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Later at San Miguel Altamirano discusses the possible closure of the missions with
Doﬁ Cabeza and insists, “I will obey my conscience”. The papal emissary questions
his ability to do so, however, and walking across the square thinks, “So, I am to
consult my conscience! Conscience, are you there? My pride is there, certainly
.. .7 (p. 256). An unexpected confrontation with Father Gabriel and Mendoza derails
his train of thought, but not before this critical issue of self-doubt has been raised.

Bolt marshals the power of nature and Altamirano’s concomitant naked and
impotent exposure to it as another means of exposing his spititual weakness in facing
his crisis. At San Miguel, he notices the trees “darkening fast” (p. 257), and
proceeding upstream to San Carlos, “he saw the jungle closing in” and finds himself
“staring into a predatory eye” that “belongs to a monstrous creature with the hard,
unnatural skin of a fiend or dragon in a medieval painting: an alligator” (p. 260).
Whereas in the film Altamirano refers to the countryside through which the river
flows as a Garden of Eden, in the novelisation it is Father Gabriel who utters those
words in a conversation with him (p. 262). For his part, Altamirano feels uncomfort-
able in this exotic environment. Bolt explains that “it was not the strangeness or
the silence or the unexpectedness that alarmed Altamirano. It was the absence of
anything within himself to set against these things, now that he had left familiar
surroundings” (pp. 262-263). His faith, if that it may be called, is contingent on
the trappings of civilisation. Immediately before arriving at San Carlos, he feels
more secure when he hears “the opening strains of the Spem in Alium” (p. 263)
emanating from a choir standing along and in the river. Altamirano recognises in
these singers “a choir fit to grace Saint Peter’s” (p. 263). The troubled cleric
thereupon withdraws into the forest near the village to meditate, “but the separation
was alarming” (p. 263). Nature simply overwhelms him in his solitude, reflecting
the complexity of the dilemma from which he cannot escape. It is a profoundly
existentialist crisis. “He had come away to seek strength and direction, but now
stood, confused, in a grotesque world where the works of God and of the Devil
seemed to grow in and out of each other” (pp. 264).

During his inspection of the missions, the increasingly troubled Altamirano
seeks to wriggle out of his dilemma by arranging a compromise. In a conversation
with Don Cabeza at San Miguel, Altamirano informs him that while he “cannot

advise the transfer of the mission territories to Portuguese administration” he
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recognises that such a move is mandated in the Treaty of Madrid and feels powerless
to pfevent that change of hegemony (p. 254). In a minor departure from the film,
he suggests to Don Cabeza that the two of them recommend to the Spanish king
and the pope, respectively, that the transfer be postponed until the continuation
of the Jesuit missions is guaranteed. Don Cabeza, however, adamantly and hatefully
hisses that “the work of the missions is the Devil’s work!” (p. 255)

Later at San Miguel Hontar hands Altamirano a letter from Carvalho in which
this Portuguese leader threatens to expel the Society of Jesus from Portugal if
Altamirano refuses to recommend closure of the Jesuit missions. (p. 257). This
is stated unambiguously in the novelisation, whereas in the film it is unclear;
Altamirano does not open the envelope but merely guesses its contents. In their
conversation surrounding this incident, the two men agree that they have expected
the Jesuits to compromise (pp. 257-258).

After trying briefly without success to pray at San Miguel (in contrast to the
five-hour vigil depicted in the film), the beleaguered Altamirano accepts Father
Gabriel’s invitation to visit San Carlos. En route the latter announces that his visitor
is “about to see the Garden of Eden” (p. 262). The potential depth of this Penta-
teuchal allusion is never reached, however, and readers receive relatively little insight
into how either Father Gabriel or his colleagues perceive the remote station and
its environs, other than as a bridgehead for the expansion of Christianity and a
sanctuary from slavers. These themes are obviously crucial, but they leave unan-
swered the question to what extent the quality of San Carlos is a human contrivance
as opposed to its inherent grandeur as an aboriginal part of divine Creation into
which sin has crept in the form of colonialism in a highly destructive and exploitative
form. Bolt describes the emissary’s visit to San Carlos quite briefly but emphasises
one critical difference. In the novelisation, Altamirano summarily orders the Guarani
to quit the mission (p. 264); in the film he commands the Jesuits there to leave
and accompany him back to Asuncién. In his subsequent conversation with Father
Gabriel before leaving San Carlos, Altamirano states that his reason for visiting
San Carlos “was to teach the Captain-General [i.e. Don Cabeza] that he must never
take the Church - take me, in fact - for granted” (p. 267). In the film, it will be
recalled, Altamirano tells Father Gabriel that he has come to San Carlos only to

convince the Jesuits there not to resist the transfer of the mission territory to
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Portuguese hegemony. In both versions, in any case, his decision is a fait accompli
before he reaches San Carlos.

A thoroughly tragic figure, Altamirano cannot possibly resolve his personal
crisis. In the last few lines of the novelisation, the papal emissary upbraids Don
Cabeza for ordering the massacre, as in the film, and Hontar declares, “You had
no choice. You must work in the real world. And the real world is thus”. Alta-
mirano’s reply to this rationalisation differs from what he says in the film: “Oh
no. Thus have we made it” (p. 283). In the film, the papal emissary adds, “Thus
have I made it”, words that suggest the specific implication of the Roman Catholic
hierarchy in creating and maintaining exploitation of indigenous peoples in South

America.

The Collective Image of the Colonists

It must be stressed that the primary empbhasis in Bolt’s creation of characters
is on individuals, no doubt owing to his preoccupation with their personal moral
dilemmas. Nevertheless, ethnic groups also play significant roles in this work. One
such group comprises the Hispanic settlers with whom the key personae interact.
The secular colonists in the novelisation, especially those whose personal or ancestral
roots lie in Spain, are a thoroughly unsavoury lot whom Bolt employs as a negative
referent and foil for set off the Jesuits, especially Father Gabriel O’Donnell, in
even bolder relief. A few of them, especially Don Cabeza, Rodrigo Mendoza, and
Carlota, emerge as individual characters with relatively detailed personalities. Most
of the others, however, are merely types who collectively perform a functional
service in Bolt’s literary scheme without emerging as real people. We shall concen-
trate on the latter in the present section but pay little attention to the conquistadores
amongst them, as much of Bolt’s treatment of these soldiers of fortune has already
been covered in the Plot Summary.

Rodrigo Mendoza begins to notice the disagreeable attributes of the Spanish
colonists in Buenos Aires immediately after disembarking in Buenos Aires. “The
Spanish citizens seemed half smothered”, observes Bolt stereotypically. “Yawning,

they began to make gestures which they lacked the energy to finish, as they sat
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in the square in loose waistcoats and unbuckled pantaloons” (p. 9). When Mendoza
accepts a temporary job on a barge, he discovers that its captain was “a dour old
man who only grunted” when the young immigrant from Cadiz seeks to communicate
with him (p. 10). Reaching Asuncién, Mendoza experiences the exploitation to
which we have referred in the Plot Summary. Most of the colonists in that city
are no less stereotypical than their counterparts in Buenos Aires. In sharp contrast
to their monotonous attire and behaviour, however, stand the first conquistadors
whom Mendoza encounters. These disparate mercenaries stand out as an “exotic
group of men dressed in an assortment of garments, rags and strange quilted pants.
One, sporting grotesque finery, with soiled ruffles and an earth-stained embroidered
coat, looked as though he had arrived from some dilapidated court” (p. 13).

Don Cabeza, the Captain-General in Asuncién, emerges early as the epitome
of colonial vices and exploitation. Bolt resorts to conventional techniques in describing
this fourth-generation South American in utterly unappealing terms, his moral
depravity reflected in his physical appearance: “He was fifty years old, fat and
ungainly - particularly when, as now, he was without his wig - but still remarkably
sure-footed on his short, thick legs” (p. 44). Later we learn about Don Cabeza’s
hot temper and total lack of moral scruples as he manipulates the institution of
encomienda for his own gain. More than any other single colonist, he serves as
a foil to Father Gabriel and, ultimately, his erstwhile employee Rodrigo Mendoza.
Don Cabeza also plays an instrumental part in dialogue with Altamirano both in
Asuncion and at San Miguel that parallels that of Carvalho in Lisbon.

Carlota’s arrival in Asuncion gives Bolt another example to bring out negative
attributes of the colonial populace by contrasting it with this noblewoman. At the
bullfighting arena, she notices the “evil-smelling crowd” (p. 114), and when Mendoza
enters the ring and slays a bull, he cuts off its ears and stares at the “rabble”
watching the spectacle (p. 115). At the féte champétre after that bloody event, the
illiterate Mendoza assures Carlota, who seems beleaguered by overly observant
colonists, that “this time there is no sport for the canaille” (p. 115). As indicated
in the Plot Summary, when they go riding the Spanish colonial officers who
participate in the hunt are uniformly inebriated.

Religious hypocrisy is another colonial attribute. We have already considered

the willingness of the priest who hears Mendoza’s early confessions to compromise.
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On a wider stage in Asuncion, the festival of the Guarani Madonna, notwithstanding
its ethno-religious name, was “made for the occasion of a fancy-dress ball for those
whose skins were white” (p. 127). The participants are at least as exotic as the
indigenous population. At Don Cabeza’s mansion, “people bizarrely dressed as
birds, jaguars, heroes of the ancient world and satyrs were uttering strange cries
and mocking laughter”, while outside “a dwarf, swathed in a shock of brilliant
green feathers, came right up to Mendoza’s bridle and grimaced obscenely, only
to draw back at the sight of the rider’s face“ (p. 130). Don Cabeza himself is the
height of religious hypocrisy. “Clearly this ruffian was not aware of being a
hypocrite”, Altamirano concludes after his initial encounter with him. “He supposed
himself to be devout” (p. 213).

The final major instalment of Bolt’s diatribe against the Spanish colonial
population encompasses Altamirano’s hearing in Asuncién. Bolt emphasises that
those in attendance are not the canaille, but “hidalgos and their ladies” who arrive
on horses or riding in carriages at the venue in the courtyard of Dan Cabeza’s
mansion. They look forward with confidence to a decision for the closure of the
missions and thus treat the occasion as “something of a festivity” (pp. 219-220).
When the previously mentioned Guarani youth sings beautifully a song by Palestrina,
the Jesuits applaud while the “hidalgos and their womenfolk” remain silent (p. 221).
The settlers applaud, however, when Don Cabeza refers to the Guarani above the
Iguagu Falls as “beasts”, and the women in the assembly feign indignation when
Don Cabeza refers to the traditional nudity of these indigenes (p. 223). When Father
Gabriel alludes to the Captain-General’s love of alcoholic beverages, “many of

the hidalgos laughed, for Cabeza’s drinking was renowned” (p. 228).

The Ambivalent Image of the Guarani

The Guarani of the novelisation differ significantly from those of the film.
Perhaps most notably, in the bock Bolt is able to develop Hacugh and Tanretopra
to some degree as individual characters, although they lack the detailed personalities
and background of the European principals. Yet the group in general emerges as

essentially different in Bolt’s text, lacking the noble savage aura that hangs over
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its counterparts on the screen. This adds yet another dimension of realism and depth
to the novelisation.

In contrast to the film, one does not find insouciant Guarani frolicking in the
river in this book. Indeed, the overall presentation of them is of a relatively
unappealing people in their own right, and on whom European colonialism has made
a devastating impact, though one tempered by Jesuit concern for their welfare. It
must be emphasised that Bolt does not attempt to open a window on Guarani life
before the advent of Spanish and Portuguese hegemony. We see the Guarani almost
exclusively in their interaction with their oppressors.

The initial confrontation with these indigenes occurs shortly after Rodrigo
Mendoza arrives in Asuncion and finds employment on a barge. The Guarani crew
members on that vessel “were sunk in lethargy” (p. 10). The young immigrant
hastily concludes that “they are stupid”, a judgement with which the captain
summarily concurs (p. 11). Encamped along the river that evening, the indigenous
servants serve their Spanish employers supper (p. 11). Bolt indicates at this early
stage that the Guarani wish to escape. When the barge passes through a forest,
they “exchanged guttural words in an undertone, but then they saw Mendoza looking
and resumed their blank expressions” (p. 11).

