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Christopher Columbus lived the vast 
majority of his life in a Mediterranean 
world in which the Ottoman and Mam-
luk Empires dominated the eastern part 
of the sea and were in constant econo-
mic, political, and confrontational in-
teraction with the Christian states of 
Europe. 
This talk considers the importance of 
Islam in shaping Columbus‘s life and 
voyages. In doing so, it thinks critically 
about the role of Islam in the Spanish 
decision to send him across the ocean 
and in the early history of the Spanish 

Caribbean. It furthermore uses this 
Muslim history of Columbus to suggest 
ways of analyzing early modern perio-
dization and the place of Islam in the 
making of the modern world.

Alan Mikhail is professor and chair of 
history at Yale University. He is a histo-
rian of the early modern Muslim world, 
the Ottoman Empire, and Egypt. 

Ulrike Freitag is the director of Leibniz-
Zentrum Moderner Orient and profes-
sor for Islamic Studies at Freie Univer-
sität Berlin.


