Visual Sources

Considering the Evidence: Global Christianity
in the Early Modern Era

 —

uring the early modern centuries, the world of European Christendom,

long divided between its Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox
branches, underwent two major transformations. First, the R eformation sharply
divided Western Christendom into bitterly hostile Protestant and Catholic
halves. And while that process was unfolding in Europe, missionaries—mostly
Roman Catholic—rode the tide of European expansion to establish the faith
in the Americas and parts of Africa and Asia. In those places, native converts
sometimes imitated European patterns and at other times adapted the new
religion to their own cultural traditions. Furthermore, smaller but ancient Chris-
tian communities persisted in Ethiopia, Armenia, Egypt, southern India, and
elsewhere. Thus the Christian world of the early modern era was far more
globalized and much more varied than before 1500. That variety found expres-
sion in both art and architecture, as the visual sources that follow illustrate.

Some of the differences between Protestant and Catholic Christianity be-
come apparent in the interiors of their churches. To Martin Luther, the founder
of Protestant Christianity, elaborate church interiors, with their many sculptures
and paintings, represented a spiritual danger, for he feared that the wealthy few
who endowed such images would come to believe that they were buying their
way into heaven rather than relying on God’s grace. “It would be better,” he
wrote, “if we gave less to the churches and altars, . .. and more to the necdy."‘“’
John Calvin, the prominent French-born Protestant theologian, went even
further, declaring that “God forbade . . . the making of any images represent-
ing him."*’

Behind such statements lay different understandings of the church building.

While Roman Catholics generally saw a church as a temple or “house of God,”
sacred because it is where God dwells on earth, Protestants viewed churches
more as meetinghouses, gathering places for a congregation. They were not sa-
cred in themselves as places, but only on account of the worship that occurred
within them.”® Furthermore, to Protestants, images of the saints were an invi-
tation to idolatry. Acting on such ideas, Protestants in various places stripped
older churches of the offending images, decapitated statues, and sometimes
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ritually burned statues and paintings at the stake. The new churches they created
were often quite different from their Catholic counterparts. Visual Source 15.1,
a painting by Dutch artist Pieter Saenredam from about 1645, portrays the
interior of a typical Dutch Reformed (Protestant) Church.

Roman Catholic response to the Reformation took shape in the Catholic
or Counter-Reformation (see pp. 723—25). That vigorous movement found
expression in a style of church architecture known as Baroque, which emerged
powerfully in Catholic Europe as well as in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies
of Latin America during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The inte-
riors of such churches were ornately adorned with paintings, ceiling frescoes,
and statues, depicting Jesus on the cross, the Virgin and child, numerous saints,
and biblical stories. The exuberant art of these church interiors appealed to the
senses, seeking to provoke an emotional response of mystery, awe, and gran-
deur while kindling the faith of the worshippers and binding them firmly to
the Catholic Church in the face of Protestant competition. Visual Source 15.2
is a photograph of the interior of the Pilgrimage Church of Mariazell, located
in present-day Austria. A church site since the twelfth century, the building was
enlarged and refurbished in Baroque style in the seventeenth century.

Visual Source 15.1 Pieter Saenredam, Interior of a Dutch Reformed Church (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)
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Visual Source 15.2 Catholic Baroque: Interior of Pilgrimage Church, Mariazell,
Austria (Werner Forman/Art Resource)

B What obvious differences do you notice between these two church
interiors? What kind of emotional responses would each of them have
evoked?

B In what ways do these church interiors reflect differences between
Protestant and Catholic theology? (See Snapshot, p. 725.) Why does the
Protestant congregation face toward the pulpit, from which the minister
presents his sermon, while the Catholic worshippers look toward the
altar, where Holy Communion takes place?
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® How might Protestants and Catholics have reacted upon entering each
other’s churches?

® Keep in mind that Visual Source 15.1 is a painting. Why do you think
the artist showed the people disproportionately small?

