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columbus and  

the encounter

T
he Kislak Collection includes resources that focus on one of the most dramatic events 
 of the modern period: the encounter between Europe and the Americas, and the wide 
 range of critical historical processes that ensued. This encounter is made particularly 

significant by virtue of the context of both regions at the end of the fifteenth century.
The artifacts, documents, maps, and other materials o=er an opportunity to explore 

three major and connected processes at the time of encounter: the development of the pre- 
Columbian civilizations of the Americas, the conflict and accommodation that defines the 
generation of the encounter, and the establishment of a stable Spanish-American society 
constructed as a consequence of the encounter itself.

America included a rich and diverse collection of civilizations, with a deep and long his-
torical development at the time of the encounter, which is reflected in the triumph of the Mex-
ican-Aztec Empire and the Inca Empire. These two exceptional political, social, economic, 
and cultural enterprises achieved their success by virtue of large-scale, complex organiza-
tional structures of trade and government built up through intense and often violent competi-
tion among the many peoples in the Americas.

Europe experienced the encounter primarily through the initiative of the recently ascen-
dant Spanish kingdoms. This Spanish moment at the end of the fifteenth century represented 
the culmination of a centuries-long campaign to re-conquer the Iberian Peninsula, construct 
a coherent and e=ective national presence, and create a sense of cultural identity based on 
religious and linguistic uniformity capable of sustaining an imperial presence.

Chronologically, the story begins with the early history of the Americas to 1500; it then 
captures the moment between 1500 and 1550 that defines the characteristics of the new 
Spanish order in the Americas with special emphasis on the conflict and accommodation of  

facing: Carlo Verardi, In laudem Serenissimi Ferdinandi . . . , 1494 (entry 162).
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culture, religion, language, economics, and politics that is central to this process, and it 
closes with the establishment of the Spanish imperial system in the Americas into the seven-
teenth century.

This focus creates a context for understanding some of the consequences of this dra-
matic encounter. We can see the intensity of engagement around the issues of religion and 
language, central concerns for both Native Americans and Spaniards. We can recognize the 
remarkable European Renaissance commitment to rational thought that motivates the in-
tense pursuit of specific knowledge reflected in the Spanish e=ort to catalog, map, and un-
derstand all they found new in the Americas. We can appreciate the Atlantic-wide impact of 
this encounter by observing the reaction of other European nations as they challenged Span-
ish control over the opportunities o=ered by the Americas.

This story marks an extraordinary transition in world history that set the stage for the 
resulting rise of Western Europe and its extensive empires well into the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. It engages us in an e=ort to comprehend the trauma of the conflict and read-
justment required by the encounter of the powerful but quite distinct civilizations and cul-
tures of Spain and the Americas. It captures both the fragility of civilization and the enduring 
strength of culture and language in the face of conquest and colonization. This is a story for 
our time as well, because the experience of the Americas illustrates so many of the themes 
that occupy our attention today: conflict and accommodation among highly diverse cultures, 
the maintenance of diverse cultural identities within the context of the homogenizing influ-
ence of global trade, and the challenge of balancing rights and responsibilities among cul-
tural and political groups with distinct, and often unequal, levels of technological sophistica-
tion and power.

The insights from our study of this critical period expand our comprehension of the large 
issues that have always defined the cultural, social, economic, and political conflicts of our 
past and our present, and that will most likely condition our future. 

john lombardi
Louisiana State University

above:  
Benjamin Franklin Stevens,  

Christopher Columbus,  
His Own Book of Privileges,  

1893 (see entry 194).
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the new nation  

X. 

T
he independence era from the late eighteenth through the first decades of the nine-
teenth centuries marked the close of the historical arc that began with the expansion 
of European settlement into the Americas. The separation of the North American 

colonies from Great Britain, the French and Haitian revolutions and their impact in Europe 
and the Americas, and the sequential series of independence movements in Latin America 
involved a realignment of power, authority, and governance that marked the end of an era. 
Newly emergent nations throughout the Americas struggled to resolve the challenges of in-
dependence. Their efforts to redefine the limits of sovereignty and to establish new economic 
and political relationships within the Americas and with the former colonial nations produced 
continuing conflict that lasted in North America and much of Spanish America through the 
mid-nineteenth century—and in Brazil, Cuba, and Puerto Rico until the end of the century. 

For our purposes here, it is enough to recognize that the treasures of the Kislak Col-
lection highlight the story that begins with the native American civilizations, captures the 
dramatic and complex encounter of Europeans with those civilizations, and closes with the 
reorganization of trade, commerce, and political institutions that marked the transitional 
era. The Kislak Collection enables us to study the languages and cultures of these widely 
diverse peoples in the face of the dramatic and often violent adjustments brought about by 
events from the first encounters through the later  independence movements.

john lombardi
Louisiana State University

facing: George Washington, Diary, 1762 (see entry 886).




