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The Imperfect Pearl
Together with the Age of Enlightenment in eighteenth-century Europe, the previous 
century, which produced the artistic marvels of the Baroque style, can be seen as a golden 
age for the Society of Jesus. In Jesuit history this golden age forms part of the era known 
as the fi rst period of the Society. It is a period that has a joyful beginning with the founding 
of the order in 1540, but which ends tragically with its suppression through the papal Brief 
Dominus Ac Redemptor, issued by Pope Clement XIV on July 21, 1773. 

The reasons for the order’s suppression during its moment of greatest splendour are 
extremely complex and fall outside the main theme of this book. But the dawn of the 
Society’s golden age is directly relevant to it because it comprises the period during which 
many of the buildings and works of art discussed in the following pages were created. 
It resulted in large measure from the renown attained by the Jesuits as prime movers of 
many of the main educational and artistic endeavours that developed during the age of the 
Baroque. 

This book focuses specifi cally on the Church of Madre de Deus and the College to 
which it belonged, both conceived and created during the first period of Jesuit history. 
Although the intervention of Italian Jesuits in its creation was paramount, it was a building 
that was, nonetheless, a characteristic offshoot of Iberian colonial architecture: the Jesuits 
journeyed to China under the aegis of the Portuguese crown and a Portuguese colonial port 
city nurtured the growth of the College and its church.

The etymology of the word “Baroque” is thought to derive from a Portuguese word 
for an imperfect pearl, or, less flatteringly, from the Latin verruca, meaning a wart.1 It 
is used by a number of academic disciplines as a distinct category to refer to works of 
literature and art that were created through the centuries, from antiquity to the present. But 
in this book the term “Baroque” is given its modern art-historical usage and refers mainly 
to the artistic productions that appeared after the Mannerist style of the sixteenth century 
and which fl ourished mainly in the seventeenth and part of the eighteenth century.

For the practitioners of the nineteenth century’s neoclassic style that developed 
as a reaction to the Baroque, the latter’s structurally fragmented and visually busy and 
colourful buildings and artifacts rose like bizarre phantoms from the immediate past, the 
very antithesis of their ideal world of rationally conceived architectural forms in white 
marble. Fortunately, comparatively recent art-historical research argues that the Baroque 
style was a highly original and dynamic expression of a new age. Today scholars recognize 
that there is not only a Roman Baroque, but also various urban and regional developments 
of the style in Italy. They equally accept that there are important variations of the style 
typical of the genius of the Spanish, the Portuguese and the French, as well as of other 
peoples of Europe and Latin America. Apart from these national schools there are further 
classifi cations, one of which is, or was, the so-called Jesuit Baroque.

The historical forces that set the stage for the appearance of this controversial 
style are particularly fascinating. During what is really an extremely short period of 
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time — not more than 40 years — especially during the second, third and fourth decades 
of the sixteenth century, a particularly restless social scene emerged in Europe, with a 
spirit of religious and political confrontation that convulsed practically the whole of 
Christendom.2 This was as true of the Catholic South as it was of the Protestant North, 
where religious extremists often initiated radical measures. To take Spain as an example, 
church authorities in cities and villages in that country became vigilant of contamination 
from heretical doctrines from the Protestant North. Although there was a degree of 
religious paranoia in these developments, the suspicions of Spanish authorities were 
not unfounded: Protestant cells did spring up in Valladolid and Seville and resulted in 
the forming of suspect religious communities in the late 1550s. Alarm led to an extreme 
reaction by the Inquisition that spared few, including the Jesuits who in time became its 
zealous collaborators. Measures taken ranged from the censorship of books to more violent 
ones, such as the garrotting or burning at the stake of hundreds of Spanish Lutherans, 
and the vicious persecution and jailing of the distinguished Dominican theologian, Friar 
Batolomé Carranza, archbishop of Toledo.3 In spite of such excessive measures, there were 
Reformation and Counter-Reformation thinkers and visionaries who attempted to solve 
Christendom’s spiritual crisis in more positive ways. Even if they could never entirely rid 
themselves of the excesses of partisanship, their reforms led to a new spiritual outlook 
from which more hopeful religious and social reforms eventually emerged.  

The Dream of Jerusalem 
The birth and subsequent development of the Society of Jesus occurred during this period 
of dissension but was not a direct outcome of it. To gain a better understanding of the 
ideals that animated the nascent religious order it is necessary to briefl y recall the original 
plan conceived in the mind of Ignatius of Loyola, the Society’s founder. Badly recovered 
from a leg wound received in battle in 1521, his fi rst impulse was to peregrinate hundreds 
of miles to Jerusalem. While completing university studies in Paris, he formed the 
company of Jesus with fellow students. The march of time eventually overtook the lame 
ex-military man; Ignatius himself never went beyond the frontiers of Europe. But in his 
stead thousands of his companions would travel the length and breadth of the globe.

To some the intervention of Pope Paul III and of a number of Roman Catholic princes 
may seem providential. Two years before the Jesuit order was offi cially approved by the 
Pope, the Portuguese Humanist Diogo de Gouveia the Elder, probably one of the most 
undervalued characters in the history of the Society of Jesus, had conceived the idea of 
sending the members of the new spiritual society as missionaries to India. King João III of 
Portugal was approached with this novel idea. From then on the simple group of brothers 
in Christ was to form a stalwart religious phalanx in Europe, and a mobile community of 
priests and lay brethren in distant overseas lands, all in the service of Roman Catholicism 
and the Pope, and more specifi cally of Paul III, the reigning Pontiff.
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For a Jesuit missionary, travel gave his order a distinct corporate identity. The way 
he travelled and set up a mission abroad, usually with a small number of brethren, was 
quite different from the pioneering adventures of Mendicants.4 Moreover, travel could also 
sometimes result in greater adaptability, as the pursuit of a Jesuit missionary’s ultimate 
goal of conversion obliged him to be more open and understanding of the differences of 
the unfamiliar.  