Throughout Latin America, Christianity was established in the context of
European conquest and colonial rule (see pp. 728—29). As the new faith took
hold across the region, it incorporated much that was of European origin as the
construction of many large and ornate Baroque churches illustrates. But local
communities also sought to blend this European Catholic Christianity with re-
ligious symbols and concepts drawn from their own traditions in a process that
historians call syncretism. In the Andes, for example, Inca religion featured a
supreme creator god (Viracocha); a sun god (Inti), regarded as the creator of the
Inca people; a moon goddess (Killa), who was the wife of Inti and was attended
by an order of priestesses; and an earth mother goddess (Pachamama), associ-
ated with mountain peaks and fertility. Those religious figures found their way
into Andean understanding of Christianity, as Visual Source 15.3 illustrates.

Painted around 1740 by an unknown artist, this striking image shows the
Virgin Mary placed within the “rich mountain” of Potosi in Bolivia, from
which the Spanish had extracted so much silver (see Chapter 14, p. 680). Thus,
Christianity was visually expressed in an Andean tradition that viewed moun-
tains as the embodiment of the gods. A number of smaller figures within the
mountain represent the native miners whose labor had enriched their colo-
nial rulers. A somewhat larger figure at the bottom of the mountain is an Inca
ruler dressed in royal garb receiving tribute from his people. At the bottom left
are the pope and a cardinal, while on the right stands the Habsburg emperor
Charles V and perhaps his wife.

B  What is Mary’s relationship to the heavenly beings standing above her
(God the Father on the right; the dove, symbolizing the Holy Spirit in
the center; and Jesus to the left) as well as to the miners at work in the
mountain? What is the significance of the crown above her head and
her outstretched arms?

B The European figures at the bottom are shown in a posture of prayer or
thanksgiving. What might the artist have been trying to convey? How
would you interpret the relative size of the European and Andean figures?

B Why do you think the artist placed Mary actually inside the mountain
rather than on it, while depicting her dress in a mountain-like form?

What marks this painting and the one on p. 729 as examples of syncretism?

Do you read these two images from the Andes as subversive of the colonial
order or as supportive of it? Do you think the artist who painted Visual
Source 15.3 was a European or a Native American Christian?
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Visual Source 15.3 Cultural Blending in Andean Christianity (Nick
Buxton, photographer)

In China, unlike Latin America, Christian missionaries operated in a setting
wholly outside of European political control, bringing their faith to a powerful
and proud civilization, long dominant in eastern Asia, where Confucianism,
Daoism, and Buddhism had for many centuries mixed and mingled. The out-
come of those missionary efforts was far more modest and much less successful
than in the Americas. Nonetheless, in China too the tendency toward syncre-
tism was evident. Jesuit missionaries themselves sought to present the Chris-
tian message within a Chinese cultural context to the intellectual and political
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elites who were their primary target audience. And Chinese Christians often
transposed the new religion into more familiar cultural concepts. European
critics of the Jesuit approach, however, feared that syncretism watered down the
Christian message and risked losing its distinctive character.

Visual Source 15.4 provides an example of Christianity becoming Chi-
nese.”” In the early seventeenth century, the Jesuits published several books in
the Chinese language describing the life of Christ and illustrated them with a
series of woodblock prints created by Chinese artists affiliated with the Jesuits.
Although they were clearly modeled on European images, those prints cast
Christian figures into an altogether Chinese setting. The print in Visual
Source 15.4 portrays the familiar biblical story of the annunciation, when an
angel informs Mary that she will be the mother of Jesus. The house and furni-
ture shown in the print suggest the dwelling of a wealthy Chinese scholar. The
reading table in front of Mary was a common item in the homes of the literary
elite of the time. The view from the window shows a seascape, mountains in
the distance, a lone tree, and a “scholar’s rock”—all of which were common

features in Chinese landscape painting. The clouds that appear at the angel’s feet
and around the shaft of light shining on Mary are identical to those associated
with sacred Buddhist and Daoist figures. To Chinese eyes, the angel might well
appear as a Buddhist bodhisattva, while Mary may resemble a Ming dynasty
noblewoman or perhaps Kuanyin, the Chinese Buddhist goddess of mercy and
compassion.

B What specifically Chinese elements can you identify in this image?
To whom might this image have been directed?

How might educated Chinese have responded to this image?

The European engraving on which this Chinese print was modeled
included in the background the scene of Jesus’ crucifixion. Why might
the Chinese artist have chosen to omit that scene from his image?

