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Introduction:
Material Culture and Catholic History

MAUREEN C. MILLER*

After setting out some of the reasons Catholicism developed a rich array
of devotional and liturgical objects, this introduction to the centennial
special issue of The Catholic Historical Review on Catholic material
culture traces a brief history of the emergence of material culture studies
while noting the contributions of Catholic scholars to it. It also defines
material culture and describes several of the field’s approaches as exem-
plified by essays in the special issue. Strengths and weaknesses of these
approaches are also noted.

Keywords: material culture, Catholicism, objects, artifacts

The Catholic tradition’s engagement with material objects is rooted in
the Gospels. Jesus changed water into wine, and multiplied loaves and

fishes.1 He taught through parables that imbued common objects with
higher meanings: lamps and bushels, new patches on old cloaks, wineskins,
and fishing nets.2 When a woman seeking healing touched the hem of his
garment, Jesus sensed “the power that had proceeded from him” through
the fabric. His healing power was transmitted through material. Thus,
many thereafter rushed to touch his garments and were also healed.3 At his
last supper Jesus chose the most ubiquitous objects of the Mediterranean
table—bread and a cup of wine—to institute the sacrament of his body and
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blood.4 Material objects in the Gospels can lead individuals to sacred
truths, can transmit divine power, and can be transformed into Christ.

Indeed, the mystery of the incarnation, the belief that God took on
flesh and blood, becoming fully human while remaining fully God, had
radical implications for Christian views of matter and the material. The
new faith emerged in a diverse philosophical landscape, but one in which
ambivalence or hostility toward matter was widely diffused. Strands of
ancient Platonism and neo-Platonism opposed the higher and spiritual to
the lower and material or fleshly, whereas Gnostics viewed the material
world as the consequence of a primordial error, contaminating and con-
straining the spirit. The incarnation, of course, was at the root of the most
difficult and contentious early Christian theological debates and did not
yield uniformly positive attitudes toward flesh and matter.5 But by making
matter part of God’s plan of salvation, it valorized the use of material
objects in Christianity.

These objects multiplied over the centuries. The liturgy came to
employ chalices and patens of precious metals, candles and candleholders,
bells and basins and cruets, altar coverings and ornamented frontals, sacred
vestments, processional crosses and censers. Churches were furnished with
pulpits and baldachins, altar railings and chancels, choir stalls and lecterns,
papal and episcopal thrones, confessional booths and bronze-doors. The
veneration of relics spurred the creation of myriad forms of reliquaries, from
elaborate tombs to hold entire bodies to statues and busts representing the
saint, to bejeweled cabinets, cases, and arks to secure and display fragments
of holy persons. Private devotions fueled a remarkable proliferation of
objects: ex votos, rosaries, medals and pilgrim badges, holy cards, plaques,
and statues, to name just a few.6 Objects and their uses often sparked debate
and attracted criticism, most notably during the Protestant Reformation of
the sixteenth century. In response to critique, the Catholic Church sought
to control, through sanction and censure, the faithful’s use of objects. But it
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4. Mt 26:26–29; Mk 14:22–25; Lk 22:19–20.

5. Mark Edwards, Culture and Philosophy in the Age of Plotinus (London, 2006), pp. 14–

18, 48–57; Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition. A History of the Development of Doctrine,

1: The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100–600) (Chicago, 1971), pp. 226–77; Hannah

Hunt, Clothed in the Body. Asceticism, the Body and the Spiritual in the Late Antique Era (Farn-

ham, UK, 2012), pp. 149–202; Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on

Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York, 2011), pp. 33–36, 260–65.

6. A visual introduction to this bounty is Anton Legner, ed., Ornamenta ecclesiae: Kunst

und Künstler der Romanik: Katalog zur Ausstellung des Schnütgen-Museums in der Josef-

Haubrich-Kunsthalle, Köln, 1985, 3 vols. (Cologne, 1985). 



has never renounced the material and today’s Church still utilizes a wide
array of liturgical and devotional objects, many unique to Catholicism.

Art historians have long feasted on this abundance. But historians have
privileged texts in reconstructing the past, and Catholicism has produced
such an effusion of those that the ecclesiastical historian can easily revel in
untapped archival sources. There is still much important Catholic history to
be discovered and reconstructed from documents, manuscripts, and printed
materials in archives and libraries all over the world. Still, Lucien Febvre’s
call for an inclusive, a multifaceted, approach to the past—histoire totale—
remains a valid and galvanizing ideal. Historians can illuminate more
aspects of the Catholic past by widening their source base to embrace the
rich material culture that the Church has produced over two millennia.