A better idea of the Jesuits’ modernity is obtained if we contrast it to the more 
static life of the typical medieval conventual order, daily carried out in large and often 
dark masonry buildings enclosed by boundary walls. Particularly revelatory is the 
sixth-century example of St. Benedict and the monastic complexes that developed 
throughout the Middle Ages from his vision of self-suffi cient colonies of Christian men.5 
In his much-admired Rule, St. Benedict’s defi nition of the monastic ideal is avowedly 
contemptuous of vagrant monks, in part because of their lack of a fi xed place of abode. 
Although Ignatius of Loyola’s Constitutions did not radically break with certain of 
the old monastic ideals, such as those of poverty, chastity and obedience, and there is 
much in the order that is derivative of the aims of the Dominicans, new departures were 
present as much in the Society’s creed of a more widely mobile, evangelizing entity, 
as in the order’s dynamic administrative machinery, quite different from that of the old 
monastic orders.6 In certain respects — and the Jesuits would have been the last to admit 
it — it was a post-Tridentine resurgence of the Christian parable of Martha and Mary, 
of the active versus the contemplative. In fact, they cleverly modified St. Thomas of 
Aquinas’ contemplata aliis tradere, or the necessity to share that which contemplation 
has revealed, into in actione contemplativi (contemplatives in action), thus investing 
action with what the Jesuits saw as a new spiritual dimension, but what to the more 
traditional religious orders appeared as a religious philosophy that came too close to the 
temporal and worldly.

Travel in physical space to the farthest confi nes of the globe had a counterpart in the 
individual spiritual journeys of members and their devotees. It was expressed as a search 
for a closer communion with Christ and was mainly attainable through the medium of 
Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises, where at the start a parallel is made between 
deliberate physical movement and deliberate psychological movement away from sinful 
states. Originally created to help novices abandon individual desires that were considered 
sinful and replace these with the will of God, it could be said that with the Spiritual 
Exercises each individual practitioner, with the skilful guidance of a director, was expected 
to make a solitary journey of the soul towards a spiritual Jerusalem.

To help accomplish the journey, the Exercises employ a highly emotional 
psychological technique that works by arousing confl icting emotions, where the retreatant 
is at fi rst frightened and then consoled. With the Spiritual Exercises’ composition of space, 
the experience of Christ’s life and Passion in the Holy Land becomes a creation of the 
retreatant’s individual imagination. Thus his or her fantasy is stimulated to awaken in the 
mind’s eye images that enable each to gain access to deeper spiritual truths.



Introduction 5

The visual aids that were produced by the Jesuits to facilitate its performance have 
long fascinated historians of art. If or how the Spiritual Exercises helped or hindered the 
creation of an art that was characteristic of the order is a question much debated by current 
scholarship.7 But at least as regards the Christian art of China and Japan, the Exercises’ 
conjuring up of religious images was to lead to a new and important development through 
the medium of print illustrations. Of these the most influential was Jerónimo Nadal’s 
Evangelicae Historiae Imagines. Largely through this book Jesuit iconodulism was to 
reach one of its most brilliant phases not only in Counter-Reformation Europe but also in 
the Far East.

Jerónimo Nadal (1507–1580), a Spaniard from the island of Majorca, conceived 
his book, the Evangelicae Historiae Imagines (Images from the New Testament), at the 
request of St. Ignatius as a book of meditation for Jesuit novices on Gospel passages used 
in the liturgy of the Mass. From the point of view of art there is little doubt that it was 
the engravings by Flemish artists such as the brothers Jan, Jerome and Anton Wierix II, 
illustrating the book that was to have a greater signifi cance.8

In the Jesuits’ China missions either the Flemish engravings appearing in Nadal’s 
masterpiece or similar works by these masters were adapted by Chinese artists for 
the woodcuts that illustrated several devotional books in Chinese.9 Among the most 
remarkable is the 1619 Prática de rezar o rosário, ([誦] 念珠規程), or Method of Saying 
the Rosary, by the Portuguese João da Rocha that included 15 woodcuts attributed to 
the artist Tung Ch’i-Ch’ang (董其昌) (1555–1636), and considered the first examples 
of Christian devotional art of their kind in China.10 There was also a 1635 life of Christ 
by the Italian Giulio Aleni containing a large number of prints adapted from those of 
Nadal, as well as another life of Christ composed for the Chinese emperor in 1640 by 
the German Jesuit Johann Adam Schall von Bell.11 Equally extraordinary — if not for 
the artistic quality of the surviving prints, at least as curios — are the four prints which 
were given as gifts by Matteo Ricci to the ink master Ch’eng Ta-yüeh, incorporated in his 
1606 illustrated catalogue of ink tablets, the Mo Yuan 墨苑.12 The Evangelicae Historiae 
Imagines’ prints would have a similar devotional impact on the Japan mission, especially 
in paintings that made the mysteries of the rosary more accessible to devotees through the 
use of narratives.13

Thus the prints of the Evangelicae Historiae Imagines had been transmuted by the 
Jesuits in their missions, including those of the Far East, into didactic evangelical tools. 
It was an enticing and convenient method of evangelization that would moreover assist 
Christian converts in obtaining a deeper understanding of the mystery of Christ and of 
his mother Mary. In a return to the old tradition of the Christian Church, images had once 
again become the books of the illiterate; in the East, illiterate being those who could not 
read Latin or European languages, or who were unable to understand the complicated 
theology behind the simple stories. Time and again Matteo Ricci and his fellow Jesuit 
missionaries speak of the usefulness of the imagini found in Nadal’s book as an aid to 
proselytizing. In one of the best (and best known) examples Ricci writes a letter from 
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Beijing in May 1605, to João Álvarez, S.J., assistant to Father General Aquaviva in 
Rome. Ricci asks for an extra copy of Nadal’s book, declaring with Jesuitical pragmatism, 
“perchè più utile é anco quel libro che questo della Biblia per adesso; poichè con quello 
dichiariamo, anzi poniamo avanti agli occhi quello che alle volte con parole non possiamo 
dichiarare” (because that book [of Nadal] is even more useful than the Bible itself; as 
we speak the words we put before the eyes of the listener those concepts [of the Bible, 
illustrated by the images in Nadal’s book] which at that moment we cannot explain with 
mere words).14   

Apart from printed pictures, there were other artistic tools that the missionaries found 
very useful. The kind of religious images and their legitimate use, sanctioned in the 25th 
session of the Council of Trent (December 3–4, 1563), also arrived in the China and Japan 
missions through the use of the emblems and the devotional images that were favoured or 
promoted in Jesuit institutions and colleges. These icons arrived as harbingers of Roman 
Catholic Christianity. But in Asia as in Europe they were only some of the tools for 
conversion.  The others were the spoken and the written word.