Bolt does not gloss over the violence in the initial reaction of the Guarani above
the Iguagu Falls to Jesuit efforts to evangelise them. He portrays them as exotic,
cannibalistic residents of the jungle, some of them dressed in animal skins. The
shaman who leads themn against the Jesuit advance serves as the focal point of their
confrontation with European imperialists. His body is “painted in a pattern like
the markings of some jungle creature” (p. 58). The narrative of their murder of
Father Julien Dupleix evokes revulsion as it reflects the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.
The Guarani lash his limp body to a cross and place a crown of thorns on his head.
As the cross drifts along the river towards the falls, children run along the banks
and hurl mud at it (p. 59).

The same Guarani whom Father Gabriel initially confronts when he goes above
the Iguagu Falls are just as unsavoury and exotic. Bolt repeatedly uses the term
“savage” to describe them (p. 92). Hacugh, the chief, snatches Gabriel’s oboe out
of his hand and breaks it over his own knee. Some of his compatriots counsel killing

the priest, while the hostile shaman, Tanretopra, implores them to eat their captive
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(p. 93) and threatens to cast Gabriel into the river (p. 95). (Later Bolt, speaking
through Father Gabriel at Altamirano’s hearing in Asunciéon, emphasises that Guarani
who have converted to Christianity do not practise cannibalism.) The missionary’s
perception of the Guarani is mixed; their general attributes mesh with his axiological
hierarchy and moral standards in various ways. On the one hand, Gabriel admires
their facility with spears and bows and finds their “benevolence with the babies”
gratifying. On the other hand, echoing images of colonised peoples familiar in much
British and other colonial discourse, he “brooded on their polygamy, their drunken-
ness and their sloth. When they had culled and caught all they needed for a single
day, they were content to sit and talk, or sleep” (p. 96). Gabriel also appreciates
their interest in music (p. 97). Bolt returns to the theme of Guarani musicality briefly
when Altamirano visits Asuncion to conduct his hearing and is moved by the singing
and ability of indigenes to play in an orchestra (pp. 219-221).

While Gabriel guides the establishment of the San Carlos mission, he learns
to value more attributes of his hbsts. Their desire to learn impresses him and his
colleagues, as does their dexterity. “The musical instruments they made, shipped
to Europe, were pronounced as good in ornamentation and tone as those made there”,
Bolt reports. Their own artifacts seem less impressive from his authorial viewpoint,
however: “For themselves, they had invented only canoes, long bows, spears,
cooking pots and simple looms and huts, and they were irresistibly attracted by
new skills” (p. 135).

That the Guarani are not at their best when reduced to servitude under Don
Cabeza in Asuncion is evident. When Mendoza enters the Captain-General’s residence
there, he finds the servants dozing and “squatting against one of the doors” (p. 43).
The festival of the Guarani Madonna in Asuncién, however, gives Bolt an opportunity
to present another dimension of the indigenes by describing the piety of converts
and relating it explicitly to their servitude. Shortly before Rodrigo Mendoza discovers
his brother in bed with Carlota, he crosses a plaza in the city, finding it “crammed
to the walls with Guarani, all kneeling or prostrate before their Madonna”. Led
liturgically by a Jesuit priest, these proselytes “repeated a Hail Mary while a soft
drum kept time. All hoped that their Madonna would come down and, by a miracu-

lous magic and transcendent gesture, make them free” (p. 131).
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“None of the Guarani emerges as a particularly well-developed individual. Perhaps
Bolt prudently avoided attempting to create finely defined characters representing
an ethnic group about which he knew very little. There is no reason to believe that
he did not care about the Guarani or other subjugated peoples; in fact, The Mission
testifies strongly to his concern. In any case, Bolt’s primary interest lay in the moral
dilemmas which his European characters confronted. His Ibaye, the priest who
succeeds Father Gabriel at San Miguel, serves as an instrument in Bolt’s hands
for justifying collective ownership at that reduccion and underscoring the supposed
willingness of at least some of the Jesuits to transfer authority in the mission church
to the indigenes. At San Carlos, meanwhile, Hacugh and Tanretopra foil one another
in their reactions to Father Gabriel and Christianity in general. Rodrigo Mendoza’s
youthful companion, Babuie, remains a vague and peripheral player. One inevitably
concludes that like the film, Bolt’s novelisation is less a study of the Guarani than

of the Europeans who evangelise them and who oppose such evangelisation.

Other Theological and Missiological Issues

In narrating contacts between the Jesuits and the Guarani, especially at the
new San Carlos mission, Bolt delves surprisingly frequently into religious issues,
especially those concerning missiological questions. His views are unsophisticated,
but they clearly reflect a basic awareness of the significance of these matters in
twentieth-century missiological debate. In this respect the novelisation probes more
deeply than does the film.

One of the most elementary of these issues is what in the nomenclature of classic
German missiology, where it was debated for decades during the nineteenth century,
was that of Volkschristianisierung (i.e. Christianisation of ethnic groups) as opposed
to Einzelbekehrung (i.e. conversion of individuals). Generally speaking, Roman
Catholic missionaries, especially in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, followed
the former strategy, seeking to bring entire tribes or other large units into the
Christian fold. It fits the sacramental mode of mission well. The fact that these
missionaries often propagated the Gospel in colonies of nominally Roman Catholic

monarchies lent support to this approach. The reduccidnes, of course, were an
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important dimension of this strategy in Latin America. Protestant missionaries,
on the other hand, especially those whose roots lay in various pietistic movements
in various European countries and North America, usually strove for the conversion
of individuals, though of course with the hope of eventually effecting that of large
numbers.

The most explicit reference to this issue occurs when the Jesuit Provincial,
Father Ribero, summons Father Gabriel to Asuncién to discuss the appointment
of Ibaye to a position of leadership at San Miguel and the plight of Rodrigo Mendoza.
During their initial conversation, Father Ribero asks his subaltern how many
conversions had been effected at the new San Carlos mission. Father Gabriel admits
that as yet there had been none but insists that,by their own account many were
“almost ready”. This approach displeases the Provincial. Bolt states that cleric’s
position bluntly and links the missiological issue to one of cultural respect: “He
thought that Gabriel’s regard for the Guarani as individuals was excessive. Mass
conversion was good enough” (p. 141). Subsequently Bolt continues to comment
on the varying attitudes of some of the Jesuits to the indigenous peoples whom they
evangelise, but he does very little with the missiological question under discussion.
One minor exception to this generalisation occurs during Altamirano’s public hearing
in Asuncion. Rising to his feet, Father Ribero lauds his own order and declares
without qualification that “we are confident that the Guarani will be numbered among
the redeemed, which is to say that they have souls as acceptable to Christ as are
our own” (p. 225). This is a crucial declaration which echoes a debate in which
Spanish and other European colonisers of the Americans had engaged virtually from
the outset. In the pertinent historiography, a focal point of this was the early
sixteenth-century exchange in the Dominican order between Bartolomé de Las Casas,
the whose criticism of the encomienda-doctrina system we have discussed in the
section “Roman Catholic Missionary Endeavours in Latin America” of Chapter
Two, and his Cordovan adversary Juan Ginés de Sepulveda, who lauded military
service as a component of Christian discipleship and advocated warfare against
the indigenous populations of the Americas as a vital and justifiable if not in all
cases necessary step towards their evangelisation.' It is not known whether Bolt

was aware of this debate, but in any case he would not have had to read extensively
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in readily available surveys of the Iberian colonisation of the Americas to encounter
it.

Bolt also explores briefly another matter that crops up repeatedly in the annals
of Jesuit missions history in South America, namely the place of music in this general
endeavour. He presents it as a matter on which there was no consensus in the
eighteenth century. When Father Gabriel announces his intention to trek above the
Iguagu Falls, he declares that he shall take music to the Guarani there. His colleague
Father Sebastian throws up his hands in disbelief and, when Father Gabriel questions
his attitudes towards music, replies, “It leaves me indifferent”. Taking a well-known
quote from the pages of Jesuit history, Father Gabriel then reminds him that Minoria
had vowed, “Give me an orchestra and I will conquer South America” (p. 89).
This is cited differently from the words that Altamirano quotes narratively in the
film. Its significance is not merely one of musical taste; this episode is one in which
the larger question of disagreement over missionary strategy comes to the fore.
In the film, however, the only disagreement between Father Gabriel and Father
Sebastian is a minor one about whether the former should ascend the Iguagu Falls
alone.

In any case, when Father Gabriel finally encounters the Guarani in that remote
area, he comes emphatically as a European, though one fluent in the vernacular
language. Bearing an oboe, he plays a sonata by Handel (p. 33). Bolt emphasises
indigenous acceptance of this through the mouth of Hacugh. That Guarani chief
informs Father Gabriel succinctly, “I would like to hear the oboe and the other
instruments” (p. 97). Nowhere is there any indication that Father Gabriel or his
colleagues ever seek to present the Gospel in the mode of indigenous music. Instead,
they employ European liturgical music and put the Guarani to work manufacturing
European musical instruments.

Apart from the role of music, Bolt tells his readers relatively little about the
techniques the Jesuits used to present the Gospel to the Guarani. We learn that Father
Gabriel carries a “cheap picture of the infant Christ sitting upright in Mary’s
sentimental arms” which he shows to the Guarani, including one who has assumed
that Jesus must have been a mighty warrior (p. 95). This missionary also proclaims
Jesus Christ as the purveyorr of “the greatest of friendships” and explains that “He

guided His friends through the dark places and across the open spaces of life, and
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at their death He opened His Kingdom to them, where they lived for ever” (p. 95).
Curiously enough, in Bolt’s imagination of what the Jesuits actually preached to
prospective converts he does not mention anything that directly reflects a concern
for Christian social ethics. This leads one to wonder whether Bolt perceived the
reducciones as merely a necessity for protecting the Guarani from the devastation
of slave traders and not in any sense as a logical expression of Christian social
teaching.

Manual training plays a greater part than doctrine in Bolt’s presentation of
Jesuit missionary methods. The Jesuits at San Carlos, we read, offer training in
various skills, and the Guarani are “irresistibly attracted by new skills”. The latter
are “awestruck at the art of writing” and “quick to learn” how to read and write.
Furthermore, the Guarani soon become adept craftsmen making musical instruments
equal to those fabricated in Europe. Though clearly sympathetic to much in indige-
nous culture, Bolt betrays a certain colonialist condescension towards it by remarking
that prior to the advent of European civilisation the Guarani “had invented only
canoes, long bows, spears, cooking pots and simple looms and huts”, all of which,
presumably, were less advanced than corresponding artifacts in Europe (p. 135).

