
The Dutch became a leader of European trade by establishing colonies and setting up key trading posts around the 
world. In 1602, a group of merchants formed the Dutch East India Company, which was allowed to build its own 
armies, wage war, negotiate peace treaties, and govern overseas territory. This power soon enabled the Dutch to 
establish a monopoly in the Spice Islands and open up trade with China.  
 

France 
In 1534, Jacques Cartier explored the eastern coast of Canada and sailed inland on the St. Lawrence River. Soon, 
France’s American empire stretched from Quebec to the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi River to Louisiana 
and the Gulf of Mexico. By the 1700s, France claimed nearly half of North America. 
 

England 
In the 1600s, England concentrated on establishing colonies along the Atlantic coast of North America. In 1607, the 
first English colony of Jamestown, Virginia, was established. Soon, other colonies followed that provided valuable 
resources to the English Crown.  

European Exploration 

Important Explorers 
Portugal 
Vasco de Gama – Sailed around 
the Cape of Good Hope and 
established ports on the Indian 
Ocean.  
 

Spain 
Christopher Columbus – Sailed 
West across the Atlantic Ocean to 
the Caribbean.  
Vasco de Balboa – Crossed 
Panama, reaching the Pacific 
Ocean. 
Ferdinand Magellan – 
Circumnavigated the globe.  