Zealous Sermons
By the time that the Council of Trent had held its fi nal session in the 1560s, images had 
become characteristic of Roman Catholicism rather than Christianity. To some Tridentine 
reformers they were even of greater value than the word because of their greater emotional 
impact on the mind.15 The high religious value placed on the emotionalism stirred by 
sacred images was one which had been resurrected as a counterattack to Protestant 
iconoclasm. But the spoken evangelical word was one point of dogma in which, to a 
greater or lesser degree, all sixteenth-century Christian denominations converged. From 
their pulpits both Catholics and Protestants interpreted the Gospel message according to 
their theological perspective. For Jesuit preachers it was the tenets of Roman Catholicism, 
as defi ned by the Council, which would be conveyed to congregations of all nationalities 
throughout the world.

It would be an oversimplifi cation to think that during the second half of the sixteenth 
century and throughout the next vitriolic sermons against the new forms of Christianity 
was the only topic for Jesuit preachers. In a world where the mass media or Information 
Technology was not even conceivable, church sermons played a critical role in the 
dissemination of information and the latest news by way of argumentation, in which 
spiritual, political and ethical issues were presented. Jesuit preachers, good or bad, 
discoursed emotionally not only on the Gospels, but also on topics that would be frowned 
upon today because of their political content, such as patriotic calls to arms against 
the Dutch or for independence from Spanish rule. Others clamoured for human rights 
causes — for instance, the rights of indigenous peoples in Paraguay or Brazil — whose 
topicality is still relevant. Other sermons touched on questions of aesthetics, dealing 
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with the decoration proper for Jesuit churches or surprisingly materialistic themes, some 
as worldly as a critique on the significance of a particular work of art in Rome. Good 
examples are the fi ery sermons of António Vieira (1608–1697) in Portugal and Brazil; the 
effi cacy of the sermons of António Gomes the 1st (1520–1554), the controversial rector 
of the Jesuit college in Goa, India; the edifying sermons of Gianpaulo Oliva (1600–1681) 
in Rome before and after he became general of the order. Their sermons, as well as those 
of others in Italy and the missions, drew large crowds and became famous in their days.16 
To take António Vieira as an example, in one of his most famous sermons delivered in 
the 1650s on the Sexagesima, whose theme is the preaching of the Gospels, he indirectly 
attacks the Dominicans and their monastic way of life and animosity towards him and his 
order. Borrowing an image from one of Christ’s parables, he makes a distinction between 
two kinds of preachers by declaring that among sowers of the word there are those who 
go out to sow, while others sow without going out. The ones who go out are those who 
go to preach as far as India, China or Japan. He points out that to all preachers, even to 
those who stay safe at home, God in His justice will give their due wages by measuring 
how far the seed, or word, has been scattered.17 Naturally, the Jesuits, the ones going 
to such lengths and distances to cast the words of the Gospels, would earn a reward 
proportionately greater in Heaven than that earned by smugly sedentary preachers.   

In reflecting on the use of impassioned declamations by these star preachers, one 
should be careful not to dissociate the Society of Jesus from the socio-historical context out 
of which it emerged. The preached word constituted one of the pillars of Christianity from 
the time of Christ and the apostles. The development of Gothic pulpits in Italy is a good 
indication of the signifi cance the sermon had already attained in that country. It continued 
to fl ourish under the infl uence of the revival of classical rhetoric during the Renaissance 
and attained one of its peaks with the Jesuits and with the other Roman Catholic orders 
that thrived during the Counter-Reformation. These included the Theatines, the Regular 
Clerics of St. Paul, or Barnabites, and the oratory of St. Philip Neri.18 Moreover, similar 
large halls with conspicuous pulpits suitable for extensive preaching were equally a feature 
of the simplified churches of the new Protestant denominations that were sprouting all 
over northern Europe. For these emerging denominations the importance of sermons can 
be traced back to Martin Luther himself and was already thriving in England and northern 
Europe before the Reformation.19 But the pivotal role of sermons for the new sixteenth-
century Protestant or Roman Catholic religious organizations is shown by the fact that 
pulpits had to fi gure more prominently than before in the interior of churches. 

The Great Change in Artistic Vision
In artistic terms the historical period under discussion was a time when the Italian High 
Renaissance ramified into a variety of artistic styles. Mannerism, the main and most 
influential among these, evolved stylistic and formal disequilibria that appeared in the 
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art and architecture of many European countries. Of greater concern for this book is the 
religious art that fi rst appeared as a reaction to secular Mannerism in the last quarter of 
the century. It became a fully fl edged religious style in the 1590s in Italy and crossed over 
to Spain in the South and to Flanders in the North, as well as to other European, mainly 
Catholic countries, to fi nally metamorphose into one of the main forms of expressions of 
the Baroque style.

Concerning the political and religious forces that dictated the choice of a specifi cally 
Roman Catholic religious art of the Counter-Reformation, some scholars have taken a 
rather critical view, while others are more appreciative of the transcendental dimension 
that germinated at the end of the century. In this respect Anthony Blunt’s interpretation 
of the relationship between the Council of Trent and the religious art it spawned can be 
usefully contrasted with Walter Friedlaender’s 1930 study on the spirituality emerging in 
the Italian paintings of the 1590s.20

For Blunt the rather fatal combination of Counter-Reformation Spain’s ascendancy 
and the decrees of the Council of Trent were mainly responsible for the development 
during the second half of the century of an offi cial religious art that inhibited the originality 
and freedom that art had attained under the Humanism of the Renaissance. The political 
stage, dominated by Spain which dominated a Papacy, to whom the Sack of Rome and the 
Reformation had taught severe lessons, was now set for a return to medieval absolutism. 
For artists the search was now for theological or supernatural content.21

Friedlaender’s study appeared about a decade before that of Blunt and is in many 
respects a pioneering work, but his insights are still valid. His approach is less judgmental, 
stressing rather the unprecedented manner — what Friedlaender calls the secularization 
of the transcendental — in the treatment of religious themes by certain artists in a process 
that reached maturity in Italy at the end of the century.22 There is much truth in both 
these contradictory perspectives, and the artistic mutations that led to Spanish and Italian 
naturalism during the age of the Baroque can only be fully comprehended by taking both 
points of view into account.  

