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Introduction

Questions of Patronage: Artists, Missions, African Art

Christianity’s presence in Africa has a long history, dating from its adoption in the fourth century in the medieval Kingdom of Aksum, Ethiopia. What often is termed the “missionary era,” characterized by increasing European missionary activity in sub-Saharan Africa, began much later, in the late fifteenth century, and was concentrated during the nineteenth through the twentieth centuries, which latter period is the focus of this study. Evidently, Christianity prospers on the African continent, since it was widely adopted during that period, and today proselytizing efforts by both Western and African churches have ushered in a boom of Christianity such that Christians in Africa today number in the hundreds of millions. From the dawn of the twentieth century through 2010, the Christian population in Africa rose from about 9 million to 525 million,1 and consistent conversion efforts today seem set to continue ballooning Christian adherence throughout this century. Hand in hand with the acceptance and spread of Christianity in sub-Saharan Africa during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, certain Western Christian missions also collaborated with local artists in art production, and the interactions between African artists and Western Christian missions during the twentieth century are the particular focus of this art historical study. Examining the working relationships between missionaries and artists, as well as the work that the artists produced through missionary contact, is productive not only in light of the historical rise of Christianity in Africa but also in relation to its burgeoning presence today and the importance of this art to those Africans who embrace Christianity as vital to their sense of identity.

African Artists under Mission Patronage: Focus on Tanzania explores relationships between African artists and Western Christian missions in twentieth-century Africa and how that patronage has shaped and defined twentieth-century African art. This book examines several missions, the artists they supported, and the art that was produced. The study contributes to scholarship on African Christian art, which is still in its infancy within the study of contemporary African art today, and highlights that this topic provides fertile ground and merits further study.

To understand the context, it is vital to appraise the complex terrain that both the missionaries and the artists had to negotiate, in which is enmeshed the missionaries’ seemingly benevolent postures and actions toward African art. As Elizabeth Rankin points out, “to read the process of Africanizing of Christian imagery as the ‘natural’ result of involving African artists in the production of religious art is to ignore the complex relationships between European missionaries and African converts. Such an approach does not take into account mission agendas in establishing Christianity in Africa, nor African agency in coopting Christian themes for new purposes.”2

In the collaboration between Western Christian missionaries and African artists, the missionaries inevitably influenced the artists they were supporting, even if this took some time to take effect. For example, in the case of the Grace Dieu Mission in the Republic of South Africa, “it seems unlikely that African stylisation would have been encouraged at Grace Dieu, which remained conservative in its attitude to art forms, but the possibility of adapting Christian art for local congregations through the Africanisation of ecclesiastical subject matter was found more frequently as the years passed.”3

One of the pertinent questions for this study is, how did African artists, when responding to missionary patronage, negotiate cultural conflicts between the demands of African traditions, on the one hand, and religious change, on the other hand, including the embrace of a modernist freedom of expression? The literature is replete with discussions of the connection between the creative process and spirituality in traditionalist African societies. Rosalind Hackett (1996), for instance, describes this nexus also in terms of the view that artists have a close relationship with the spirit realm and with religious specialists and therefore often are required to perform special rituals, abstain from particular behaviors, and adhere to moral prescriptions. Therefore, it behooves this study to consider the tension experienced by artists who both produce art objects in a “traditional” manner, while guided by spiritual forces and adhering to traditions, on the one hand, and also produce art as missionary artists, on the other hand. Equally interesting to explore is the degree to which missionaries allowed the African artists they patronized to develop their own visual language. It is fruitful to determine if the artists were guided by missionaries to produce art for the art market and, if so, what the outcomes of such an initiative were, especially considering that on the African art market, tourist art objects are also exchanged. Christopher Steiner (1999) cites the pioneering work of Bennetta Jules-Rosette (1984, 1990) on the semiotics of tourist art exchange networks, where she asserts that tourist art displays “signs of genuine aesthetic creativity and often artistic genius,” contrary to the perception that tourist art is just comprised “of mindlessly mass-produced objects.”4 As Steiner sees it, tourist art represents “a paradigmatic form of mass-produced art,” and he contends that the authenticity and cultural rationality of tourist art “flow from the qualities it shares” with other classes of mass-produced objects.5 Tourist art might better be understood “as an example of material culture that fits into a more generalized model of producer-consumer relations,”6 so that one might view tourist art more neutrally as just “one of several systems of representation.”

