
In this episode, viewers learn how and why gold has long been the 
world’s most precious metal. People are dazzled by gold because of a 
biological transformation. Gold became the world’s currency because of 
a quirk in the periodic table. Viewers also learn that gold only exists on 
the earth’s surface because of the ancient orbits of Jupiter and Saturn. 
Gold has always represented stability throughout human history and yet 
it has also created conflict and doomed empires. Viewers will learn how 
the world’s supply of gold became available to humans and why it has 
been turned into everything from money to wedding rings. This Big 

History perspective will change the way we think about gold and help us understand why it  

continues to have tremendous value worldwide.

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable 
for middle school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project 

online course and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions 
for these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a 

list of terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

collective   emerge  molten
conquistadores   inevitable  prospector
cosmos    landscape  tectonics
electron    

Discussion Questions
1.  In this episode, David Christian says that “the value of gold is entirely imaginary.” 
    What do you think this statement means? Discuss.
2.  What makes gold shine? 
3.  What did you learn in this episode about why humans are attracted to gold?
4. Why is gold found in some areas and not others?
5.  What does the term “collective cultural DNA” mean? How is it applied to gold in this episode?
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Extended Activities
1.  Gold Emerges. In the ancient Mediterranean world, gold was exchanged as currency while in the 

Americas it was used primarily for ornaments and monuments. Compare and contrast these uses of 
gold in a paper or short presentation.

2.  Gold Rush Revisited. While traditional histories of the California Gold Rush focus on the drive to find 
gold for financial profit, Big History traces the story further back in time to explore the deeper attrac-
tion humans have to gold. In a short essay, describe how a Big History of the Gold Rush differs from a 
traditional historical account. 

3.  Seven Metals. In the ancient world, people were aware of seven metals: gold, copper, lead, tin, silver, 
mercury and iron. Create a chart of these metals and compare and contrast their properties. Based on 
your chart, why do you think gold emerged as the world’s most treasured metal? 

4.  Executive Order 6102. In 1933, President Franklin Roosevelt issued Executive Order 6102, which 
eventually led to the establishment of the United States Bullion Depository, also known as Ft. Knox. 
Research this Executive Order and summarize it in a short paper, newspaper article, video or presenta-
tion about Ft. Knox.

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
Short video from History.com about gold:  
www.history.com/shows/how-the-earth-was-made/videos/gold

Short video about the California Gold Rush: 
www.history.com/topics/gold-rush-of-1849

Big History Project:
www.bighistoryproject.com

Related Reading
Note: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student readers who may want to read 
selections from these books to further their understanding of the topics explored in this episode. 

Brands, H.W. The Age of Gold: The California Gold Rush and the New American Dream. (Anchor, 2003).

Ferguson, Niall. The Ascent of Money: A Financial History of the World. (Penguin, 2009).

Thomas, Hugh. Rivers of Gold: The Rise of the Spanish Empire, From Columbus to Magellan.  

(Random House, 2005).
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