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THE COMMERCE OF HOLY IMAGES IN EARLY MODERN
CHINA: NAVIGATING THE JESUIT DISTRIBUTION AND
PRODUCTION OF CHINESE CATHOLIC ARTWORKS

Antonio De Caro*

ABSTRACT During the 19th century, Chinese Catholic missionary-artists in
present-day Shanghai, such as Fr. Simon Liu Dezhai %% 7 S.J. (1843-1912), made
important contributions to the production and distribution of Chinese Catholic
artworks. Aided by local orphans, Liu’s crafts, and those of his religious brothers,
which included paintings, statuettes, and other devotional objects, began to spread
beyond local devotional places and into the global art market. In the same period,
Catholic women communities in Shanghai, like the Sceurs de la Présentation,
produced embroideries that were particularly appreciated by the European
Catholic clergy and were exhibited in the Missionary Art Exhibition (Mostra darte
missionaria) in the Holy See in 1950.

At the same time, European Jesuit clergymen expressed, in different ways,
their desires and expectations about Catholic images to be distributed in China,
their role, and their use. For instance, Fr. Valentin Hamann S.J. (1831-1914) sought
to produce only ‘painted images, especially colored prints, rather than ‘statues’,
since the latter seemed too similar to local Chinese deities and, therefore, would
have caused confusion among local believers. Despite those expectations, Catholic
devotional statues were present in several Catholic communities, and their
production, distribution, and veneration had a crucial role in Chinese Catholic art.

This paper explores the production and distribution of Chinese Catholic
artworks, considering the financial, artistic, and intellectual contributions of
French-led Jesuit communities in Shanghai. It also addresses the expectations and
challenges of these endeavors, along with the global distribution and exhibition of
the Chinese Catholic artworks created there.
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