To describe the patronage contexts and outcomes, this book pays close attention to the philosophies and policies of specific missions, their approaches in training artists, the processes of knowledge exchange surrounding art making and attitudes toward art, the role of visual traditions, the use of art objects, the status of artists, and the socioeconomic climate of the cultures hosting the missions. In scrutinizing these matters, the book argues that the artists and the missions that supported them made a significant contribution to the direction that African art took in the twentieth century and that, in doing so, both are invariably central to developing a historical point of view on contemporary African art.


Western Christian Missions and African Cultures

With European exploration and expansion between 1400 and 1800, coupled with Europe’s extended interest in trade, exploration, and colonization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many notable developments in Christian missionary activity took place, including the Portuguese-led Catholic mission to the Kongo Kingdom in Central Africa.7 Rival colonial powers in Europe competed for territorial control overseas, and in the case of Africa this led to the Berlin Conference of 1885, through which European nations divided up Africa among themselves for colonization. The European powers’ main objectives for founding colonies were economic. Similar to the colonizing nation-states, Catholic and Protestant missionaries were also very competitive over missionary activity.

As has been widely recognized in colonial and missionary accounts, colonial administrators and missionaries worked hand in hand in their respective colonizing and conversion efforts. Even so, missions were often caught in a bind. While Christian missionary work was expanding simultaneously with aggressive European imperial colonization, missionaries could not easily separate their mission of conversion from their assistance in colonization, which often negatively impacted the local people in that missionaries did not respect them.8 Regarding examples of missions that worked closely with colonial governments, the Berlin Mission Society worked most closely with the German colonial government in Tanzania (then German East Africa), as did the Herrnhut Brethren missionaries based at Urambo. Although the Herrnhut Brethren “resisted political manipulation and were multinational in their outlook, they could not entirely eschew colonial interests. Their expansion into East Africa served Germany’s territorial ambitions and aided colonial authorities by taking on a pioneering role and acting as a stabilizing factor.”9 In West Africa, Nicholas Bridger states, in Africanizing Christian Art: Kevin Carroll and Yoruba Christian Art in Nigeria, that Catholic and Protestant churches’ mission systems of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reflected their common ethnocentric “strategy of training a Christian, European-shaped elite.” While missionaries and colonial administrators in Africa were largely on the same page concerning their outlook on local cultures, the cardinal goal for the colonizer became to control, while for the missionaries it was to transform those societies and, in due course, change their religious practices, which had such wide-ranging impact that this meant fundamentally changing society and culture to better mirror the supposedly superior European ones. Simply put, the missionaries’ goal was the creation of a new society. This is generally how European Christian missions’ attitudes toward and interactions with African cultures have been viewed in relation to imperialism. Missiologist John Kirby submits that “on the whole, with some important exceptions, the European missionaries knew little of the culture, traditional values, and religious beliefs of the people, but rather strictly condemned everything in their way of life and religion.”10 The general criticism leveled against the missions—that they did not understand much of African cultures and strove to destroy what they did not grasp—is accurate.

Christian missionaries in Africa have been blamed for contributing to the decline of traditional art. This claim has some validity considering that the missionaries rejected indigenous religions and, in turn, ignored traditional works of art that often were used in religious rituals and thus were deemed to be “the work of the devil.” Consequently, according to Martin Ott in his 2007 study,11 several missionaries and the church as a whole desired to evade any contact with the “sacred” objects of traditional religions.