This imbalance in Bolt’s consideration of Jesuit missionary methods leads him
to present a vague picture of the manner in which they propagated Christian doctrines.
When proclaiming his faith to the Guarani, Father Gabriel “found their questions
about it probed his beliefs, forcing him to go much deeper than he had expected”,
Bolt writes obliquely. “He was compelled to elucidate fundamental principles to
justify the simplest articles of faith, so that he was lost in deep thought and prayer
for days”. Which doctrines thus stimulated the Guarani, however, and whether
Father Gabriel seeks to teach them in indigenous cultural dress remain unanswered
questions. Bolt concludes this section of his narrative by noting cryptically that
the Guarani “were teaching him [i.e. Father Gabriel], and loved them for it” (p. 138).
Bolt thus fails to develop a splendid opportunity to explore the ramifications of
this idealistic priest’s teaching and how it affected the people amongst whom he
was propagating Christianity. This could have been fruitful, especially because the
converts and other inhabitants of the reduccion at San Carlos, like the Jesuits
themselves, react in varying ways to the joint Portuguese-Spanish colonial expedition-

ary force that invades and decimates their community.
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At one point Bolt becomes more specific regarding the shape of the Christian
message that the Jesuits proclaim at San Carlos. In a discussion with Tanretopra,
Father Gabriel agrees with him that “The Devil has great power” (p. 159). The
Guarani shaman counters that “you also say that God takes women’s graces for
his share - tending and pity and self-sacrifice”. Whether Gabriel has identified these
divine attributes as feminine or Tanretbpra has interpreted them as such remains
unclear. In any case, the priest adds “love” to this catalogue of God’s properties.
This prompts his interlocutor to declare, “But I choose men’s virtues. I choose
bravery. I choose endurance”. Father Gabriel’s rejoinder comes swiftly and
underscores that his own understanding of God is not one-sided: “Those are Christ’s
virtues. What have you to say of cruelty and cowardice and deceit?” he asks
rhetorically (p. 160). The particular significance of this crucial interchange - one
of the very few of its kind in the novelisation and quite absent from the film - lies
in the light it sheds on Father Gabriel’s personal spirituality well before he faces
the dilemma which Altamirano’s announcement of the imminent closure of the
missions poses. Like the background material about his ministry to oppressed peasants
in Ireland, it reveals that this cleric perceives God as primarily a deity of love and
compassion but also possessing attributes that in many cultures are associated with
masculinity. Furthermore, the conversation indicates that Father Gabriel attempts
to cast his proclamation in at least a moderately culturally sensitive mould, although
the truncated nature of the exchange might leave missiologically inclined readers
hungry for a lengthier and deeper treatment of this vital topic.

A closely related missiological theme that Bolt broaches very briefly is the
interplay of European and Guarani art in the construction of the chapel at San Carlos.
When Father Gabriel oversees the erection of that structure at his new station, he
convinces Hacugh, to participate in the task, even though neither that chief nor
his subjects in the area have yet converted to Christianity. Despite the willing
participation, in which they employ what appear to be tribal techniques of preparing
logs from the forest, the chapel soon takes on a decidedly European look.

One can conclude that Bolt evinces keen interest in several key missiological
and theological matters but fails to develop many of them to the extent that would
have been possible in his novelisation, given the general expansion of that work

beyond the filmscript. Obviously, he relates much about relations between missionary
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endeavours on the one hand and both the intricacies of international politics and
imperial economic interests on the other. Apart from these important issues, however,
Bolt disappoints readers who might approach the novelisation of The Mission
expecting detailed considerations of inter alia indigenous attitudes towards Christian-
ity, the contextualisation of the Gospel or the governance of the mission church.
His approach is understably and inescapably Eurocentric. What he serves up

stimulates the appetite but fails to satisfy the belly.

The Question of Historicity

Bolt’s work is primarily fictional; nowhere does this historical writer and former
student of history claim that he has attempted to reproduce the past as closely as
possible without taking liberties with documentable facts. Historical figures and
imaginary ones populate his works in varying ratios. In The Mission, the latter
predominate while most of the former provide the background against which his
protagonists play their parts. The events depicted in this novelisation, like those
in the corresponding film, are similarly a dual harvest gleaned from the pages of
history texts and the contours of Bolt’s fertile imagination. In our discussion of
the film, we highlighted some of the difficulties involved in his conflation of historical
events to fit the special demands of the cinema, especially in a work that sought
to be both an epic and a more narrowly focused study of specific individuals’
reactions to the dilemmas in which they found themselves at a critical juncture of
missions history. The question now is to what extent Bolt has taken liberties with
what could serve as a more detailed and accurate representation of this chapter of
that history and, no less importantly, whether he has done justice to his subject
in terms of literary artistry. The form of the novelisation, as we have emphasised,
allows Bolt to develop his principal characters to a significantly greater degree than
they appear on the screen. How do they and the events in which they participate
fare in this regard?

In brief, one could easily conclude that as historical fiction the novelisation
The Mission is only a slight improvement over the film. Bolt’s product suggests

that his research was both sketchy and rushed. Its historicity falls victim not only
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to the refraction that virtually any representation of complex reality suffers when
reduced to a narrative account, whether the latter be called history or literature,
but also with regard to errors that distort history more than necessary and that need
not have been committed and which add nothing to the literary quality of the work.

One of the most obvious of these is the character of Luis Altamirano. Little
is known about this Jesuit emissary from the annals of the Society of Jesus or other
sources, apart from the fact that he did in fact exist as an ecclesiastical functionary
who travelled to South America in the 1750s to investigate the status of Jesuit
missions there. Bolt ventures out on thin ice and breaks through into the chilly waters
of unnecessary misrepresentation when he imagines that Altamirano was an Italian
and seeks to explain the roots of his call to the priesthood. In fact, Altamirano,
as his name clearly indicates, was a Spaniard. Few other facts about him are available
in the pertinent scholarly literature in English. This may explain Bolt’s inability
to obtain solid information about the historical figure upon whom this pivotal
character in the film and novelisation is based.

There are other, arguably minor, matters which cast aspersions on the historicity
of The Mission and arguably diminish its cogency. For example, Bolt appears to
believe that “week” was a Guarani chronological concept before the coming of
European Christianity to South America. Prussia is called a “minor Protestant state
in Germany”, an appellation which hardly does justice to the ascendancy of the
realm of Frederick the Great in the middle of the eighteenth century. For the most
part, it is perhaps most advisable to regard the novelisation of The Mission, no
less than the film, as essentially a work of historically inspired fiction and not as
an attempt to recreate history as it could be read from the most yielding written
sources. Nevertheless, as literary art The Mission serves fairly well as a vehicle
for conveying Bolt’s keen interests in pointing out to twentieth-century readers inter
alia certain evils of imperialism (here in the form of both eighteenth-century English
hegemony in Ireland and Iberian colonialism in South America during the same
period), the shortcomings of supposed military solutions to economic and political
problems, and the necessity of individuals taking stances on moral issues which
confront them, even when the complexity of such questions places them into dilemmas
for which there are no simple answers. As such, the novelisation of The Mission,

no less than the literary antecedents by Voltaire, Cunninghame Graham, and
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Hochwilder discussed in the early chapters of this study, supports our hypothesis
concerning how literary and cinematic depictions of Jesuit missions to the Guarani

have tended to be used as historic evidence to support contemporary causes.
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Gustavo Gutiérrez, Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ (Maryknoll,
New York: Orbis Books, 1993), pp. 132-137, passim.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CRITICAL RECEPTION OF THE MISSION

Introduction

Undeniably, The Mission would not have been produced had not the pecuniary
interests of financially troubled Goldcrest been involved. As indicated in the chapter
about the film itself, unlike Romero, to cite a pertinent contrast, this work was a
commercial piece, not the creation of a religious organisation intended solely to
enlighten viewers about an intriguing chapter in the history of the Society of Jesus
or prick their consciences about the role of the Roman Catholic priesthood in
supporting the social and economic liberation of the poor in contemporary South
America. Nevertheless, as in every other film for which Robert Bolt wrote the
screenplay, central moral issues in historical context are intended to make an impact
on viewers. Not merely for artistic but also for practical reasons, therefore, the
reception which critics gave this film are of interest. It sheds much light on both
the film and the mentality of people who viewed it in many lands. In the present
chapter, we shall probe the critical reception given The Mission in 1986 and 1987
by examining a representative cross-section of reviews published in newspapers
and journals in England, the United States of America, the Netherlands, South Africa,
and Sweden. Because the men who created this film received numerous awards,
the first part of our treatment will focus on what many critics found commendable
in it. Special attention will be paid to evaluations by Jesuit and other Roman Catholic
commentators as well as Protestant counterparts. Then we shall turn our attention
to those aspects of The Mission which some reviewers regarded as weaknesses.
Finally, we shall seek to explain why critical judgement varied greatly and, in
connection with this section of the chapter, point to numerous errors in what some
critics wrote about The Mission, because in many cases it seems indisputable that
in they overlooked crucial details in the film which might not have escaped a more
rigorous examination of it and could have influenced their perception of its merits

and flaws.
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It will be obvious from the diversity of the critics whose evaluations we are
coﬁsidering that they approached their task of reviewing The Mission not only from
divergent theological viewpoints but also with differing expectations of what a film
about explicitly religious topics but nevertheless intended to be a work of entertain-
ment should contain. These varying points of departure influenced their assessments
of The Mission. A comparison of them also underscores the potential value of such

a film beyond its obvious purposes with regard to entertainment and profitability.

An International Chorus of Praise

Both before and immediately after the premiere of The Mission in London in
October 1986, British critics began to shower accolades on Puttnam, Joffé, Bolt,
Menges, and others who co-operated in its production. Within a few weeks, reviewers
on both sides of the Atlantic joined the chorus of praise, usually in harmony with
their British counterparts though occasionally striking different high notes.

Perhaps the first review to be published in the English capital was that by David
Robinson in The Times. After seeing a preview of The Mission, he pronounced
it “one of the most magnificent British films ever made”. Much of his evaluation
is truncated, to be sure, as he strung together accolades and less laudatory comments
without substantiating them. But bolstering his overall assessment, Robinson cited
Chris Menges’ photography for capturing “extraordinary landscapes” and spectacular
scenes in which the Iguagu Falls form the backdrop. These scenes, he believed,
were “exemplary in execution, and go far to explain the film’s success in Cannes”.
Robinson also praised Ennio Morricone’s score for weaving together indigenous
instruments with Baroque liturgical music. Turning his attention to the acting, this
reviewer thought Ray McAnally’s performance as Altamirano was “outstandingly
the best in the film”."

Also among the first to see and laud The Mission after it opened in London
was lain Johnstone, one of the cinema critics at The Sunday Times, whose comments
similarly foreshadowed those of many other reviewers across national and linguistic

borders. Writing the day after the premiere, he cast aside restraint in applauding
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this film as “certainly beyond compare with the vast majority of modern movies”.
More specifically, this reviewer insisted that “visually and viscerally, it is the most
powerful film of the year”. Johnstone then proceeded to substantiate his bold
assertions. Beginning with the screenplay, he declared that “the overwhelming
achievement of Robert Bolt’s script is to recount events of two centuries ago with
pinpoint historical accuracy yet infuse them with eternal moral dilemmas that are
relevant today”. Johnstone commended the manner in which Joffé had employed
this screenplay, averring that he “again demonstrates the passion and intelligence
that he brought to The Killing Fields”. Johnstone understood, of course, that Joffé
had not created alone: “Prudently, he has stuck to the same team, his eye aided
by the incomparable photography of Chris Menges. . .”. He also praised the
“intuitive hand” of editor Jim Clark for splicing the extensive footage so seamlessly.
Johnstone did not praise Jeremy Irons’ Father Gabriel, reserving most of his accolades
for Robert De Niro, whose “masterful relationship with the camera remains
unchallenged: he manages to express so much with so little and shares with William
Hurt the ability to leave a portion of his character empty for the audience to fill”.
This critic thought De Niro’s part in the “supremely moving climax” particularly
gratifying, as he “finds the true meaning of faith as Irons is beginning to confront
his”. Finally, Johnstone appreciated the majesty of the natural backdrop against
which The Mission was filmed: “The towering splendour of the Iguazu Falls not
only forms a natural obstacle between the missionaries and the natives in the rain
forest whom they want to convert - is it possible that there is another, non-Catholic,
God who wishes to impede their mission?”?