To what extent the mentioned historical confl icts were refl ected in the works of artists 
is exemplifi ed by High Renaissance luminaries such as Michelangelo. From the second 
decade of the sixteenth century until his death early in 1564 — soon after the fi nal session 
of the Council of Trent — Michelangelo’s painterly and sculptural style became ever more 
expressive, often of physical or spiritual suffering. The Tridentine spirituality that could 
leave such a deep imprint even on Michelangelo’s powerful mind was a particular kind of 
spirituality, one that also informed the art and architecture of the Society of Jesus for much 
of the remainder of the century and beyond.
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From the beginning of its creation the Society of Jesus adhered to the spiritual ideal 
of poverty common to most Christian religious orders. This is one of the main reasons 
why the Jesuits were preoccupied with practical considerations rather than style in 
the construction of their main sixteenth-century buildings. In fact, the comparatively 
low priority they gave to stylistic questions eventually led the Jesuits to adopt, rather 
erratically, a variety of artistic styles.1 In the seventeenth century, when the Jesuits’ 
previous more severe Tridentine outlook had been relaxed, a rather similar inclination 
prevailed, even if like other religious institutions they were open to what the creativity of 
artists could provide for the plan and style of their buildings.2   

The Jesuits’ pragmatism regarding architecture can be said to have been more 
fully realized during the Counter-Reformation period than at any other time. When not 
occupying pre-existing buildings and when in charge of erecting their own residences, 
professed houses and colleges, practical considerations steered the Jesuits towards 
functionality as a foremost aim. In Pietro Pirri’s apt phrase, from the time of St. Ignatius 
all superfluous decoration and any semblance of worldliness was to be eliminated in 
the pursuit of a “sobria ed austera semplicità” (a sober and austere simplicity), for the 
structure as well as the decoration of the Society’s houses and colleges.3  

This decorum was reflected in the gravitas of the styles they sought during the 
sixteenth-century phase, in which the unembellished exterior walls and interiors of some 
of their buildings, including churches, create an astonishingly stark effect. The famously 
controversial modo nostro phrase appearing in contemporary Jesuit correspondence, which 
was once identifi ed by historians of art as relating to a characteristic Jesuitical style, refers 
mainly to this kind of architecture. Less frequently used by the Jesuits and less cited by 
specialists is mediocrità religiosa, an even more telling phrase that the fathers general of 
the Society sometimes employed in reference to the kind of art and architecture that was 
perceived to conform more closely to their religious ideals.4 The poverty of structures of 
the buildings that to a greater extent embodied the architectural concepts of the Jesuits 
at this time is exemplifi ed by their casa professa (Professed House) in Rome. This house 
for ordained or professed Jesuits originated in the modest residence fi rst occupied by St. 
Ignatius in 1543–1544. Up to 1598 other residential structures had been added to it over 
the years, but that year the Jesuits were obliged to seriously consider the construction of 
better premises after a famous fl ood of the river Tiber.

The new Professed House was designed by the Jesuit Giovanni de Rosis (1583–1610), 
with a later intervention by Girolamo Rainaldi and with the patronage of Cardinal Odoardo 
Farnese, a member of the powerful Farnese family.5 Its fi rst stone was laid on July 6, 1599, 
but construction continued during the fi rst decades of the seventeenth century.6 What is 
important to note here is the simplicity of design and style originally chosen by the Jesuits 
for their House, and that its austerity would be infl uential for subsequent residences of the 
order.7 

Several decades before the 1599 reconstruction of the Professed House the Jesuits 
had already taken an unprecedented step in the architecture of its church. For this temple 
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they were willing to be more fl exible because in the self-defi nition of the Society that had 
occurred in the General Congregation of 1558 churches of the order were excluded from 
architectural austerity. The rationale behind this ruling was that a Roman Catholic temple, 
in which the consecrated Host and wine are housed in a tabernacle, is by implication the 
house of the Trinity, that is, of God. The appropriateness of rich decoration and furnishings 
for Christian churches is a concept that goes back to the Middle Ages, and in this regard 
the Jesuits were more receptive to the idea of a more sensuous liturgy.8 

It is important to keep this theological reasoning in mind because it explains why a 
grander kind of architecture was primarily evident in their churches when an extraordinary 
change of stylistic direction took place in Jesuit art towards the last decades of the 
sixteenth century. It is in these late-sixteenth- and seventeenth-century temples that one 
fi nds the impressive façades and cupolas, the dizzying, breathtaking quadrattura scenarios 
of ceilings and vaults and the material and liturgical splendour that for many today have 
come to exemplify the architecture of the Jesuits on either side of the Atlantic. Even then, 
the Jesuits did not give up their predominant religious ideal of poverty easily. In reality 
actual change came from outside the order and could be said to have had its origins in the 
mentioned church of their Professed House, that is, the Church of the Gesù.9 

The Gesù
If there were one building that could be said to represent the Society of Jesus in Europe, 
it would be the Church of the Santissimo Nome di Gesù (The Most Holy Name of Jesus), 
known simply as the Gesù. It is little wonder that for practically a century the Gesù has 
become the subject of a perennial ongoing debate in art-historical discourse, a building 
controversial to some, or to others simply the most important church in Europe of the late 
sixteenth century (Figure 1).10

A masterpiece of Mannerist ecclesiastical architecture, the Gesù was begun in mid 
century. If the frescoes and altar decoration of the interior are taken into account it was not 
fully completed until much later. The story of the earliest ground plans and elevations, of 
which their drafting and redrafting are complicated enough, has been carefully studied by 
past and present scholarship, and is still a subject of research. But it is worth reconsidering 
a number of outstanding features of its plan because of the implications it carries for the 
subsequent churches of the Society, including those in Portuguese colonies to be examined 
in greater detail later.

Towards the end of 1550 the first foundation stone of the new church of the Gesù 
took place, built on the site of the small church of Santa Maria della Strada (Our Lady of 
the Street) — Pope Paul III’s charitable 1540s gift to the fi rst Jesuits. But due to many 
vicissitudes the project was brought to a standstill and similar ceremonies followed. St. 
Ignatius had already died at the end of July, 1556, before the stone of the fi nal project was 
laid on the ground over a decade later. The architects who participated in the planning 
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of the church included two Jesuits in charge of architectural matters within the order. 
They were Giovanni Tristano, who as architect was rather limited and unimaginative, 
and Giovanni de Rosis. Several lay architects also participated in its construction during 
various dates, namely, Nanni di Baccio Bigio, the great Michelangelo — who was a friend 
of St. Ignatius11 — as well as one of Michelangelo’s pupils, Giacomo della Porta. But the 
defi nitive and defi ning plans of the Gesù were those drawn up by Jacopo Barozzi, better 
known as Vignola.