Regarding the Roman Catholic Church, by the end of the nineteenth century through the 1920s, the Vatican began to revise the church’s previously hostile positions toward non-European religions, cultures, and art. Archbishop Celso Costantini (1877–1958), former apostolic nuncio in China (1922–1935) and later prefect of the Congregation for the Propagation of Faith (1935–1953), wrote about art following his experiences of Japanese imperial rule in China: “Because the missions were organized by a foreign hierarchy with the help of foreign governments marked by a foreign imperialistic spirit, it is no wonder that the [Christian] art was also foreign.”12 Cardinal Costantini introduced “adaptation,” a concept that evolved to become the “theology of inculturation” in Catholic usage after the Second Vatican Council of 1962 to 1965, also referred to as indigenization and contextualization.13 Writing in 2020, Nicholas Bridger notes that the word “adaptation” was replaced in Catholic usage in 1967 by “inculturation,” which specifically means “the adaptation of Christianity to a previously non-Christian culture.”14 Aylward Shorter defines the approach of inculturation as “the creative and dynamic relationship between the Christian message and a culture or cultures.”15 In a mission context, inculturation referred to the creation of indigenous Christian art to help “a person figure out how to be both a Christian and an African at the same time without having to become a European in the process.”16

Encapsulated in the theory of inculturation that Costantini developed and published as Christian Art in the Missions: A Manual of Art for Missionaries in 1940 was a view of the pivotal role of the church for the success of Christianity wherever it had been introduced, which should include the development of Christian art in the mission areas. In order to promote inculturation in the arts, Costantini was the driving force behind the Vatican Mission Exhibition. Originally planned for 1940, it was postponed due to the pope’s death and World War II and was eventually held in Rome in 1950, which was declared a Holy Year. Figure 1 shows a carved, 1949 Nativity set of the Three Kings from the Oye-Ekiti Workshop that was part of the 1950 mission exhibition in Rome. Some missions in Africa responded to this encouragement and challenge from the Vatican, as described further below.



Paucity of Research and Publication

Although African Christian art is a subject worthy of research, publication, and exhibition, few scholars of African art have undertaken substantial studies of it, which hampers critical evaluation and discussion on this art produced under the aegis of missionary patronage. In a foreword to Nicholas Bridger’s 2012 book, John Picton remarked, “The histories of a modern Christian art in sub-Saharan Africa remain an exciting and still almost completely unresearched field of study.”17 Realizing this lacuna, eight years later, in 2020, Christian Art and African Modernity was published. It is comprised of seventeen papers and an appendix of Bruce Onobrakpeya’s Fourteen Stations of the Cross that he painted in 1967 for the Catholic Church of St. Paul, Ebute Metta, in Lagos, Nigeria. The book primarily describes developments of Christian art in several African countries, with an emphasis on Nigeria. As Ott (2007) remarks, “it is understandable, perhaps unavoidable, that authors who report on and analyse African Christian art give prominence to the geographical areas which they know best. Writers in this field tend to favour certain countries by reason of their life-experience, their religious denomination, or their academic career.”18 Nonetheless, this text is a welcome addition to African art scholarship, embracing the relatively new field of Christian art in Africa. Recognizing the paucity of research and publications in this field, John Picton mentions the pioneering work of Carroll (1967), Thiel and Helf (1984), Miles (2004), Roberts and Renne (2009), Bridger (2012), and Fromont (2014).19
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Figure 0.1. The Three Kings in Exhibition Nativity set dressed as Yoruba oba in sacred bearded crowns and rich West African textiles. Photographed in the Pontifical Urbaniana University in Vatican City. Photo Courtesy of Nicholas Bridger
Some Africanist scholars have addressed the marginal treatment of African Christian art. Elizabeth Morton, in her 2003 work, “Missions and Modern Art in Southern Africa,” blames pioneers of the discipline of African art for an overdrawn dichotomy between traditional and contemporary African art. Since all these pioneering African art historians had studied traditional art, they marginalized art associated with missions as having contributed to the demise of traditional forms.20 Nicholas Bridger (2012) argues that the Oye-Ekiti Workshop has been overlooked by African art scholars not only because it may be uninteresting to them but also because they saw the Oye-Ekiti Workshop as tied to colonial thinking. He declares: “Surprisingly, the art historical coverage of Africa’s Christian art in the explosive twentieth century is little studied or written about, and the subject has been skimmed over or ignored in recent and acclaimed African art history texts.”21 While Bridger goes on to say that “it is hard to believe that there is so little African Christian art for African art historians to research and comment on,” Morton is emphatic that “mission art simply cannot be excluded from any discussion of the makings of contemporary African art. Too many artists, too many art teachers, too many art styles, and too many common themes have come out of missions to segregate them.”22