This special issue of The Catholic Historical Review, part of the journal’s
centennial celebration, presents four articles illustrating the interpretive and
pedagogical possibilities offered by material approaches. In my own experi-
ence as a historian, the direct encounter with objects and spaces created by
believers hundreds of years ago has been revelatory and stimulating: it has
forced me to confront how much I don’t know and has helped me ask new
kinds of questions. It has certainly taken me far out of my “comfort zone,”
but it has also introduced me to exciting new bodies of sources and to spe-
cialists in fields I didn’t even know existed. While I think it has helped me
produce more original scholarship, I know it has enlivened my classroom.
For teaching the history of Catholicism, the objects and spaces of belief
offer the most tangible points of entry to learners of all ages. I hope the cat-
echist casting about for new resources to engage reluctant CCD students as
well as the university teacher rethinking course offerings will find useful
ideas, strategies, and bibliography here. Material culture can enrich the
teaching, research, and writing of Catholic history.

What Is “Material Culture”?

In its most general sense, the study of material culture investigates the
relationship between people and things; it focuses on objects as sources for
human action and ideas. The relationship with people is key: describing
and cataloging objects, comparing their forms and styles across time, for
example, is not material culture, whereas using a change in style to investi-
gate the human ideas and practices that drove that change is a study in
material culture. This area of scholarship is interdisciplinary in origins and
in contemporary practice, and scholars studying the Catholic tradition
have contributed to its emergence as a vibrant field of inquiry.

                                                                  MAUREEN C. MILLER                                                              3



The term material culture originated in anthropology in the late-nine-
teenth century. As early as 1875, the English archaeologist and ethnolo-
gist Augustus Pitt-Rivers advocated the consideration of “material cul-
ture” as “the outward signs and symbols of particular ideas in the mind.”7

In his archaeological work Pitt-Rivers pioneered the cataloging and study
of all objects, rather than simply the beautiful or valuable ones, and in
1884 he established Oxford University’s anthropological museum with
the gift of his personal collection of 22,000 objects. This emphasis on
objects, particularly everyday objects, remains characteristic of work on
material culture.

Although anthropology created the term, other disciplines were also
using objects as sources for human ideas, and Catholic scholars contributed
to these developments. Christian archaeology is a key example. Constan-
tine’s mother, the empress Helena, might be credited with initiating the
excavation of Christian antiquities in 325, and her discovery of the “true
cross” certainly began a long tradition of searching for relics underground.
But a more scientific study of Christian remains had its origins in the Ren-
aissance and the humanistic study of biblical languages. Its earliest centuries
were dominated by discoveries in the Roman catacombs, most interpreted
piously and used apologetically. Still, Antonio Bosio (1573–1629) stands
out as an early luminary of archaeologically-informed historical scholarship:
his four-volume Roma Sotteranea, written in the opening decades of the sev-
enteenth century and published posthumously from 1632 to 1634, weighed
the evidence of patristic and medieval texts against the physical and visual
evidence he explored in the Roman catacombs.8 The Enlightenment further
advanced more dispassionate scholarship and the incorporation of material
sources into the body of evidence used by historians. Johann von Mosheim’s
Institutionum historiae Christianae compendium (1752) and Edward Gibbon’s
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–88) were monuments of early
attempts at “rational inquiry” into the development of Christianity, but it
was mostly inscriptions—written texts imbedded within ecclesiastical
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remains—that they incorporated from archaeological work. In the late-
nineteenth century—particularly with the foundation by Giovanni Battista
de Rossi (1822–94) of the Bullettino di archeologia cristiana in 18639—and
the early-twentieth century, however, a great number of new sites were
excavated, opening new and unexpected avenues of research, particularly
into dissident communities within early Christianity. Excavations in north
Africa, the Balkans, Asia Minor, the Nile Valley, Nubia, Ethiopia, and
Central Asia brought to light Christian churches and monasteries with
attendant structures (cemeteries, baptisteries, episcopia, dormitories, refecto-
ries) as well as furnishings, decorative programs (mosaics, wall paintings),
inscriptions, and caches of texts (from Egyptian ostraka and the Oxyrhyn-
chus papyri to the precious codices of Nag Hammadi Gnostic texts). Great
monuments of erudition inspired and facilitated by this decisive period of
development in Christian archaeology are the Dictionnaire d’archéologie chré-
tienne et de liturgie (15 volumes, 1907–53), founded by the Benedictine
monk Fernand Cabrol (1855–1937) but brought to completion by Henri
Leclercq (1869–1945), and Franz Joseph Dölger’s (1879–1940) periodical
Antike und Christentum (continued from 1958 by the Jahrbuch für Antike und
Christentum).10 Although these works did not characterize their enterprises
as “material culture,” they used the material evidence unearthed by archae-
ologists along with texts in order to provide an interdisciplinary reconstruc-
tion of early Christian belief and practice.