An early 1550 plan for the project, now in the National Library, Paris, today thought 
to be by Giovanni Tristano, consisted of a set of rooms for the Professed House built 
around a large square courtyard, with an adjoining church resembling a large barn-like 
hall.12 An interesting aspect of this eventually rejected ground plan is not only the large 
courtyard, but also the fact that the Professed House communicated with the church 
through one of the transept arms. Equally characteristic is the large roomy single nave 
of the church covered by a flat ceiling. Although suitable for intensive and prolonged 
preaching, especially if covered by a wooden ceiling, this nave, if built according to 
prevailing Counter-Reformation tastes, could well have resulted in a rather dull interior. 
After an interval it was to the plans of Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola (1507–1573) and of 
Giacomo della Porta (ca. 1532–1602), main architects of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (the 
pope’s grandson), that fi nal works were carried out.13  

The first stone of Vignola’s plan was put in place at the end of June of 1568, with 
St. Ignatius’ great friend, Francisco de Borja, or to give him his more familiar name, 
St. Francis Borgia (1510–1572), presiding as third general of the Society. The largely 
completed church was consecrated at the end of November of 1584 with a façade by 
Giacomo della Porta.

Vignola’s ingenious plans still reflect the fading Renaissance ideal of the primacy 
of human reason. In his architecture this meant forms mainly subordinated to rational 
Vitruvian canons. In fact, his concepts were to ennoble the architecture of the Gesù, 
which was to become the most influential of all of Vignola’s churches.14 The drafting, 
construction and stylistic innovations of the Gesù at the hands of Vignola have been well 
studied, but some of the main points related to its creation should be reassessed here 
because of their relevance to the main topic of this book. To begin with, Vignola’s ground 
plan for the entire Professed House complex shows an architecturally innovative Latin 
Cross on the left side of the site. Instead of the numerous little square rooms clustered 
around a large square of the 1550 plan, Vignola planned an elegantly rectangular courtyard 
with a more satisfactory arrangement of smaller courts and subordinate spaces. The 
proportions for the church are equally fi ne (Figure 2).  

Particularly impressive is the temple’s interior with its basilical nave, its 
interconnecting side chapels and grand dome at the crossing. It is largely agreed that 
Vignola was inspired by the fifteenth-century architect and theoretician Leon Battista 
Alberti. Following Alberti’s classical concepts, Vignola cleverly fused his Latin Cross with 
the single hall found in classical Roman basilicas, in which an apse appears at the eastern 
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end. For engineering purposes he adapted the scheme of the Roman Basilica of Maxentius, 
using the buttresses of the large vault roofi ng eventually adopted for the nave to serve as 
dividing walls of the lateral chapels. But Vignola created a more coherent and modern plan 
by widening the nave and reducing the projection of the transepts, which were squeezed 
into a rectangle in which there were no aisles but one single dominant nave with side 
chapels.15 He further unifi ed the interior by reducing the number of lateral chapels and by 
integrating them more satisfactorily to the large longitudinal nave.

Although Cardinal Alessandro Farnese’s wishes were pivotal for the creation of 
this new type of sophisticated Late Mannerist church, the unmistakable stamp of the 
Jesuits, and in particular of their superior general at the time, the genial Francis Borgia, 
is still present, mainly in the simplicity of the large single hall of the nave.16 Francis 
Borgia insisted on it because, interestingly, he considered it to be al modo nostro, that is, 
in the mentioned Jesuits’ own functional and unadorned kind of art and architecture.17 
His intervention shows that although the Jesuits did not create an identifi able corporate 
architectural style, a number of leading Jesuits or architects did indeed participate in 
creating norms or constructing buildings that let us understand today what they initially 
thought their architecture should aim to be like.18  

2. Church of the Gesù, Rome
 Ground plan by Vignola
 (Conway Collection, copyright Courtauld Institute of Art)
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The single nave obeyed two practical requirements of the order. One concerned the 
visibility of a large pulpit for sermons that had to be in full sight of the congregation. The 
other was the need for an uninterrupted view towards the elevated main altar at the apse 
during the celebration of Mass. Apart from these two liturgical prerequisites, a roomy 
space of this nature also allowed for the placing of confessionals along both sides of the 
nave ministering to groups of penitents. These were all strictly religious requirements and 
Vignola’s architecture masterfully accommodated them.

The single nave as well as the modo nostro may have played an important role 
during the drafting of various plans for the church. But its fi nal design as a masterpiece 
owes much to Alessandro Farnese, the building’s sponsor and one of the most infl uential 
Maecenas of the age. Apart from placing Vignola in charge of the architectural design, he 
also chose his painters for the initial decoration of the interior. For the design of the façade, 
he arbitrarily rejected Vignola’s and chose a second architect, Giacomo della Porta.

Della Porta is today mainly famous for his design of the west façade of the church, 
works on which proceeded from 1571 to 1577. Not all architectural historians are 
enthusiastic about the result, considering it inferior to Vignola’s rejected design.19 Rising 
two storeys high and crowned by a large pediment, the façade is articulated by paired 
Corinthian pilasters, except for the middle bay. Here there is what could be described as a 
portico embedded in the façade, composed of half columns with a straight-sided pediment, 
acting as frame to the main door with the emblem of the Jesuits above it. This structure 
is in turn itself framed by pilasters with a circular pediment. The interconnected forms of 
the pediments protrude into the space of the upper storey and it may be argued that they 
disrupt the harmony of Vignola’s unrealized elevation. To this objection one may counter 
that as Michelangelo’s follower, Della Porta employed the kind of interlocking forms that 
one can see in Michelangelo’s architecture. Also the large dimensions and more classical 
volumetric treatment of the half columns and pediments in the centre already prefigure 
the Baroque style, with its deliberate creation of dramatic lights and shadows. The whole 
design is made grander by the large volutes fl amboyantly unifying the two storeys.