® How would European critics of the Jesuits’ approach to missionary work
have reacted to this image? To what extent has the basic message of
Catholic Christianity been retained or altered in this Chinese cultural
setting?

As Chinese emperors welcomed Jesuit missionaries at court, so too did the
rulers of Mughal India during the time of Akbar and Jahangir (1556-1627).
But while Chinese elite circles received the Jesuits for their scientific skills,
especially in astronomy, the Mughal court seemed more interested in the re-
ligious and artistic achievements of European civilization. Akbar invited the
Jesuits to take part in cross-religious discussions that included Muslim, Hindu,
Jain, and Zoroastrian scholars. Furthermore, the Mughal emperors eagerly em-
braced the art of late Renaissance Europe, which the Jesuits provided to them,
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Visual Source 15.4 Making
Christianity Chinese (ARSI,
Jap.Sin. 1 43 f. 74v)

much of it devotional and distinctly Christian. Mughal artists quickly learned
to paint in the European style, and soon murals featuring Jesus, Mary, and
Christian saints appeared on the walls of palaces, garden pavilions, and harems
of the Mughal court, while miniature paintings adorned books, albums, and
jewelry.

In religious terms, however, the Jesuit efforts were “a fantastic and extrava-
gant failure,”* for these Muslim rulers of India were not in the least inter-
ested in abandoning Islam for the Christian faith, and few conversions of any
kind occurred. Akbar and Jahangir, however, were cosmopolitan connoisseurs
of art, which they collected, reproduced, and displayed. European religious art
also had propaganda value in enhancing their status. Jesus and Mary, after all,
had a prominent place within Islam. Jesus was seen both as an earlier prophet
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Visual Source 15.5 Christian Art
at the Mughal Court (Rare Book
Department, The Free Library of
Philadelphia)

and as a mystical figure, similar to the Sufi masters who were so important in
Indian Islam. Mughal paintings, pairing the adult Jesus and Mary side by side,
were placed above the imperial throne as well as on the emperor’s jewelry and
his official seal, suggesting an identification of Jesus and a semi-divine emperor.
That the mothers of both Akbar and Jahangir were named Mary only added
to the appeal. Thus Akbar and Jahangir sought to incorporate European-style
Christian art into their efforts to create a blended and tolerant religious culture
for the elites of their vast and diverse realm. It was a culture that drew on Islam,
Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, and Christianity.

But as Catholic devotional art was reworked by Mughal artists, it was also
subtly changed. Visual Source 15.5 shows an early seventeenth-century depic-
tion of the Holy Family painted by an Indian artist.
®m Why do you think that this Mughal painter portrayed Mary and Joseph

as rather distinguished and educated persons rather than as the humble
carpenter and his peasant wife, as in so many European images? Why
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might he have placed the family in rather palatial surroundings instead
of a stable?

How do you imagine European missionaries responded to this represen-
tation of the Holy Family?

How might more orthodox Muslims have reacted to the larger project of
creating a blended religion making use of elements from many tradi-
tions? Consider the possible reactions of the Wahhabis (Document 15.3,
pp- 758—59) and Kabir (Document 15.4, pp. 760—61).

‘What similarities can you identify between this Indian image and the
Chinese print in Visual Source 15.4? Pay attention to the setting, the
clothing, and the class status of the human figures, and the scenes outside
the windows.
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Using the Evidence: Global Christianity
in the Early Modern Era

Making comparisons: What common Christian elements can you
identify 1n these visual sources? What differences in the expression of
Christianity can you define?

Considering Mary: The Catholic Christian tradition as it developed in
Latin America, China, and India as well as Europe provided a very impor-
tant place for representations of the Virgin Mary. Why might this feature
of the Christian message have been so widely appealing? But in what ways
does the image of the Holy Mother differ in Visual Sources 15.3, 15.4,
and 15.5? In what ways were those images adapted to the distinctive
cultures in which they were created?

Pondering syncretism: From a missionary viewpoint, develop argu-
ments for and against religious syncretism using these visual sources as
points of reference.

Considering visual sources as evidence: What are the strengths and
limitations of these visual sources, as opposed to texts, as historians seek
to understand the globalization of Christianity in the early modern era?
What other visual sources might be usetul?