Writing in The Times Literary Supplement a few days later, Anthony Pagden
praised The Mission for both its inherent cinematic quality and its contemporary
moral relevance. He called it “a powerful and compelling film with all the technical
brilliance, and much of the same urgency, which marked The Killing Fields” and
guessed that “few could fail to be moved by it”. Linking the past with the present,
Pagden asserted that “no one, however little he or she may know about the plight
of the Amerindians then and now, could fail to sense the force in Altamirano’s
doubt that the Indians may have preferred ‘that the sea and the wind had not brought

any of us to them’”. This critic found the acting in The Mission generally laudable
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and thought that “Jofté has extracted the very best from his cast”. After admitting
that Jeremy Irons “sometimes looks and sounds more like an English country parson
than an eighteenth-century Jesuit”, but without describing his vision of the latter,
Pagden turned from demeanour to the pivotal ethical conundrum and allowed that
he “powerfully conveys the dilemma of one sworn to obey a command which he
knows to be morally wrong”. De Niro’s role seemed equally impressive, as that
American actor was “convincing, always keeping the old Mendoza, his violence
now directed towards other ends, just visible beneath the surface”. Ray McAnally,
moreover, had “brilliantly portrayed” Altamirano. Pagden reserved his most fervent
accolades, however, for the indigenous members of the cast. They had given “the
finest and most moving performances of all”. Their physiognomies had displayed
“an almost bewildering range of emotions from the human laughter with which
they greet the sight of the exhausted, tear-stained Mendoza and his net full of rusty
weapons, to the terror in the eyes of the children as they march slowly out to face
the Portuguese cannon”.?

British reviewers whose overall impressions of The Mission were less enthusiastic
than those of e.g. Pagden and Johnstone were nonetheless quite willing to concede
that the film had noteworthy merits. Writing in The Listener in October 1986, for
instance, Margaret Walters agreed with her counterparts at many other publications
in England and abroad that “technically it’s suburb and, through Chris Menges’s
lens, the exotic locations look spectacular”. She also concurred that Ray McAnally’s
role as Altamirano was “wonderfully played” and believed that to some extent
De Niro’s and Irons’s performances were praiseworthy. Beyond these limited words
of praise, however, Walters was not prepared to go.*

The Mission was also warmly received in the Netherlands, where it was initially
shown not long after the premiere in London. Writing in the periodical Film en
Televisie in November 1986, Dirk Michiels praised the film for raising the question
of how history might have run a different course had the attitudes of men like Father
Gabriel prevailed amongst colonists there. “Hoe anders inderdaad had Latijns-
Amerika er nu uitgezien als de liefde uit de ‘reducciones’ het pleit gewonnen had?”
he asked rhetorically. Emblematically postulating a grand historical vision of colonial

history, Michiels warmly recommended The Mission as a study of relations between



330

“het Zwaard en het Kruis: symbolen van de sammenwerking tussen Staat en Kerk,
waardoor de conquista van het Amerikaanse continent bezegeld werd™ .’

His colleague at Film en Televisie, Erwin Goegebeur, went into considerably
greater detail in his analysis, stressing the dilemma which the inescapably violent
historical situation in which the two principal missionaries find themselves poses.
“The Mission is dan ook op de eerste plaats een discussiefilm over het thema van
de morele schuld en de keuze voor of tegen geweld”, he concluded. More specifi-
cally, Goegebeur thought the way in which the question of individual guilt was
woven together with the attack on imperialism was thematically masterful. Again,
the explicit contemporary relevance of an historical topic found favour, as “de link
met de actuele brandhaarden van Midden en Zuid-Amerika, waar de Kerk een
politieke rol kan, wil of niet mag spelen, overduidelijk is”. Bolt’s treatment of this
historical yet current predicament, Goegebeur believed, meshed with the
“overweldigende natuurfotografie” and such exotic elements in Morricone’s score
as the use of the pan flute to reinforce the impression of a truly great film.®

By the 1980s anti-imperialism was virtually an article of faith in Swedish literary
and other intellectual circles, and the reception which The Mission received in Sweden
reflected that general sentiment. Critics writing both in the Stockholm dailies and
in the provincial press viewed this film as inter alia an international protest against
both the Iberian conquest of South America and contemporary mistreatment of
indigenous peoples there. Some reviewers also gave the religious elements their
due. One was Helena von Zweigbergk, who commented on the film in the eminent
cinema magazine Chaplin. To her, The Mission was “a religious film to the highest
degree” in which the Guarani sing like angels and Father Gabriel is a symbolic
Christ figure. Von Zweigbergk thought its conclusive message was the glory of
dying for a just cause in a world which leaves little room for goodness. She also
paid tribute to the magnificent photographic achievement of Chris Menges and the
acting of the Guarani, regretting only that under Joffé’s direction they were generally
reduced to the insouciant souls which Hollywood has often made of tribal peoples
and that their will had been shunted to the periphery of the plot. Where, von

Zweigbergk wondered, was there any evidence of conflict between the pre-contact
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convictions of these malleable Guarani and the belief system which the Jesuits had
bestowed upon them?’

Hanserik Hjertén gave The Mission mixed marks in the prominent Stockholm
daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter. Like many other reviewers in Sweden and
elsewhere, he paid tribute to Menges and McAnally. Hjertén also found value in
the kernel of historical truth which the film cdnveyed about resistance to European
colonisation and the echoes of relevance for twentieth-century social and economic
conflicts in South America. On the other hand, he faulted the screenplay for failing
to probe in greater depth the historical problems with which it dealt or the inner
conflicts which burdened the principal characters. What seems to have troubled
him most, however, was the Eurocentric essence of The Mission. The plot, Hjertén
believed, should have focused on the Guarani rather than dealing with them only
secondarily. Instead, “these Christian savages are only allowed to decorate the Jesuit

utopia”.®

Echoes from South Africa

In none of the national clusters of reviews examined in connection with the
research for this study does one find a higher degree of consensus about The Mission
than in South Africa. From Cape Town to the Witwatersrand, critics lauded it almost
without reserve after it arrived some three months after the premieres in London
and New York. Writing in Argus Tonight, Derek Wilson set the prevailing tone
by pulling out all the stops and telling readers in the Mother City that “The Mission
has arrived on paeans of praise, all of which are deserved. There is little one can
add to the euphoria. It is a magnificent film technically, cinematographically,
dramatically, [and] directorially”. Wilson highlighted the achievements of most
of the principal men involved both before and behind the camera, beginning with
“the strong screenplay by veteran screenwriter Robert Bolt”, which formed the
“bedrock” of the film. He lauded the “uplifting performaﬁce” of Jeremy Irons in
playing Father Gabriel as a “dignified, gentle but firm, aloof and yet a quietly

commanding presence”. One of Joffé¢’s pivotal achievements as director, Wilson
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believed, was juxtaposing Irons and De Niro, as this had created “an omnipresent
current of tension which occasionally breaks through an uneasy calm”. This
Capetonian even praised American actor Chuck Low as “a powerfully unsettling
presence as the crucial Spanish governor of the ceded territory” but in thus misidenti-
fying the historic role of Don Cabeza revealed some of his limits as a critic. Like
most other reviewers on an international scale, Wilson lauded Menges’s cinematogra-
phy, which he called “indescribably exquisite”, and Morricone’s score, especially
the choral sections which empathised “powerfully with the visuals”.’

Peter Goldsmid examined the thematic content in greater detail and shifted
much of the emphasis from individual achievements to comprehensive impressions
when he reviewed The Mission for The Weekly Mail. He too began with a logorrhea
of praise, calling this film “intelligent, thoughtful, powerful, subtle, well acted,
beautifully photographed, [and] even relevant”. Goldsmid judged that “The Mission
is ultimately a meditation on the ethical justification of violence and an exploration
of the values through which people seek meaning in life - and death”. He also noted,
however, that on the surface it is “a drama of epic proportions”, thereby touching
on but not exploring what some other critics regarded as a principal weakness of
this film, namely its vacillation between the macrocosm of panoramic historical
depiction and the typically Boltian microcosm of individual dilemmas in historical
context. Goldsmid gave credit to both the screenwriter and the director for elucidating
the impact of “corrupt and venal Europe, with its materialism, violence and slavery”,
on the indigenous peoples of South America. Yet he found it equally “to the credit
of Bolt and Joffé that they do not spell out the moral, religious, political and ethical
questions The Mission raises”. What this reviewer meant by this comment is not
apparent, particularly when one considersinter alia Father Gabriel’s explicit remarks
on the question of violence. Goldsmid emphasised, in any case, that these issues
“are at the very centre of the drama” and make The Mission “not merely fine
entertainment but deeply challenging also” .

Jean-Jacques Cornish sounded one of the rare moderately sour notes in South
African reactions to The Mission. Evaluating it in the Pretoria News, he gave it
three stars of a possible five. He promised prospective viewers that “the film will

be a rare sensory experience” and thought that Altamirano was “superbly played
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by McAnally”. Cornish also commended the “peerless quality” of the acting by
Irons and De Niro. Apart from these accolades, however, he severely qualified
his compliments, especially with regard to Bolt’s script. Cornish understood that
The Mission was a retrospective, imputed reflection of contemporary liberation
theology but thought that as such “it makes points at the expense of the entertainment
value of this film”. At the end of the day, he‘thought, Bolt’s screenplay was “too

strident to equal the timeless dignity of his ‘A Man For All Seasons’”.!!

Jesuit and Other Roman Catholic Reactions

From a perspective which arguably might have given them special insight into
the spiritual and ethical problems posed in The Mission, reviewers in Jesuit and
other Roman Catholic journals gave it mixed marks. Writing in the Jesuit periodical
America, for instance, Professor Richard A. Blake, S.J., of Georgetown University
crafted what, despite numerous minor errors, is unquestionably one of the most
penetrating of the dozens of reviews read in connection with the present study.
He did not laud The Mission without reserve but cast his praise in a relative mould,
stressing that it was “far superior to the standard product of Hollywood or London”,
and found several points for which he thought its creators should be commended.
Unlike many other critics, Blake found the film’s greatest strength in the perfor-
mances of its principal Caucasian actors. The “most convincing of the leads”, he
believed, was Ray McAnally, who successfully conveyed an ecclesiastical yet
ultimately worldly character with “regal presence”, a man who is not a villain and
possibly not even corrupt but “who has compromised his ideals before and would
not refuse to compromise them again”. Winning Blake’s silver medal was Robert
De Niro, chiefly because of his creation of “a powerful Mendoza who seethes with
unfocused rage even at his most tender moments with the Indian children”, a critical
perception which defies the smiles and laughter which characterise Mendoza’s
demeanour during much of his time at San Carlos. To Blake, this redeemed sinner
and Jesuit novice seemed to be essentially a “caged and tormented animal” unable

to shake off the chains of his guilt, despite his arduous penance and acceptance
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by both the Guarani and the local representatives of the Society of Jesus. More
reservedly, Blake found Jeremy Irons less impressive than De Niro but, arguably
unfairly, changed the criteria for judging him by focusing on the character he played
rather than on his acting. Indeed, his Jesuit, in stark contrast to Rodrigo Mendoza,
“often borders on softness” and has a “slight lisp and compassionate expression”
which “clash with the rigors of the life he has led and the ordeal he must face”.
Blake saw in Irons’s Father Gabriel less a tragic hero than a victim of both his
exceptionally placid personality and circumstances beyond his control. Another
focal point of this reviewer’s praise was the visual centre of The Mission, namely
the Iguagu Falls and the role they play. While other critics were generally content
to describe the physical beauty of that backdrop, Blake considered what he regarded
as the obvious metaphorical depth of that cascade and its environs. “The insistent,
relentless rush of water over the falls forms a leitmotif of fate”, he believed in a
curious departure from Christian theological cogitation and concepts; “man may
climb safely once, twice, but inevitably the waters will overpower him”."
Writing in Commonweal, a respected Catholic journal of news and opinion,
Irish-American film critic Tom O’Brien dropped most of his inhibitions in lauding
The Mission. The contemporary relevance of this picture was not lost on him. It
would “not be comforting to those who disnﬁss liberation theology”, he predicted
during that time when the Vatican’s confrontation with Leonardo Boff and other
liberationists was receiving international attention, “or ignore the murder of Latin
American archbishops and nuns when committed by right-wing fanatics”. O’Brien
credited both Bolt’s script and Puttnam’s courageous production of the film for
this latter-day significance. Their co-operation, he believed, had debunked the widely
held attitude that “moral questions can’t be fused with exciting narrative”. O’Brien
also thought that much of the acting was admirable, particularly that of De Niro,
who rhe suggested “deserves an Oscar nomination for facial acting, concentrating
the pain and irony of his position into eyes and cheek muscles”. Jeremy Irons
impressed him nearly as much, although O’Brien apparently had difficulty fathoming
the kind of character portrayed. In his eyes, Father Gabriel was “sublimely restrained,
suggesting either a mad stoic or perfect saint”. Symptomatic of the enigmatic

character which Ray McAnally played, however, O’Brien differed sharply from
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Blake in assessing his performance. “McAnally is supposed to be caught between
loyalty to conscience and reasons of state”, he thought in what appears to be a
fundamental misunderstanding of this character. “But he is opaquely enigmatic,
swerving from one position to another without appropriate dramatic buildup or

semblance of conflict”.?