In light of the foregoing, this book endeavors to address this scholarly oversight pertaining to Christian art south of the Sahara and consequently contribute to filling this gap in African art history. This study endeavors to present the unique association between missions and artists through which Christian art in Africa has been brought into existence. Equally significant to describe within this relationship is that it allows for a broader understanding of missionary support of artists, which is crucial to understanding the status of artists as producers of art objects that included art created to serve Christianity, and who, in so doing, furthered the development and promotion of African art. Therefore, the contributions of both the missions and the artists involved in the making of African Christian art within contemporary African art will be brought into central focus, thereby providing valuable insights on these key players in the development of Christian art in Africa.



Toward a Study of Art Patronage of Missions in Tanzania

To address the previously described view of Ott (2007) about previous emphasis on Christian art developments in Nigeria, this book primarily concerns itself with Tanzania, to shed light on mission-supported art developments and their meanings there. This is not only worthwhile in its own right as a geographic focus but meshes with my life experience in Tanzania and my primary research interest. Furthermore, little research has been done on Tanzanian art generally (quite apart from the more specialized focus on mission-related art), and there are few published accounts of it, so this study will contribute toward a broader understanding of Tanzanian art.

The following case studies serve as exemplars of mission art patronage in Tanzania: Nyumba ya Sanaa (NYS) or “House of Art” in Dar es Salaam, Bujora Church in Mwanza Region, the Herrnhut Brethren missionaries in Tabora Region, the Benedictine Abbey Ndanda in Mtwara Region, and the Maneromango Lutheran Mission in Coast Region. They are inevitably thematically linked; these themes include the utilization of local art traditions and culture, the production and use of art products, patronage, artist training, and improvement of artists’ careers, as well as the art market.

Illustrating the thematic connection between these case studies, NYS and Bujora Mission both utilized local art traditions and culture in their building forms, as well as in the production of art objects and crafts. Thus, both the NYS entrance and the Bujora Church resemble an msonge or round house of Tanzanian peoples, Haya and Sukuma, respectively. In art production, NYS artists combined traditional art forms of Tanzania with contemporary styles and techniques, as well as local materials, and the Bujora Church’s internal decoration similarly was inspired by local designs (see chapters 2 and 3). Both NYS and Abbey Ndanda supported artists in training (see chapters 2 and 4) in order to develop the work of the artists themselves, as well as for the artists to produce work for those institutions, too. To that end, artists initially trained at Abbey Ndanda sometimes relocated to Dar es Salaam to continue with their work. Some joined NYS and remained there, while others later moved back to Mtwara, including to Abbey Ndanda, to continue with their art there.

The themes presented in the three chapters that address the art patronage of missions in Tanzania (chapters 2, 3, and 4) profoundly link these chapters, making them particularly useful for describing and evaluating the successes and shortcomings of mission patronage among Tanzanian artists. Above all, as these three chapters show, the missionaries in Tanzania, even though they did not expressly intend this, worked in tandem with artists, supporting them and thus advancing their missionary goals through mission art patronage in Tanzania and in the other African countries discussed in this work. This is further crystallized by the outcomes, which are indeed almost the same.

Geographically, Tanzania covers 365,756 square miles and borders Uganda to the north, Kenya to the northeast, Malawi and Mozambique to the south, and Zambia to the southwest. Rwanda, Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the DRC) lie to the west; the Indian Ocean forms the eastern boundary. With a population of 61.7 million according to the results of the national census in 2022, the United Republic of Tanzania was created on April 26, 1964, following a union between the Republic of Tanganyika and the People’s Republic of Zanzibar. Before 1919, Tanganyika was known as German East Africa. After Germany’s defeat in World War I, Tanganyika became a League of Nations mandate and thereafter was governed by Britain under the United Nations Trusteeship until independence on December 9, 1961.

