
While many people think of silver as a secondary metal to gold, this 

episode of Big History reveals its fundamental importance throughout 

human history. From the creation of silver in supernova explosions to 

the use of silver as the first global currency, viewers learn how it has 

played a key role in cultures throughout the world. How did silver help 

the ancient Greeks defeat Persian forces? And how did the silver trade 

between the British empire and China spark the Opium Wars of the 19th 

century? This episode explores these questions and gives a Big History 

perspective on one of the world’s most popular metals.

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.

city-state  geology  signify
colonize   globalization  supernova
cosmos   masonic  thermonuclear

Discussion Questions
1.  How is silver created? What is unique about silver and what are some 

of its uses in our world today?
2.  How did access to silver help the ancient Greeks overcome the  

Persian forces? 
3.  Where is Potosi and why was it such an important location starting in 

the 16th century? 
4. What key innovation in silver mining led to its worldwide importance?
5.  Why has silver often been used as a form of currency instead of gold?
6.  What role did silver play in the Opium Wars between Britain and China?

SILVER Supernova



Activities
1.  Cerro Rico. In this episode we learn about the importance of Potosi in the history of the silver trade. 

Research this city and the “Cerro Rico” and write a short paper or create a presentation describing the 
history of Potosi in the context of the globalization of silver.

2.  Little Big History of Silver. Silver has played a key role in the world economy. Create a “Little Big 
History” of silver, describing the ways it has been cultivated and some of its key uses over time.

3.  Where in the World is Silver? In this episode we learn about the locations of several major deposits 
of silver in the world. Create a map and timeline showing where and when major sources of silver have 
been located. 

4.  Parkes Process. Silver is usually combined with other metals or ores. The process of extracting silver 
is critical to refining this precious metal. One method, the Parkes Process, was developed in the 19th 
century. Describe this process or another method used to separate silver in a short essay or a visual 
presentation. 

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

Web Links
Background article about the uses of silver:  
www.history.com/news/a-new-golden-age-for-silver

Background about the British East India Company:  

www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/history/empire/episodes/episode_15.shtml

Video clip about the Opium Wars:
www.history.com/shows/mankind-the-story-of-all-of-us/videos/ 
opium-in-china

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. 

Brown, Kendall. A History of Mining in Latin America: From the Colonial Era to the 

Present. (University of New Mexico Press, 2012).

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

2008).
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