Outside, running along the plain frieze of the fi rst storey entablature, an inscription 
in capital letters in the purest classical style announces to the world the name of Cardinal 
Alessandro Farnese as patron. Inside, the Cardinal is buried in front of the main altar, a 
gesture that leaves little doubt for future generations in determining who the mastermind 
behind this much-debated church was. Such was its infl uence in Europe and abroad that 
the Gesù, together with the design of the Church of San Fedele in Milan that derives from 
it, is considered a prototype for many Jesuit churches of the sixteenth and part of the 
seventeenth century in Europe and abroad.20
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San Giovannino
The stylistic sobriety of the college and collegiate church of San Giovannino (Little Saint 
John), the Jesuits’ fi rst establishment in Florence, serves to illustrate another facet of the 
architecture of the Society in the sixteenth century. During the building of this college 
the Jesuits showed a predilection for as functional and temperate an architecture for the 
colleges of the order as they had for their residences.

San Giovannino was built under the plans and artistic direction of Bartolomeo 
Ammannati (1511–1592), one of the leading architects and sculptors of the Mannerist 
age, who also fi nanced the project.21 Again, the unadorned functional lines of the exterior 
of the college were the product of religious principles, expressive of the ideal of poverty 
incorporated in the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus. But they were also representative 
of the style evolved at this time by Ammannati himself, one of the leading artists of the 
Mannerist age in Florence. 

However, an episode related to Ammannati’s designs for the college demonstrates 
just how unwilling Jesuit authorities in Rome were for even a limited concession to 
artistic fl ights of fancy. The then general of the order, Father Claudio Aquaviva (1543–
1615), who fully embodied the austere outlook of the Jesuits in questions of art, looked 
askance at Ammannati’s attempts to enliven the otherwise plain lines of his design for the 
college front with a device typical of his architectural manner. A letter from Aquaviva of 
September 1590, regarding the magnifi cent relief with the emblem of the Society intended 
by the architect as sole embellishment for the decoration of the front, expresses diplomatic 
but fi rm disapproval to the rector of the college in Florence.22 What is even more curious 
is that several years before this incident the architect-sculptor, deeply transformed by 
the spirit of the Counter-Reformation, as proof of his Catholic orthodoxy, had publicly 
renounced his earlier, more sensuous works of sculpture.23 

The building of the college was started on May 1579 and continued for several years. 
Apart from schoolrooms, its fi rst structure was composed of six rooms for the Jesuits as 
well as a kitchen and other dependencies that formed the Jesuit residence proper. This part 
of the building continued to be extended during the 1580s. As was to be the case with the 
Professed House and would be in subsequent Jesuit colleges in various parts of the world, 
most of the decorative and structural luxuries at San Giovannino were reserved for the 
collegiate church.

The Church of San Giovannino, begun in 1581, had largely reached completion a year 
later except for the façade. Its construction continued through the 1580s and the college 
complex was finally ready by 1589. After it was finished, this building, which had no 
cloister, resembled a contemporary palace of sober lines.24

The stylistic sobriety of San Giovannino was not limited to the architecture of the 
Society in Italy and many of the Jesuits’ sixteenth-century foundations in other parts of 
Europe were created in what has been termed a Counter-Reformation Mannerist style. 
As far as architecture is concerned the latter can imply simple classical lines that refl ect 
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different degrees of gravitas, with those of Jesuit churches in Spain as perhaps the most 
decoratively abstemious.

Apart from the architecture typical of Giovanni Tristano in Italy, the productions 
of the period by Spanish Jesuit architects present us with numerous examples of 
mediocrità religiosa displayed even on the façades of churches. Moreover, Spanish 
examples provide another instance that the Society of Jesus was not totally indifferent 
to questions of style. In fact, the orders’ Spanish architects found the powerful classical 
style of King Philip II’s architect, Juan de Herrera, main architect of the monastery-
palace of San Lorenzo de El Escorial (1563–1584), quite congenial to their aesthetic 
aspirations (Figure 3). 

In the spirit of the Council of Trent in this majestically austere palace, the greatest 
splendour of the decoration was reserved for the Escorial’s basilica and its 30-metre-high 
altarpiece, in which a painting of the Assumption of Mary is seen above the central oil 
painting of Pellegrino Tibaldi’s 1592 Martyrdom of St. Lawrence. The symbolism of the 
Assumption in this altarpiece, as indeed in the subsequent Jesuit churches to be studied 
later in these pages where this image is used, is that of triumph over sin and death. Mary’s 
triumph over physical death was a particularly meaningful image when appearing over a 
scene of martyrdom (Figure 4).  

The infl uence of Herrera was more directly exercised in the architecture of the Jesuits 
in Spain. Among others of his Jesuit followers Juan Bautista Villalpando (1552–1608), 
one of the most celebrated architects of the age, had been his disciple.25 By the time that 
Herrera’s architectural style was being superseded at the close of the century, his infl uence 
still lingered in the main projects of the order. Thus their college in Monforte de Lemos 
(1592–1608) has an impressive façade, 106 metres long, designed by the Jesuit lay brother 
Andrés Ruiz, who also drafted plans for the large college complex from 1592–1594. There 
are other influences at work here and it has been argued that it signals the start of more 
Baroque tastes in Spain. But even then, at fi rst glance the resemblance to the Escorial is still 
its most immediately striking feature. The Monforte college was in fact called the second 
Escorial.26 

