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For more than 600 years, Western civilization has relied on exploration to
learn about a wider world and universe. The Great Ages of Discovery details
the different eras of Western exploration in terms of its locations, its intellectual contexts, the characteristic moral conflicts that underwrote encounters,
and the grand gestures that distill an age into its essence.
Historian and MacArthur Fellow Stephen J. Pyne identifies three great
ages of discovery in his fascinating new book. The first age of discovery
ranged from the early 15th to the early 18th century, sketched out the contours of the globe, aligned with the Renaissance, and had for its grandest expression the circumnavigation of the world ocean. The second age launched
in the latter half of the 18th century, spanning into the early 20th century,
carrying the Enlightenment along with it, pairing especially with settler societies, and had as its prize achievement the crossing of a continent. The third
age began after World War II, and, pivoting from Antarctica, pushed into the
deep oceans and interplanetary space. Its grand gesture is Voyager’s passage
across the solar system. Each age had in common a galvanic rivalry: Spain
and Portugal in the first age, Britain and France—followed by others—in the
second, and the USSR and USA in the third.
With a deep and passionate knowledge of the history of Western exploration, Pyne takes us on a journey across hundreds of years of geographic
trekking. The Great Ages of Discovery is an interpretive companion to what
became Western civilization’s quest narrative, with the triumphs and tragedies
that grand journey brought, the legacies of which are still very much with us.
S T E P H E N J. P Y N E is an emeritus professor at Arizona State University.
Best known for his research into the history of fire, he has also written a suite
of studies that orbit around the concept of three ages of discovery: The Ice: A
Journey to Antarctica; How the Canyon Became Grand; and Voyager: Exploration, Space, and the Third Great Age of Discovery. The Great Ages of Discovery consolidates and amplifies this scholarship into a single volume.
“Stephen Pyne charts a new course through the history of exploration, navigating
deftly among ruminations, reflections, themes, and concepts. He sees exploration
as an intellectual adventure. Readers who accompany him will have a lucid, engaging, and magisterial guide. They can undertake odysseys without leaving their
armchairs.”
—Felipe Fernández-Armesto, author of Out of Our Minds: What We Think and
How We Came to Think It