Protestant Reactions

Many Protestant reviewers expressed nearly as much as enthusiasm for The
Mission as did their Roman Catholic counterparts in the religious press, while others
rejected the film for a variety of reasons which did not neéessarily have anything
to do with denominational loyalty.

David Neff of the nondenominational American “evangelical Protestant”
magazine Christianity Today declared that The Mission had performed a valuable
service to Christians by posing questions about their moral duties in dealing with
oppression. “Are we called to fight the world with the world’s weapons? to respond
to earthly pressures by trying to live at peace with the powers that be? to offer
potentially suicidal nonviolent resistance and ignore questions of effectiveness in
favor of faithfulness to an ideal of love and justice?” He pointed out that in contrast
to the content of the dialogue in A Man for All Seasons, Bolt had not in that of
the present film offered detailed discussions of these or other issues but had provided
the framework for them by relying on a concrete historic situation to establish the
choices. By doing so, Neff believed, “The Mission offers an excellent opportunity
for church high-school classes and other discussion-oriented groups to examine
the available moral options”. The statement of this moral educational purpose formed
the crux of Nefl’s review. His other positive comments focused on the authenticity
of the sets, particularly those in Colombia, Daniel Berrigan’s part as an advisor,
and what he collectively called “memorable cinematic moments”, particularly such
explicitly religious ones as the martyrdom depicted at the outset of the film and
the forgiveness of Rodrigo Mendoza by the Guarani chief. Neff did not endorse

liberation theology, which would have flown in the face of the Protestant orthodoxy
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which Christianity Today seeks to represent, or even mention it by name, but he
lauded the contemporary relevance of the problems it broached: “And it does not
take much imagination to apply the issues so poignantly raised by The Mission to
other parts of the globe”.! Neff’s comments are particularly significant from a
missiological viewpoint, because they raise the question of the purpose - or purposes -
of the cinema. To him, it seemed virtually self-evident that a film like The Mission
transcended the realm of entertainment and pointed to the potential didactic value
of certain works which were conceived as commercial ventures intended to make
money by providing entertainment.

James Wall, editor of the theologically inclusive, nondenominational American
magazine The Christian Century, reviewed The Mission at the close of 1986. He
thought there were two reasons to see it, namely, “its scenery, and two, its retelling
of a moment in Jesuit history of which the order is quite proud and most of the
rest of us have never heard”. Wall also averred that “any film company that can
persuade Daniel Berrigan to set aside his antinuclear activities to travel to South
America as a consultant and bit player also deserves attention”. Nevertheless, he
thought The Mission was essentially a failure and attributed this to three cardinal
weaknesses, all of which point to a disharmony between the film and the historical
events which it purports to depict. First, Wall believed that it did not “make credible
the conflict between the Jesuits and the Vatican”, which he perceived as fundamen-
tally the incompatibility of the former’s missionary goals with the geopolitical policy
of the latter. Secondly, Wall was sceptical about the attempt to create twentieth-
century relevance, because “the events on which the film is based led to a tragic
ending which had more to do with papal politics than with contemporary theology”.
In other words, the effort to relate The Mission to liberation theology is overdrawn.
Thirdly, Wall thought many of the characters were little more than caricatures of
the groups of people whom they typified. Both the “perfect” Guarani and the “pure”
Jesuits struck him as simply “too good to be true”.?

By contrast, one of the most bitter reviews to appear in the religious press
was written by Harry Cheney, the film commentator at the politically conservative,
nondenominational American Protestant magazine Christian Herald. Having studied

at a Jesuit university, he professed to hold the Society of Jesus in the highest regard
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and, in what he may have intended as a compliment, asserted that “whether teaching
cinema or converting savages, the Jesuits lay hold to their calling with all the tenacity
of an inspired pit bull [terrier]”. Cheney found little in The Mission to praise,
however, apart from the impressive scene in which Rodrigo Mendoza lugs the
instruments of his military past through the jungle and up an incline near the Iguagu
Falls. What irked this politically transparéntly conservative viewer were the
ideological implications of the work. They coloured his perception of both Bolt’s
screenplay and the final editing. Cheney derided Father Gabriel’s words to Mendoza
about the difficulty which love experiences in a world governed by might. This,
he declared revealingly, was “a dubious sentiment at best, but one befitting the
overt leftist sentiments of the film”. Cutting the same swath through the narrow
field of his criticism, he thought that despite its promising beginning, The Mission
has “degenerated into pure socialist agitprop”. Cheney was especially riled by the
card at the end of the film reminding viewers that in recent times some of the South
American clergy have continued to aid indigenous peoples in their struggle for social
and economic justice. Without adducing any evidence or offering any explanation,
he declared that this referred to liberation theologians “who would impose a Marxist

slave system on the continent”.'®

Transatlantic Negative Criticism

It is not at all uncommon for highly publicised films to receive accolades from
some critics and be denounced by others. In this regard, The Mission was no
exception. Only a few months after winning the Palme d’Or at Cannes, and within
days of being heralded after its premieres in London and New York, it came under
transatlantic fire for supposedly failing to meet lofty cinematic standards. In some
cases, reviewers who had found much to commend in The Mission also berated.
what they believed were its weaknesses. In other instances, critics praised only
Morricone’s score, Menges’ photography, or both before going on to disparage

other key elements of the production. In the present section we shall examine a
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representative selection of both qualified and one-sidedly negative criticism in reviews
other than those already cited in the religious press.

Stanley Kauffmann, the often hard-hitting film critic at the politically liberal
American magazine The New Republic, found The Mission thoroughly disappointing
ab initio. He reported that after viewing only its first ten minutes, his reaction was
“All right, now we know what you want to do. Please start over again and get it
right”. Kauffmann found the underlying defect in Bolt’s script and wondered “why
so many experienced filmmakers couldn’t have seen the same thing, why they
couldn’t spot the flaws in the screenplay before shooting started”. He believed that
Bolt should have adhered much more closely to the plot of Fritz Hochwilder’s drama
which had inspired Fernando Ghia to launch the project in the 1970s. Kauffmann
admitted that the English version of Das heilige FExperiment, which was staged on
Broadway in 1953 under the title The Strong Are Lonely, was “a thesis play with
poster characters and contrived climaxes” but nevertheless respected Hochwilder’s
clarity in expressing his theme. By contrast, “Bolt slimmed down the political-social
aspects of the subject, puffed up the religious aspect into movie pietism, provided
a set of characters who are not even good posters, and capped his elaborate action
with a simplified battle climax that is childish as the coda of a work on a serious
theme”. Moreover, Kauﬁmann found the dialogue so “insipid” that he suspected
that many of the lines spoken in the film had not flowed from Bolt’s pen but were
“subsequent tamperings”. He also faulted the epilogue projected at the end of the
film for supposedly departing from the subject of the film. Unlike many other
reviewers who castigated The Mission, Kauffmann was unwilling to grant that any
of the acting in this film was worthy. Jeremy Irons had failed to lend any depth
to Father Gabriel, leaving him a one-dimensional, saccharine character, but Kauff-
mann thought Bolt deserved part of the blame for this. He related that on the eve
of the filming, Irons had gone on a Jesuit retreat to gain more insight into the
spirituality of the man whom he was to play. “With a role written and directed
like this one”, Kauffmann suggested cynically, “Irons might as well have spent
the time at a Club Med”. Continuing in a vein of sarcasm, he declared that De Niro
had played Rodrigo Mendoza “almost perceptibly”. “De Niro has never given such

a perfunctory performance”, Kauffmann judged, in failing to instill any content
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in this “vacuous character”. Chuck Low, as the villainous Don Cabeza “who makes
Simon Legree look subtle”, made an entirely negative impression on Kauffmann,
who thought that his “expresso-bar accent and manner render his scenes ridiculous”.
Not even Ray McAnally, whose part most other critics lauded, received an approving
nod from Kauffmann, who thought he merely went through “trite tussles between
truth and expediency”. Kauffmann devoted neéirly all of his negative review to these
and other points at which he thought The Mission was particularly vulnerable and
failed to indicate in any meaningful or noteworthy manner what the issues in the
film were."’

Nearly as devastating was the evaluation which Vincent Canby of The New
York Times gave The Mission upon its North American premiere. Grudgingly
acknowledging its screenwriter’s achievements in previous films, he thought this
one was “a lesser variation on the kind of stately, ‘important’ movie making
exemplified by Mr. Bolt’s ‘A Man for All Seasons.”” Canby resorted to graphic
zoological metaphors in describing the writer’s failed creativity in this particular
instance: “Give Mr. Bolt what he takes to be a big theme and he’s as happy as
a puppy with a large bone. He plays with it, chews on it and then buries it - in
this case under a load of scenes that state points without dramatizing them, in fancy
locutions that must be the stuft of the nightmares of sensible actors”. Canby found
no such prudent Thespians in this work. Neither De Niro’s nor Irons’s part satisfied
him, and Ray McAnally as Altamirano was not much better, as Joffé had supposedly
turned him into a “stock figure, even down to that obligatory close-up of the large,
jeweled ring on his fat finger”. The Guarani, moreover, “are condescended to as
mostly smiling, trusting, undifferentiated aspects of Eden - innocents with sweet
singing voices and a lot of rhythm”. Canby concluded that The Mission is “a
singularly lumpy sort of movie” whose relevance to his own day was not sufficiently
subtle. “Will audiences understand the parallels between the 18th century and the
late 20th, when many priests in Latin America have also found themselves at odds
with Rome?” he asked rhetotically. Canby’s own answer was 24-carat sarcasm:
”If you need the answers spelled out in large print, you won’t want to miss ‘The

Mission.””18
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One of the briefest, most stinging, and most superficial reviews was written
by Mario Grut in the popular Stockholm daily Aftonbladet. Remembering that Joffé’s
The Killing Fields had received three Oscars (none of which he thought justified),
Grut asserted that Joffé had done little more than trade cannons for waterfalls. He
thus panned The Mission as “equally impossible”. The awarding of the Palme d’Or
in Cannes, Grut believed, was “good pay for magnificent kitsch”. He derisively
concluded that the chief value of the film lay in its potential use as a travel advertise-

ment. "

Roland Joffé’s Comments after the Premiere

When interviewed at length by film critic Michael Dempsey in Los Angeles
a few months after The Mission was released on both sides of the Atlantic, the
articulate director Roland Jofté made numerous comments which shed light on the
production of this film as well as some of his intentions in its creation. He judiciously
refrained from evaluating the overall success of the project, but his remarks make
it evident that he was quite satisfied with his work and that of the other people who
had co-operated in the production. Joffé also made clear his disagreement with certain
points at which reviewers had criticised the work. His comments are thus particularly
germane to a consideration of the international reception of The Mission.