The Jesuit churches and colleges of Portugal embody another version of this 
Mannerist Counter-Reformation manner. George Kubler fi rst famously christened this style 
in Portugal the estilo chão, or plain style, even though the validity of his classification 
for all Portuguese architecture of the period has been recently questioned.27 Broadly 
considered, the plain style does indeed emerge as the national Portuguese style of the 
period. Characteristically the leading exponent of the plain style was the military architect 
Miguel de Arruda (active ca. 1500–1563).28 Buildings erected following its canons have 
largely unadorned rational lines, in which, unlike those of Juan de Herrera in Spain (for 
example, his design for the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Assumption in Valladolid), the 
human scale has not been lost. Among the fi nest plain-style constructions of the second 
half of the century were the Church of São Roque, Lisbon and the College and Church of 
Espírito Santo, Évora, both built for the Jesuits.29
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Who the Jesuit College of Espírito Santo’s architects were is still a subject of 
uncertainty, but its plan is one of the most progressive for a college institution of the 
period.30 Residential areas, classrooms and other halls are built around a large, sunny 
arcaded two-storeyed courtyard where a large central fountain plays. The collegiate church 
stands to the left of the courtyard’s main entrance. It was designed and worked on by 
Manuel Pires from 1566 up to his death in 1570, when, appropriately, a disciple of Miguel 
de Arruda, Afonso Álvares, took over the works for another fi ve years. Certain architectural 
features, such as the arcaded Galilee giving access to the building and the temple’s blind-
aisled plan with overhead tribunes,31 are adapted from medieval architecture to meet the 
requirements of the Jesuits. The design of its tribunes over the nave is one of its most 
innovative features.32 The Jesuits’ infl uence proper is seen in the large rectangular central 
hall forming the nave, with its unobstructed view towards the main altar, which is housed 
inside a small square sanctuary that is visible through a large semicircular arch of triumph.  

However, even Pires’ and Álvares’ comparatively novel approach did not escape the 
influence of Herrera’s Escorial palace.33 Moreover, the wishes of the college’s patron, 
Cardinal Henrique, to use the Church of São Francisco in Évora as a model for that of 
the Jesuits were opposed by members of the order as too luxurious, and a more austere 
solution was arrived at by the architects, with a severe use of the Tuscan order.34

Stylistic Diversity and Baroque Intensity
The impact that the Gesù had at the time has led many later researchers and writers astray. 
In their opinion its lines are discernible in practically all of the main churches inaugurated 
by the Society, be it in Europe, Latin America or the Orient. Some continue to argue rather 
wilfully that it is the prototype for the façade and interior of the Church of Madre de Deus 
in Macao, something which is clearly not the case. In fact, the reality is very different and 
it is estimated that in Italy, out of 160 churches built by the Society, only 30 follow the 
design of the Gesù.35 

More typical of the Jesuits’ approach to architecture is flexibility in architectural 
idiom. One of the most powerful examples of this may be seen in the dramatic change 
that took place in the Mannerist architecture of the Gesù by the adoption of a luxuriant 
Baroque interior decoration. It was a change in aesthetic sensibilities that was evidently 
influenced by the change of historic and artistic climate in the seventeenth century, 
from Counter-Reformation militarism to that of the Ecclesia triumphans.36 In this more 
relaxed religious climate the Jesuits now accepted that the arts could not only edify, but 
as has been remarked by other scholars, also delight.37 The more exuberant and theatrical 
developments of the High Baroque style, occurring from about 1625 to 1675,38 made a 
more forceful appearance in the buildings of the Jesuits towards the last decades of the 
seventeenth century, during what has been termed the Late Baroque (from ca. 1675 to the 
early eighteenth century). This was not in itself a novelty, since it was exactly during this 
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period that most of the large frescoes decorating Roman Baroque churches were painted.39 
What is remarkable about the fresco decoration of the two main churches of the Jesuits 
in Rome, the Gesù and St. Ignatius, is their magnificence and sumptuousness.40 These 
frescoes represent a quantum leap forward from the Jesuits’ earlier mediocrità religiosa. 

In this stylistic shift the 1664 election of Gianpaolo Oliva as general of the order is 
considered a turning point.41 The change under Oliva is the more to be marvelled at, since 
he was an advocate of moral reform and for a return to poverty within his order, at least 
in the colonies. It seems that even this stern, capable cleric appreciated the theatrical and 
propagandist possibilities that the Baroque style offered, almost certainly because of his 
friendship with the sculptor Gianlorenzo Bernini.

An excellent insight into what Oliva did accomplish is provided by alterations made 
to the original Mannerist interior of the Gesù. Very few are aware of the previous rather 
unexciting interior decoration of the church — which has been described as rather bleak42 
— because of the spectacular redecoration that is to be seen today. With Oliva at the helm 
and very likely providing a theological programme for the iconography of the decoration, 
the Genoese painter Giovan Battista Gaulli (1639–1709), nicknamed il Baciccia, busily 
toiled on the frescoes of the interior for more than a decade, beginning in 1672 and which 
culminated with those decorating the vault of the nave. After he had completed the latter 
(1674–1679), the bare vault of the church had been transformed into a glorious fresco 
depicting the Triumph of the Name of Jesus. The sculptor Antonio Raggi (1624–1686) 
completed the ceiling decoration by framing Baciccia’s illusionistic masterpiece with 
fi gures in white stucco portraying allegories and a heavenly host over which the laws of 
gravity seem to have no power as they hover over the nave (Figure 5).43 

With the transformation of the interior of their church with this amazing spectacle by 
these great artists, the Jesuits, understandably now emotionally attuned to the spirit of the 
Baroque, continued to add elaborate altars and organs to the transepts as the enrichment 
of the interior decoration and the final acceptance of Baroque music in their churches 
intensifi ed during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Figure 6). 

Moreover, during the last two decades of the century they had the ceiling of the 
nave of the Church of St. Ignatius of their Collegio Romano frescoed with an even more 
spectacular masterpiece by one of their own, the lay brother Andrea Pozzo (1642–1709). 
This in-your-face Baroque illusionism depicts the theatrically composed theme of the 
Apotheosis of St. Ignatius, overwhelming the spectator through the sheer virtuosity of 
the perspectival effects, of which Pozzo was a genius. In fact his theoretical book on the 
science of perspective was so infl uential that in the China mission it was partly translated 
into Chinese by the Qing scholar Nian Xiyao in 1729 and 1735.44 

Equally remarkable in this unexpected change by the Jesuits is the Church of St. 
Ignatius, Antwerp (Figure 7). It bears the name of St. Charles Borromeo today, but was 
originally dedicated to St. Ignatius (built 1615–1621). Its architecture is relevant to the 
main theme of this book because among other things, like Macao’s Church of Madre de 
Deus, it was largely under the directions of the Jesuits, with Pieter Huyssens, S.J. as main 
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architect. But due to the fact that the Jesuits had shown a marked preference for the Gothic 
rather than the Baroque style in Belgium, some art historians suspect that Huyssens may 
have been greatly assisted in his design of the church by the painter Peter Paul Rubens 
(1577–1640). Like Michelangelo, Bernini and Baciccia in Rome, Rubens was a friend of 
the Jesuits, who commissioned him to decorate the interior of St. Ignatius.

