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Martyrdom -understood in the 

Christian culture as suffering and, 

ultimately, death for Christ-, is a 

rich and controversial field of 

study, which has received 

considerable scholarly attention, 

especially in the last decades. The 

idea of martyrdom is, by its very 

nature, intrinsic to the Christian 

evangelization enterprise, because 

the Apostolate is considered as the 

continuation of the activity of 

Christ’s disciples in spreading the 

faith, and as the perpetuation of the 

deeds and the doctrine of Jesus 

Christ as well as of his Passion. 

 

 

  



 

From this point of view, martyrdom is deeply embedded in the missionary discourse and imagery. 

In fact, Early Modern Christian missions are bound to the idea of martyrdom not only in their 

theological and spiritual underpinning, but also in practice: missionary relationes often depict 

suffering, hardship, persecution, and in many cases, heroic deaths in the name of God’s glory. 

Moreover, the Jesuit indipetae letters are full of desire of martyrdom, longing for death in the Indies. 

Despite this relevance of martyrdom for Early Modern evangelization enterprise, the scholarly 

exploration of this particular period is fairly limited, especially in regards of a global, integrative 

perspective not focused on single case studies.  

 

The workshop aspires to contribute to the study or martyrdom in Early Modern missions, 

especially in Asia (complemented with Latin American perspectives). This period is, in our 

understanding, crucial for the very idea of martyrdom, because it was precisely in the 16th century, 

following the confessional split between the Catholics and the Protestants, when the Catholic 

notion of martyrdom re-emerged after its medieval latency. The aim of the workshop is to explore 

the idea and the practices of martyrdom in Early modern missions from multiple points of view, 

including, in the first place, historical and literary, but also anthropological, theological or 

iconographical perspectives.  

 

Possible lines of reflection to be addressed include the following: 

 

• Is missionary martyrdom (in the Indies) specific, in comparison with its European models (as, for 

example, in the Counter-Reformation campaign)? 

• Are there fundamental differences between martyrdom in Asian missions and those in America?  

• What is the dynamics between martyrdom in missions and its European literary and documentary 

renderings and representations (e. g., the propagandistic use and abuse of martyrdom, its narrative 

construction, its re-elaboration in popular culture, etc.)? 

• What is the imagery of martyrdom in Early Modern missions, its most important notions, images, 

and symbolism? How is its language and terminology articulated?  

• Theological underpinning of martyrdom in Early Modern missions. Its role in conversion.  

• Is the idea of martyrdom conditioned by the idiosyncrasy of the given order? Are there 

substantial differences between, for example, the Jesuits and the mendicant orders? 

• Iconography and visual representation of martyrdom in Early Modern missions. Spectacle and 

performance. 

• Martyrdom in the mission: body and soul. Martyrdom and emotions.  

• Case studies.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

The workshop is one of the activities of the project “Early Modern Evangelization of China: The Franciscan Mission and its 

Theory” funded by the European Commission within the Marie Curie Skłodowska Individual Fellowship programme 

(H2020-MSCA-IF-2019, Proposal number: 892795) 

 
 

 

 
 