Joffé defended the general historicity of the film and declared that “we tried
to change as little as we could”. Father Gabriel and Rodrigo Mendoza, he conceded,
were Bolt’s fictive creations. but he insisted that “there were individual Jesuits who
took the stand that they took”. Who these men were, Jofté did not specify, and
with regard to the armed resistance to the closure of the reducciones he admitted
that “there is debate on whether there were Jesuits who actually died during the
event”. To this director, however, such details did not contradict the historical truth
embodied in the broad typing of the clergy represented in The Mission.”®

In harmony with this view, Joffé thought that while some viewers might perceive
Father Gabriel’s proceeding out of the burning chapel at San Carlos bearing the

monstrance as soldiers attack that reduccion as “madness”, he himself thought the
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action “ambiguous” but incorporating “an absolute logic”. Unfortunately, Joffé
did not explain what this rationality might be. Indeed, almost squaring the circle,
he emphasised that “you have no idea what’s next. Gabriel has no idea. The outside
observer, in a sense, has no idea”. At the same time, no doubt well aware that
Pagden and other reviewers in London and elsewhere had criticized Jeremy Irons’s
interpretation of an eighteenth-century Jesuit, Joffé defended his acting, which he
believed had brought out the idealism of the character without making the role
“mawkish”.*

Similarly, in indirect response to another recurrent criticism, Joffé insisted
that the indigenous characters in The Mission had not been idealised. He allowed
that the “noble savage” stereotype had repeatedly bedevilled the cinema, and that
therefore “the criticism is a valid criticism generally” but asserted that when “applied
to this film, it’s trite and convenient and way off the mark”. Joffé declared, “Those
Indians are in the film actually as they are. I didn’t alter them, manipulate them,
or anything. The innocence that they have, that’s precisely their problem, that they
are open, they are trusting”. Joffé also took issue with the position that the Guarani
simply should have rejected the blandishments of the Society of Jesus and attempted
to retain their indigenous culture fully without contamination from European
civilisation. At stake were both historical truth and fundamental human rights. “What
people may find confusing is the fact that the Indians made their choice for the
Jesuits”, he explained. “Because you hold the moral high ground, and because part
of your moral high ground is to say, ‘Modern civilization is bad; therefore, Indians
shouldn’t have it,” doesn’t mean that you can then afford to ignore the rights of
the Indians. I think that’s intensely paternalistic”.*

Jofté acknowledged what to some reviewers was obviously his interest in
liberation theology as a tendentious element linking his historical subject to contempo-
rary concerns in Latin America. “The film in that sense is intimately concerned
with the struggle for liberation in liberation theology”, he explained, “and that’s
why the historical perspective is very important, because what its actually saying
is that these people [i.e. liberation theologians and other ecclesiastical defenders
of the oppressed] haven’t come out of nowhere”. Jofté found precedents in such

European phenomena as the Albigensian sect and other schismatic movements whose
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leaders “were not only motivated by a different eschatological view of the meaning
of life but also by a political sense and an economic sense, that they felt that they
had to be responsible for the daily lives of the people”. The recurrence of this in
the history of Christianity, he explained, had underlain his conviction of its signifi-
cance to the film, in which he had sought to embody “without giving a historical

lecture about it”.?

Diverse Other Voices

When interviewed by the Swedish journalist Stephan Linnér at Cannes during
the festival at which The Mission received the coveted Palme d’Or, Jeremy Irons
cast additional light on the film and his relationship to its production and content.
Noting that he was highly selective about the films in which he accepted roles, he
reported that he had entered the scene and signed a contract only a few weeks before
filming began in South America. Initially, Irons had reservations about undisclosed
parts of Bolt’s script but, cognizant of Joffé’s success with The Killing Fields, yielded
to that director’s judgement and did not challenge his lines. Furthermore, Irons
wondered whether he could successfully play the part of a pious, eighteenth-century
Roman Catholic priest, not least because his own admittedly subjective concept
of divinity was not the theism of the church but rather of “a kind of spirit which
is within us”. Irons credited the assistance of Daniel Berrigan with providing him
sufficient insight into Jesuit spirituality to manage his difficult part. The indigenous
actors had also deepened his understanding of the historic clashes of cultures from
a much different perspective. Irons had spent time hunting, swimming, and eating
with them and even attempted to learn the rudiments of their opaque language. They
had impressed him as a sincere but defeated people in the twilight of their cultural
existence. His overall impression, he concluded, was one of great satisfaction with
The Mission.®

Heralded Cinematographer Chris Menges also shed additional light on The
Mission shortly after its release, not merely the technical aspects but also its

historicity. Predictably, when interviewed in American Cinematographer at that
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time, he made almost exclusively positive remarks about the film. From his
perspective, editor Jim Clark deserved much of the credit for its artistic success.
The technical staff also harvested his praise for its accomplishments in erecting
temporary structures in the jungle which made high quality filming possible. On
the other hand, Menges conceded that “at times it was equally difficult to keep
historical perspective” and pointed that one unnamed “authority in Latin American
history” whom Goldcrest had invited to an advance screening of The Mission had
found it “awfully idyllic”. Yet even this historian’s judgement was partly favourable;
he had lauded the recreation of eighteenth-century Asuncion and reportedly had
“no serious complaints about the film”. Menges himself recognised the limitations
inevitably imposed by the telescoping of so much history into a production of two
hours. “Therefore, there are great chunks missing”, he admitted. “What did the
Guarani think about actually being contacted by the Jesuits?” was one major question
which he agreed The Mission left unanswered. Yet this aspect of limitation apparently
did not trouble Menges a great deal. Indeed, he emphasised that far from providing
facile answers, one purpose of the cinema should be to “lead you to thinking and
feeling and responding”.?

In a commentary springing from a much different kind of motivation, Robin
Hanbury-Tenison, the President of Survival International in London, responded
to lain Johnstone’s review of The Mission by writing to The Sunday Times in early
November 1986. Hanbury-Tenison did not comment directly on the cinematic qualities
of the film, choosing instead to direct readers’ attention to the contemporary relevance
of its depiction of indigenous living conditions. “Many of your readers may not
realise that the surviving Indians are facing almost as difficult a time as their
ancestors were during the period depicted in The Mission”, he suggested. Without
adducing any evidence, Hanbury-Tenison declared that “in Paraguay, manhunts
for nomadic Indians are still going on, and many survivors remain slaves in all
but name”. In Colombia, meanwhile, part of the plot of The Mission was being
repeated by analogy; “only two years ago, a Colombian priest, an Indian himself,

was gunned down by landowners’ thugs for trying to defend Indian land”.*
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The Quandary of Divided Expert Opinion

In some respects, the starkly contrasting opinions of The Mission which reviewers
committed to print in 1986 and 1987 are readily explained by the lack of universally
accepted criteria for evaluating films. This fact becomes especially apparent when
critics are judging a film which spans interwoven historical, ethical, religious, and
psyi:ho]ogical themes. The fact that Bolt, Joffé, and the other creators of The Mission
sought to record with some degree of accuracy an historical event while also
underscoring the contemporary relevance, mutatis mutandis, of the conflicts which
give it its dramatic tension, complicates the matter, as does the inherent and
inescapable necessity of making religious topics immediately meaningful to viewers
whose degree of spirituality ranges from moribund to vibrant. What touchstone
does one thus use to assay a film which attempts to be so much to a highly diversi-
fied, international audience?

To be sure, something approaching a consensus of opinion exists regarding
the desirability of such elements as convincing acting, smooth editing, appropriateness
of background music, and striking camera angles. On most of these counts, The
Mission fared quite well in critical eyes. The obvious exception to this generalisation
lies in the mixed reviews which Irons and De Niro received for their roles as Father
Gabriel and Rodrigo Mendoza. The boldest line of demarcation separating those
critics who lauded The Mission from their counterparts who panned it runs through
the minefield of the film’s content. Reviewers crossed verbal swords chiefly in
their reactions (or, in surprisingly many instances, their lack thereof) to the religious
and ethical problems posed and, in a very few cases, in the po]iticai convictions
which coloured their perceptions of a film which stands unabashedly near the left
end of the ideological spectrum. As we have noted, many critics either accepted
without comment the consequent explicit appiication of the historical episode depicted
to contemporary South America or thought the lesson was too obvious to require
the printed epilogue. Only a few, such as Cheney at Christian Herald, flatly rejected
the political stance of The Mission and thought it detracted significantly from the

quality of this film.
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~Tobe sure, on the most rudimentary level some reviewers simply misunderstood
details of the film and consequently committed to print erroneous perceptions. Even
the scholarly Jesuit Richard A. Blake thus perpetuated numerous mistakes in his
otherwise so perceptive review. He claimed, for instance, that “the story is set in
1753”, a chronological inexactitude which contradicts the text printed on the screen
at the beginning of the film. Blake then called the priest who is shown hurtling
over the Iguagu Falls as “a nameless Jesuit missionary”, when in fact Father Gabriel
clearly refers to him as “Father Julien”. He believed that Father Gabriel visited
the fratricidal Rodrigo Mendoza “in prison”, but the pastoral call in question takes
place within the walls of the Jesuit headquarters in Asuncion. Blake stated that at
the time when the plot unfolds, “the line dividing the territories of Spain and Portugal
is to be moved”, whereas the Treaty of Madrid of 1750 had already made that shift
a fait accompli. Similar errors, though usually in smaller numbers, mar many of
the other reviews considered in this chapter.

The religious content of The Mission undoubtedly caused problems for many
reviewers on an international scale. This can be said of both those who praised
the film and those who found little they could regard as praiseworthy in it. In most
of the reviews examined as part of the research for the present study, there is very
little or no evidence of adequate theological sophistication to understand such pivotal,
inherent issues as the modes of conducting mission or the clash of the deontological
ethics of Biblical prescription with the teleological or situation ethics present in
much liberation theology and its precursors. Less exacting religious topics, such
as the range of personality types in the ranks of the clergy, also caused confusion.
Presumably, it would be entirely unrealistic to expect such intellectual preparation
on the part of critics in the secular media whose task it is to comment véry frequently
- in some instances almost daily - on films spanning a broad spectrum of topics.
Yet, surprisingly enough, even theologically educated reviewers generally failed
to give the religious aspects of The Mission their due.

By analogy, much the same can be said of reactions to the historicity of the
film. Few critics, harried as they generally are to meet editors’ deadlines, have
sufficient time (or, one suspects, the inclination) to do even the most superficial

reading about the historical background of events depicted in ostensibly historical
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films. In this case, they were presented with an episode in the history of Jesuit
missions during the eighteenth century, a topic which must have struck most of
them as quite arcane. In fairness to the men and women who were asked to review
The Mission, it should be noted that even many Roman Catholic ecclesiastical
historians outside the Society of Jesus apparently know little about many of the
details of this relatively tenebrous corner of their multifaceted discipline. What
appears to have happened in some instances is that the historical verisimilitude of
much of this seemingly realistic film was mistaken for historical veracity. To that
we shall return shortly.

With these limitations in mind, we shall consider a small but representative
sample of the most obvious errors and misconceptions which helped to shape critical
opinion of The Mission. We shall begin with one of the first British reviews, namely
that by Iain Johnstone in The Sunday Times. As indicated earlier, this critic thought
Bolt’s script embodied “pinpoint historical accuracy”, although what Johnstone’s
justification for making that sweeping and most exacting assertion could be remains
a mystery. According to the generally accepted epistemological norms of his society,
it would be necessary for Johnstone to have a firm grasp of every historical detail
on which The Mission touches before reaching such a conclusion. There is no
’apparent reason to believe, however, that he was thus prepared, and indeed several
historical inaccuracies in the film diminish the cogency of his statement. Had
Johnstone taken time to consult standard histories of the Society of Jesus, particularly
its South American missions and their forced closure in the eighteenth century,
he may have learnt, for example, that the central ecclesiastical figure in The Mission,
Luis Altamirano, was not a cardinal whom the pope sent to South America to report
on prospects for terminating the Jesuit missionary presence there, but a Jesuit priest,
albeit a highly experienced one who knew much about relations between church
and state in southern Europe, whom the general of the Society of Jesus dispatched
to expedite the withdrawal of the Jesuits after it had been decided to close their
fields. Of such other inaccuracies as the presence of a Guarani Roman Catholic
priest (when in fact none were ordained before the closure of the Jesuit fields)

Johnstone appears to have been quite ignorant.
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~Several reviewers found Jeremy Irons’s portrayal of Father Gabriel unconvincing,
chiefly because they questioned whether a missionary priest in a Spanish colony
of South America could have had such a serene disposition. In a related vein,
Anthony Pagden chided the character for being reminiscent of an “English country
parson”. Much can be said against these critiques. To be sure, the Father Gabriel
of the film is emphatically not the Father Gabriel of the novelisation. The occasionally
militant Irish cleric whom Bolt created for the book becomes a generally irenic
and idealistic man of God on the screen, but it should be borne in mind that even
in the latter venue Father Gabriel reveals a capacity for anger as a normal secondary
emotion. This comes to the fore especially during the hearing which Altamirano
conducts in Asuncion. Admittedly, these moderately eruptive scenes are exceptions.
Nevertheless, to deny the cinematic character’s plausibility merely because in most
scenes he is particularly serene is arguably to parade one’s ignorance of the broad
spectrum of personality types found in the ranks of the Roman Catholic clergy.
With regard to Pagden’s comment about the seemingly English demeanour of Father
Gabriel, one might also reply that there is no compelling reason why this priest
in the film could not have been an Englishman who served in the Society of Jesus.
After all, many have done so through the centuries, and as we noted in the founda-
tional historical chapter of the present study Jesuit missionaries in the Spanish and
Portuguese colonies of South America during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
came from European countries other than Spain and Portugal.