Regarding the spread of Christianity in Tanzania, like other African countries, Tanzania saw Christian evangelization by various churches. These include the French White Fathers (the Missionaries of Africa), the Holy Ghost Fathers, the Benedictine Missionaries of St. Ottilien, the Church Mission Society (CMS), the American Inland Mission, the Betheler Mission, the Leipzig Mission Society, the Berlin Mission Society, and the Universities’ Mission of Central Africa (UMCA). In the case of the Roman Catholic Church, evangelization was revived in the 1840s after the Propaganda Fide (Congregation for the Propagation of Faith), which organized Catholic missionary activity since 1622 and was responsible for mission areas not covered by other papal arrangements, “went through a process of reorganization to face the new challenges of evangelization.”23 In this period (1840s), Pope Gregory XVI’s missionary zeal breathed new life into the mission to Africa. His own efforts and the work of the Congregation for the Propagation of Faith contributed to the Gospel being implanted fruitfully in Tanzania in the nineteenth century.24 To that end, the Holy Ghost Fathers entered Zanzibar in 1863, and the White Fathers entered Tanganyika in 1878. Because there were no German missionaries in Tanganyika when it became a German colony, the Catholic Church’s Benedictines of St. Ottilien, who were German and spoke the language of the colonial rulers, agreed to work in Tanganyika and arrived in Dar es Salaam in 1887.25 From Zanzibar, Father Antoine Horner extended the mission to Bagamoyo after receiving a gift of land from Zanzibar sultan Majid in 1868, thereby establishing the first Catholic mission. The church there was built in 1872, the first church built on the mainland of East Africa. After the Benedictines of St. Ottilien arrived in Dar es Salaam, they founded a mission at Pugu and then extended their missionary work in the southern part of the country and, in 1906, they opened a mission at Ndanda (discussed in chapter 4). As a result, their monasteries of Ndanda and Peramiho became centers of Christian development and modern civilization in southern Tanzania.26 Other churches also founded missions in other parts of Tanzania to carry out the work of evangelization.

After independence in 1961, Tanzania implemented several transformative policies. In 1967, the ruling party, Tanganyika African National Union (TANU), today renamed Chama cha Mapinduzi (CCM, Party for Revolution), promulgated its famous Arusha Declaration to build socialism. The period of study here concerns art patronage under the socialist government of Julius Nyerere, which lasted from independence until Nyerere stepped down in 1985, and continues under the open-market policies of the late 1980s to the present. The 1960s and the 1970s brought significant change to Tanzania in terms of political, social, economic, and cultural development. Apart from political changes accompanying the creation of a socialist state, strong economic growth enabled the nation to invest in social development, particularly in public education and health. In Nyerere’s view, development depended on national unity. Therefore, he wanted to eradicate the ethnic divisions and tensions created by colonialism in order to unify the country’s 120 ethnic groups.

To forge unity, Nyerere’s government abolished the position of chief as an executive officer in 1963 and adopted Kiswahili as Tanzania’s national language. In his 1962 inaugural speech to parliament, he announced the formation of the first Ministry of National Culture and Youth and underscored the importance of culture: “I have done this because I believe that its culture is the essence and spirit of any nation. A country which lacks its own culture is no more than a collection of people without the spirit which makes them a nation.”27

Nyerere charged the new ministry with developing a national culture to replace Tanzania’s highly diverse racial, religious, and ethnic cultures. In 1967, the Tanzanian government established the Kijiji cha Makumbusho, or Village Museum, as part of the National Museum of Tanzania to showcase and preserve the country’s indigenous architecture. The government’s decision was significant and timely, considering the period in which it was established. The founding of the museum underscored the government’s political will (followed through by considerable efforts) toward Tanzania’s cultural revival and the redefinition of national identity, and it was a compelling recognition and celebration of the importance of Tanzania’s cultural heritage generally, and ethnic architectural traditions specifically, following the colonial rule era. Although the government formed the Ministry of National Culture and Youth a year after independence and a National Arts Council twelve years later in 1974, the Culture portfolio has never been a priority within the government of Tanzania, and it has been shuttled around various government departments over the years.28

The art centers and missions that are the focus of this study—Nyumba ya Sanaa/NYS, Bujora, Ndanda, Maneromango, and the Herrnhut Brethren missionaries—existed within the same national framework of Tanzania, but each faced different local circumstances and cultural contexts.
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