Its façade follows Della Porta’s design for the Gesù, but Huyssens has greatly 
elaborated it according to a more Baroque canon. In the original interior the Baroque style 
was very much in evidence with Ruben’s lavish and now lost decorations. The Houtappel 
Chapel is one of the most stirring examples of the style, with a large oil painting of the 
Assumption of Mary over the altar (Figure 8). 

The Jesuits used a variety of religious subjects related to the order for the works of art 
decorating their churches, but thematically this chapel’s painting goes right to the heart of 
their spiritual devotions. This applies as much to painting as it does to architecture. From 
the sixteenth century up to the order’s dissolution in the eighteenth century, a good number 
of Jesuit churches of various styles were dedicated to Our Lady of the Assumption. In some 
churches, including those dedicated to other saints, an image of the Assumpta was also 
exhibited as part of the façade’s decoration. Characteristic European examples of those 
named after the Virgin’s transit to heaven are the Mariähimmelfahrt church of Cologne, 
Germany, begun in 1618 in a Gothic style; the 1654–1666 Church of the Assumption 
in Hradec Králové, in the Czech Republic, by the Italian architect Carlo Lurago (1615–
1684); Dillingen’s 1688 Mariähimmelfahrt church, Germany; the Jesuit Chapel in Cambrai, 
France, dating to 1692 — remarkable because of its Assumption relief and ornamental 
volutes with giant scrolls (Figure 9), also to be found in several Jesuit churches; and the 
eighteenth-century Church of Santa Maria Assunta in Venice, Italy. In the Japan and China 
missions the Jesuits built the 1575–1576 Church of Our Lady of the Assumption in Miaco 
(sometimes spelt Miyaco in the sources, that is, modern Kyoto), and that of Nagasaki, as 
well as the 1602–1644 Church of Nossa Senhora da Assunção (Madre de Deus), in Macao, 
China.

The stylistic adaptability of the Jesuits is exemplifi ed by Miaco’s church, built with 
the approval of the superior of the Japan mission, the Portuguese Francisco Cabral (1533–
1609). Details concerning the structure of the Church of Our Lady of the Assumption in 
Miaco may be gathered from the reports of the Jesuit Luís Fróis as well as his confreres 
in Japan.45 The initiative for building this church in Upper Miaco came from Luís Fróis 
himself and his Jesuit companion Organtino. Its architect was Dario Tacayamadoro, a 
Japanese convert, who not only designed the church with the collaboration of the Jesuits, 
but also went to great pains to obtain the strongest forest wood for the columns of the main 
structure; he equally supervised the temple works with the assistance of Jorge Yafeijidone 
and other Japanese converts.46 The latter donated many of the funds for the temple and 
its decoration, as did Francisco Cabral, who ordered that 2,500 cruzados be taken from 
the Society’s funds for its completion. Such was the exemplary generosity of Japanese 
converts for the project that even pious elderly Japanese ladies of noble birth offered other 



28 Macao’s Church of Saint Paul

important gifts and donations, such as tatamies for the fl oor of the residence and church. 
The number of these floor coverings for Jesuit churches in Japan could be numerous. 
For their main church in the Goquinai area more than 100 tatamies were donated.47 
The wooden columns of Miaco’s church were raised on a foundation of stones that was 
constructed with enormous physical effort. Teams of up to 40 carpenters worked on the 
structure, with some 40 to 50 people toiling on the foundation.48

The result was an impressive three-storeyed wooden structure, with the actual Church 
of Our Lady of the Assumption on the ground fl oor topped by a two-storey residence above. 
Built in the style of certain traditional Japanese temples, this unusual architectural solution 
had actually been dictated by necessity, the mother of invention, as the land obtained for the 
church and living quarters was not suffi ciently big for a more typical Jesuit residence.49

Following the instructions of Alessandro Valignano, the recently arrived Father Visitor of 
the India Province and the Far East (more will be written about him in the following chapters), 
the compound’s ground floor temple was adapted to Roman Catholic ritual. Valignano not 
only advised but warned that contrary to the wide rectangular halls of traditional Buddhist 
temples, these adapted churches in Japan should follow a longitudinal axis. His main motive 
was that an insidious pagan element would creep into the order’s temples in Japan, but 
this episode in his missionary career also demonstrates the extent to which the one-point 
longitudinal perspective of the Gesù’s interior was becoming a constant of Jesuit churches.

The Japanese temple design of the Miaco church — or indeed of other Jesuit churches 
in the Japan mission — is further confi rmed by a contemporary painting of a nambanjin 
church on a folding hand fan now at Kobe Municipal Museum believed to depict Our Lady 
of the Assumption.50 This is also true of a Namban folding screen at the Freer Gallery in 
Washington representing a Jesuit church.51 

Its design as a Japanese temple aside, the dedication of the Miaco church to the 
Assumption is highly significant in the context of this book’s main subject. For the 
mentioned European churches of the Society, the principal reason for the dedication would 
have been the vow of Montmartre by St. Ignatius and his companions taken on the feast of 
the Assumption to institute the Society of Jesus. At Miaco the dedication to Our Lady of the 
Assumption was in memory of St. Francis Xavier’s arrival in Japan in 1549 on the day of the 
feast of the Assumption,52 something evidently miraculous for the Jesuits and their converts. 

Unlike the frugality seen in sixteenth-century Jesuit churches, including, to a certain 
extent, those in Japan, the repertoire of decorative motifs of the Jesuits’ European and Latin 
American temples evolved into a frenzied cornucopia during the Late Baroque and Rococo 
(1675–1750). The Church of Santa Maria Assunta, Venice, referred to above, situated in the 
Campo dei Gesuiti (Jesuits’ square), gives an excellent example of how things had changed; 
lavish and costly decoration was the artistic idiom for the Jesuits now (Figures 10, 11).

This point is clearly illustrated by the sculptural display of Santa Maria Assunta’s 
main altar. Here a forest-like cluster of Solomonic columns in black marble, the epitome of 
Late Baroque Roman Catholicism, seems to vibrate behind the altar. But even then, as this 
church illustrates, the Jesuits kept fairly consistently to the rule of stylistic simplicity for 
the exterior of their residences and colleges, and stylistic splendour for their churches.
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