Another striking omission of many of the reviews in question is the apparent
failure of certain critics to understand the pivotal centrality of some of the visual
symbolism. To be sure, there are exceptions, such as Blake’s comments about the
metaphorical meaning of the Iguacu Falls. By contrast, there is virtually nothing
in the extensive critical commentary on The Mission pertaining to something as
obvious as Father Gabriel bearing the monstrance out of the burning chapel, a matter
which Daniel Berrigan discussed at length in his published journal of the filming.
This symbolic act not merely contradicts much of what some critics wrote about
Father Gabriel’s supposed lack of assertiveness but also forms a poignant spiritual
bridge between the eighteenth-century episode and the contemporary relevance of

the historic stand of the Jesuit missionaries on the side of the oppressed in Latin
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America. Several reviewers seem to have noticed only the epilogue on the screen
as a vehicle of this crucial message.

Much the same can be said of the failure of most critics to recognise or come
to grips with the liberationist underpinnings of The Mission, notwithstanding the
explicit attention which they had received in inter alia published interviews with
Bolt and Joffé. This is particularly surprising in light of the attention which conflicts
surrounding liberation theology, not least the confrontation between Leonardo Boff
and the Vatican, were still receiving when The Mission was released. Apart from
occasional - and usually flippant - references to the epilogue, very few reviewers

mentioned the contemporary liberationist context and its resulting motifs at all.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CONCLUSION

General Observations

At the outset of our journey through selected literary and cinematic portrayals
of missions and missionaries, | stated that a central guiding hypothesis was that
when literary artists and filmmakers have described Jesuit endeavours in South
America during the eighteenth century they have almost invariably used this stormy
chapter in ecclesiastical history as evidence to support whatever contemporary cause
they were advocating. These campaigns have included inter alia suppression of
the Society of Jesus, restoring the legal status of that religious order, proving the
moral and economic demerits of imperialism, opposition to free trade, advocacy
of socialism, resistance to fascism, and legitimising liberation theology. In our
varying analyses of selected works by Voltaire, Cunninghame Graham, Hochwilder,
Bolt, Joffé, and Berrigan, I have demonstrated how these learned gentlemen elected
to represent the Jesuit undertaking, especially the life of the reducciénes and their
forced closure, in ways which served their own political, economic, ideational,
and religious agendas. The evidence of this, both direct and circumstantial, is
overwhelming, and much of it has been cited at length in the present study. It would
be superfluous to reproduce it here. In several of the preceding chapters, I have
also drawn other conclusions about diverse aspects of the individual works considered,
such as representations of indigenous peoples and the variety of stereotypes of
missionaries which have evolved in the cinema.

Let us here make a preliminary statement about the overarching value of
this investigation. A fundamental lesson to be learnt from such a study is that all
representations of historical events must be regarded as interpretations. To be sure,
this is hardly an Archimedean discovery which will prompt anyone with even a
rudimentary grounding in the development of historiographical epistemology to
shout “Eureka”. As countless historians of the expansion of Christianity, like their
secular counterparts, have understood for generations, there is no flawless conduit
of truth between the phenomena of the past and perceptions of the present. Even

when extensive pertinent documentation exists, such as statistics and other contempo-
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rary accounts recorded by contemporary participants and observers, one must contend
with a host of subjective factors which have left their mark on those witnesses,
such as their general incompleteness, conscious or unconscious shaping of the material
motivated by either wishful thinking of the rapid enlargement of Christendom or
hostility to its proliferation, and the inevitable limitations of any one person’s or
group’s viewpoint. The inherently cross-cultural nature of most foreign missionary
endeavours obviously compounds these subjective factors and increases the refraction
of the facts of the events under consideration as they emanate through various cultural
prisms on their way to the eyes of subsequent readers.

If historians with few if any axes to grind who are willing and able to conduct
extensive research in various written and other sources and who consciously seek
to present comprehensive depictions of missions history to their readers inescapably
leave their own fingerprints on their writing, the problems of subjectivity and
incompleteness become all the more evident when historical topics are subjected
to conscious artistic interpretation. To be sure, some playwrights, screenwriters,
novelists, and other practitioners of the arts remain convinced that their task is to
present realistic depictions to the viewers and readers of their works. The ideal
of objectivity dies hard. But many others have concluded that their duty is consciously
to portray reality as they themselves perceive it, realising that their interpretations
almost inevitably differ from those of other artists, historians, or anyone else who
may participate in similar exercises. Again, the present study underscores the apparent
necessity of realising this limitation, with both the drawbacks and the insights it
can bring to the interpretative task. With regard to the focal point of the subject
we have been considering, it is possible to know much about the evangelisation
of the Guarani during the eighteenth century, the ways in which their reducciones
functioned, the challenges which European colonialism posed to them, and the
controversies attending the closure of this enormous missionary undertaking. What
is much easier to know, however, is what its interpreters have wanted us to know
about these matters.

Beyond these general observations about the inevitability of subjective input
in the process of writing history and the proving of the central hypothesis of this

thesis, it is possible to draw other conclusions about the subject matter and the
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methodology employed. To them we shall turn before concluding with comments

about the role of film in missiology and suggestions for future research on this topic.

The Artists and Their Causes

In retrospect, certain overarching traits about many of the littérateurs and
filmmakers whose treatments of Jesuit missions in eighteenth-century South America
we have considered emerge, some of them so vividly that they can hardly be
overlooked. Furthermore, it is possible to draw at least tentative conclusions about
their use of this chapter in ecclesiastical history. It must be admitted that our sample
is statistically relatively small, and therefore generalisations must be made cautiously.

First, it is striking that from theological and ecclesiastical viewpoints none
of the principal men under consideration, with the obvious exception of Daniel
Berrigan, S.J., was what one would regard as a likely champion of the Society
of Jesus. For that matter, only Berrigan appears to have been a practising Roman
Catholic at the time he wrote about this missionary endeavour. Most, in fact, stood
spiritually and theologically far from the mainstream of that denominational tradition.
Voltaire was an Enlightenment Deist who at times thrust his satirical rapier at the
Church of Rome. Apart from his obvious admiration of the economic life of the
reducciones, Cunninghame Graham evinced little interest in religious matters,
notwithstanding his mother’s Hispanic origins and his decades of involvement in
that culture on both sides of the Atlantic. Hochwilder was a Jew, albeit one from
the predominantly Roman Catholic city of Vienna. Bolt, by his own testimony,
had been raised a Methodist but never set foot in a church as an adult and eventually
appears to have given up whatever belief in God he once had. Yet they all found
something fascinating about an epoch in Jesuit history, and they all wrote enthusiasti-
cally about it; even Voltaire, despite the volleys he had fired across the Jesuit bow
in Candide, later changed his position to one of praise. The ability of the Society
of Jesus, which has been spected of all manner of dastardly deeds, loathed in many
quarters, subjected to immeasurable calumny for centuries, and at one time or another
banned in many countries from Norway' to Argentina, to garner such accolades

for its missionary endeavours from these unlikely supporters is truly remarkable.
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One reason for this is undoubtedly political. All of these same men were,
in one sense or another, political nonconformists who protested against totalitarian
or conservative governments. Voltaire was a loose cannon on the deck of the ancien
régime. Cunninghame Graham became a socialist Labourite who denounced
Conservative and Liberal governments alike during the Victorian and Edwardian
eras. Hochwilder opposed National Socialism which had seized power in his native
land during the late 1930s and was tearing Europe asunder after he fled to Switzer-
land. Bolt’s socialist and pacifist views and activism were out of step with prevailing
British policies during the Cold War. Berrigan was also a pacifist who had gained
considerable renown in the United States of America because of his outspoken
opposition to that country’s military involvement in South-east Asia during the 1960s
and early 1970s. The red thread does not stop there. Three of these figures (Cunning-
hame Graham, Bolt, and Berrigan) had been clapped into gaol because of their
political activities, while two others (Voltaire and Hochwilder) had gone into exile
because they feared persecution at the hands of undemocratic governments. Generally
speaking, they all sought to act as spokesmen for economically, ethnically, or
politically oppressed peoples.

Against this background, it becomes more evident how these reform-minded
individuals apparently felt an affinity with eighteenth-century Jesuits who similarly
found themselves at odds with entrenched structures of economic and political power
while seeking to protect the lives and freedom of colonised and exploited people.
Although these men of letiers lacked anything remotely approaching a comprehensive
grasp of the history of Jesuit missionary endeavours, they became aware through
reading and other means of the controversy surrounding the heavy-handed closure
of the reducciones in the 1760s. This chapter in the history of the Society of Jesus,
intersecting with the vicious and exploitative annals of Iberian imperialism in South
America, clearly struck a familiar chord which, mutatis mutandis, seemed analogous
- to what they were experiencing in their own times. Most of their representations
(or, arguably, inevitable misrepresentations) of eighteenth-century Jesuit missions
consequently stress the benevolently anti-imperial, and in places almost idyllic,
side of what was undeniably a much more complicated picture.

This is not to suggest, of course, that the history of the Society of Jesus

furnishes rhetorical ammunition only for reformers of “liberal” or nonconformist
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inclination. That religious order, it must be remembered, played a vital role in
reversing reformist tendencies within the Roman Catholic Church both during the
era of the Counter-Reformation and subsequently, and both priests and laymen in
its broad, international ranks have represented a fairly wide spectrum of theological
and political opinion. It is entirely conceivable that various champions of “conserva-
tism” could with equal sincerity take from Jesuit history evidence in support of,
for example, their defences of Roman Catholic orthodoxy, persecution‘ of Protestant-
ism, papal prerogative, a symbiosis of church and state, royalism, centralisation
of ecclesiastical authority, laissez-faire capitalism, and strict educational policies.
For that matter, Jesuit missions history itself is a variegated saga which could yield
support for some of these causes. As I have indicated earlier, the Jesuit missionaries
in question cannot be categorically classified as radical ecclesiastical reformers or
innovators. By most accounts they administered their reduccidnes with a heavy
hand and, in part by keeping the priesthood and most secular leadership in their
own hands, created a situation which did not survive their withdrawal. Little of
this, however, comes to the fore in most of the works examined in this study. Indeed,
in what may have been an unintentional inversion of history, Bolt wrote a Guarani

priest into his script for The Mission.

An Auspicious Method of Analysis?

