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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
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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




Toward a Study of Art Patronage of Missions in Tanzania
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