A central purpose of this study was to examine and identify how literary
and cinematic artists have portrayed eighteenth-century Jesuit missions to the Guarani
and to demonstrate how they had used this critical chapter in ecclesiastical history,
especially the life and forced closure of the reduccidnes, as historical evidence in
support of contemporary causes. Employing what for many decades have been fairly
conventional modes of historical and literary criticism, I first commented on each
author under consideration, basing my remarks on standard biographical sources
in English, German, and French, highlighting some of the most salient political,
economic, or other concerns expressed in his writing and other public activities
in general, and then proceeded to correlate elements in his text about Jesuit missions

to those concerns. Examination of such related matters as depictions of colonists
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and indigenous peoples complemented this task. Given the focus on the film The
Mission, it seemed particularly relevant to place that work into the context of earlier
cinematic depictions of missionaries and their work in the propagation of Christianity.
In the special case of Daniel Berrigan, I modified my approach slightly by beginning
with a consideration of his remarkable career as a Jesuit priest and anti-war activist
before exploring how, as revealed in his published diary, he accordingly influenced
the revision of Bolt’s script for The Mission while serving as a special advisor to
director Roland Joffé.

In retrospect, implementing this general strategy and executing the processes
it entailed proved fairly uncomplicated. Much is known about all the writers
considered, so establishing the contours of their pertinent thought on such matters
as imperialism and complementing them with corresponding details of their political
activities did not pose a daunting task. By the same token, much of what they
committed to paper about the Jesuits and their reducciones stands out in bold relief,
and its prominence was not difficult to comprehend in light of their ideologies and
other beliefs and convictions. Attainment of the goal of proving the foundational
hypothesis was thus not particularly complex. There can be little doubt that the
images which the authors in question have given the world about Jesuit missions
in eighteenth-century South America must all be taken cum grano salis and can
also be understood in light of the authors’ contemporary interests.

Two vital and intimately linked questions remain: How much insight do
literary and cinematic works, more specifically those which focus on eighteenth-
century Jesuit missions, neveriheless actually shed on the historical phenomena
they purport to depict? To what extent do they intentionally or unintentionally distort
them? It would not be mere cynicism to reply that all art is by nature artificial and
that no medium is a perfect conduit of truth. A less crass and potentially more
valuable answer might be that the present study has uncovered crucial flaws,
omissions, and exaggerations in all the works examined and that many of these
stem quite directly from authorial exploitation of history. Consequently, anyone
seriously interested in gaining a more comprehensive and hopetully less erroneous
image of the history of the Jesuit reducciones without necessarily learning Spanish
as well as the other languages which were spoken at them and in which memoirs

by participating missionaries were written and reading a massive amount of primary
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documents should at least seek to uncover basic information about the biases and
ageﬁdas of the authors whose secondary works are serving as channels of information.
Furthermore, the present study underscores the desirability of availing oneself to
several such books, films, or whatever media are accessible. Of course, there is
nothing particularly novel about this, but in the context of historical-missiological
enquiry it seems worth emphasising.

On a larger scale, the matter becomes particularly problematical, because
some late twentieth-century literary theoreticians have postulated that historical
fiction is a valid source, one which opens a revealing window on events of the past.
Others, particularly conventional historians, have repeatedly expressed scepticism
in this regard. In one recent exchange which illustrates the point, Dr Michael Green
of the Department of English at the University of Natal has championed the value
and legitimacy of fiction as historiography and cited Oliver Walker’s novels about
the polygamous British colonist in Natal, John Dunn, Proud Zulu and Zulu Royal
Feather in support of this contention, while Dr Charles Ballard, who then lectured
in the Department of History at the same institution and had written a praiseworthy
doctoral thesis about Dunn, took the opposite view.?

As indicated in the introductory chapter of the present thesis, as a historian
Iunabashedly have a personal and professional bias towards conventional historiogra-
phy, at least when it rests on extensive examination of sources as close as possible
to the events under consideration. Concomitantly, while as a literary scholar I deeply
respect the potential which literature (and, by extension, the cinema) has for
conveying truth, motivating readers and viewers, and, not least, entertaining - all
of which, to be sure, can hold true for conventional historiography. Furthermore,
as I am keenly aware of much of the subjectivity and fallibility which inheres in
the writing of history, I stressed in that opening chapter that in this study the portrayal
of Jesuit missions in history books would not serve as a touchstone with which
to assay the same in various literary and cinematic nuggets, at least not in any
categorical sense. Without compromising that principle, I cautiously suggest that
one can learn considerably more about Jesuit missions to the Guarani in general
from a work such as Cunninghame Graham’s A Vanished Arcadia, notwithstanding
its author’s unvarnished bias, than from any of the others I have analysed in the

preceding chapters. That Scottish hidalgo, after all, did vastly more research on
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the topic than did, for example, Hochwilder or Bolt, and while Cunninghame Graham
can be justifiably indicted for allowing his political agenda to dictate part of what
he wrote, the same charge can be brought against the other authors.

It would be immeasurably helpful, of course, to have eighteenth-century
Guarani testimonies about the reduccidnes, the Jesuits’ propagation of Christianity
at them, and numerous related matters. As indicated in the introductory chapter,
in recent decades historians of missions have sought, albeit with varying degrees
of success, to add the voices of those being evangelised to the vast documentation
left by those who have done the evangelising. When available, this material can
add an invaluable dimension to historical research. In most instances, however,
it is sparse, and with regard to contacts between the Guarani and their colonisers,
including the Jesuit missionaries, it appears to be virtually non-existent. Again,
this inevitably adds a bias to the historical literature as well as to artistic representa-
tions which rely on that literature.

It is arguable, as is often the case when an inductive method is employed,
that the sample of texts examined is not necessarily representative of what exists.
That eventuality is readily granted. It is entirely conceivable that an analysis of
other texts, perhaps ones in languages not accessible for the purposes of the present
study, or by Jesuits themselves (besides Daniel Berrigan) or by people whose political
ideologies were more conservative than those considered here would yield less blatant
exploitation of Jesuit history or otherwise call for conclusions markedly different
from my own. An awareness of this possibility suggests that the conclusions drawn
here about my selection of texts taken from three major European languages and
written over a period of more than two centuries should not be regarded as the
final word about literary and other representations of the work of the Society of
Jesus amongst the Guarani.

Perhaps in the end it would be fair to conclude that much of the value of
artistic depictions of the Jesuits and their reducciénes lies much less in their general
portrayal of this epic (which, to be fair to them, they were generally not attempting)
but rather, in a piecemeal way, in their calling attention to particular issues, some
of which are of great missiological or other interest. To illustrate the point, to view
the film The Mission intending thereby to gain even a superficial grasp of the history

of the endeavours of Society of Jesus to bring Christianity to the Guarani would
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be an exercise in futility. (In this regard, it might be recalled that one criticism
which reviewers brought against The Mission was that it sought to some degree
to do that.) One could learn more in that sense from reading a book like Cunning-
hame Graham’s A Lost Arcadia. On the other hand, Bolt, Joffé, Berrigan; and the
other creators of that film arguably succeeded in highlighting vital issues involved
in the closure of the reduccidnes and the issue of justifying violence by missionaries
when they and people whom they are seeking to protect are subjected to violence
by the state. Erwin Goegebeur, the Dutch critic who reviewed The Mission in the
periodical Film en Televisie, was essentially correct in categorising it as a “discussie-

film” rather than a historical documentary.

The Cinema and the Future of the Gospel

Turning from retrospection to speculation about the future, it can be argued
that our consideration of the film The Mission highlights the continuing potential
of the cinema as a means of communicating missiological concerns in the twenty-first
century. That award-winning work briefly captured the attention of tens of millions
of viewers after its premiere in 1986. To be sure, its production was an expensive,
arduous, and time-consuming undertaking, but at least in terms of quantitative public
response The Mission was arguably more cost-effective in reaching people than
are most sermons, evangelistic tracts, or other uses of the various media which
religious organisations have long employed. Explicit visual imagery has generally
surpassed that stimulated by the printed word in its effect on the broad public during
an age in which some social commentators and authorities in the field of mass
communications have expressed great concern about the constriction of effective
literacy.?

Not that there is anything novel about this suggestion. For decades missionary
organisations, boards of Christian education, and other agencies have understood
something of the value of audio-visual materials, chiefly documentaries lacking
widespread appeal, to serve their ends. Similarly, Christian commentaries on films
have long been profuse. The columns of such periodicals as The Christian Century,

Christianity Today, and Christian Herald, to cite three of the most popular religious
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periodicals in North America, have carried hundreds of reviews through the years,
and one could point to corresponding criticism in other parts of the world, though
admittedly not everywhere. Much less frequently, Christians have ventured out
on the thin ice of making feature films, and on occasion the results they have seen
from their efforts have been profoundly gratifying. After playing the Dutch Christian
Corrie ten Boom who strove to shield Jews from Nazi persecution during the Second
World War in the 1975 production of The Hiding Place, for example, Jeannette
Clift George “received letters from Christians whose fellowship with God had become
dramatically personalized, missionaries who were called into service, and believers
in oppressive countries who found the courage of God™ as a consequence of Viewing
that cinematic testimony to a humble woman’s faith.* Two decades later, the
American feature film Dead Man Walking gained international attention as a powerful
portrayal of the ministry of the Roman Catholic nun Helen Prejean to a murderer
on death row. In this regard, however, the potential for missiology remains largely
unrealised. For the most part, the cinematic portrayal of missions and missionaries
has been left to commercial interests. The result, as we saw in Chapter Six, has
been a series of stereotypes - most of them derogatory and some of them arguably
sensationalised and even bizarre - of missionaries and their work. One can point
to a few exceptions, such as Romero, a film not discussed at length in this study,
which the Roman Catholic Church in the United States of America produced to
provide insight into the difficulties which Christians were experiencing at the hands
of a right-wing dictatorship in El Salvador. As usual, however, the exception proves
the rule.

The challenges of this should not be underestimated. One of the most daunting
obstacles, of course, is the enormous cost. Less tangibly, there is the omnipresent
issue of how films of missiological import will be perceived. Our survey of the
reception of The Mission in several countries and by people representing numerous
denominational traditions revealed a distinct tendency for critics to bury or praise
it according to such factors as their own theological and other religious presupposi-
tions, ideological leanings, and artistic prejudices. Some reviewers, for that matter,
simply misunderstood vital points in The Mission. To this it might be answered
that the presentation of the Gospel through sermons, tracts, books, television, or

other media has met with mixed responses for nearly two millennia and any
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expgctations that placing considerably greater emphasis on films would alter that
are naive. In all times and places of a dynamic and ever-evolving world, the Gospel
should be communicated in meaningful and credible forms, and those who hear
it will have the choice of accepting or rejecting it. Moreover, their perceptions
of the Gospel will inevitably vary.

Finally, the direct pedagogical value in missiology of the films we have
considered or to which reference has been made in this study deserves mention.
Teachers of religious studies have long been cognizant of the potential which such
films as King of Kings and The Robe have for illustrating the subjective, eisegetical
nature of twentieth-century portrayals of Jesus, however irritating those works are
to many New Testament scholars. By approximate analogy, such films as The
Mission, Romero, At Play in the Fields of the Lord, and Hawaii can be put to use
in at least two ways. On the one hand, some of them highlight quite clearly such
central issues as the contextualising of the Gospel in cross-cultural settings and
consequences of the failure to do so, relations between church and state, the creation
of indigenous churches, and the confrontation of Christianity and other religions.
On the other hand, they illustrate no less vividly how both advocates of Christian
missions and people who are either opposed or indifferent thereto have invariably

depicted aspects of the subject to serve their own ends.



Notes

Norway’s first constitution, which was promulgated in 1814 after the Treaty of
Kiel compelled Denmark to cede that country to a personal union with Sweden,
explicitly forbade the entry of Jesuits into the realm. This ban was not lifted until
well into the twentieth century. |

Michael Green, “History in Fiction: Oliver Walker and John Dunn”, English in
Africa, XV, no. 1 (May 1988), pp. 29-53.

See, for example, Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse
in the Age of Show Business (New York: Viking Penguin, 1985), in which he
explicitly laments the replacement of the Age of Typography by the Age of
Television during the second half of the twentieth century.

Jeannette Clift George, “Prometheus Unbound: Unleashing Christian Drama”,
Christianity and the Arts, 1V, no. 1 (February-April 1997), p. 10.
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