Another discipline that contributed to the emergence of material cul-
ture studies is art history. Although the earliest steps toward the study of
art as cultural history were taken by Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717–
68) in his later work on allegories and emblems in ancient Greek and
Roman art, the establishment of this area of study in the nineteenth-cen-
tury universities was critical in furthering cultural approaches. Some of the
pioneers of iconography—Adolphe Napoléon Didron (1806–67), Émile
Mâle (1862–1954)—were French Catholics dedicated to explicating the
connections between medieval religious art and theology, concentrating
particularly on Gothic cathedrals as expressions of scholasticism. But the
theoretical foundations of iconography owe more to the work of the
German art historians Aby Warburg (1866–1929) and Erwin Panofsky
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(1892–1968), both from wealthy Jewish families. Warburg’s broad visual
interests prefigure those of material culture: he studied not only master-
pieces, such as Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, but also everyday images on
postage stamps, in newspaper illustrations, and in photographs.11

Warburg also points to the origins within the historical discipline of
interest in material sources. Early in his studies Warburg was attracted to
the “new history” of Karl Lamprecht (1856–1915), an attempt to break out
of the strictly political focus of academic history in Germany through Kul-
turgeschichte. Lamprecht had studied not only history and philosophy but
also art history, and in his works he treated art and artifacts as aspects of
culture to be investigated impartially along with society, economy, law, lit-
erature, and folkways. He also used artistic styles—the Symbolic, Typical,
Conventional, Subjectivistic, and the Impressionistic—to structure the
periodization of his Deutsche Geschichte.12 This integration of art into grand
theories of the evolution of civilization appealed to Warburg.13 Lam-
precht’s premier work, Deutsches Wirtschaftsleben im Mittelalter, even used
the phrase material culture in its descriptive subtitle: Untersuchungen über
die Entwicklung der materiellen Kultur des platten Landes auf Grund der
Quellen, zunächst des Mosellandes.14 This notion of material culture, how-
ever, was far broader than the meaning of the phrase dominant today: it
included topography, natural resources, settlement, patterns of landhold-
ing, social organization, and legal institutions.15

Lamprecht disastrously fell from academic grace when vanquished
during the Methodenstreit, a controversy within the German historical dis-
cipline in the 1890s between advocates of Kulturgeschichte and defenders of
the orthodox conception of history focused on politics and the state. But
social and economic history had established itself in the university curricu-
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11. Aby Warburg, “Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus and Spring,” in The Renewal of
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Forster, trans. David Britt, [Getty Research Institute Texts and Documents], (Los Angeles,

1999), pp. 89–156; E. H. Gombrich, Aby Warburg: An Intellectual Biography (Chicago, 1970;
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History (Ithaca, NY, 1984), pp. 26–42, 110–12, 161–67.

12. Roger Chickering, Karl Lamprecht. A German Academic Life (1856–1915) (Atlantic

Highlands, NJ, 1993), pp. 37–54, 87–94, 117–20.

13. Gombrich, Aby Warburg, pp. 30–37.

14. Karl Lamprecht, Deutsches Wirtschaftsleben im Mittelalter. Untersuchungen über die

Entwicklung der materiellen Kultur des platten Landes auf Grund der Quellen, zunächst des Mosel-

landes, 3 vols. (Leipzig, 1885–86).

15. Chickering, Karl Lamprecht, pp. 75–76, 81–83.



lum and continued to develop interest in material artifacts such as coins
and fortifications. In the interwar period, socioeconomic history in France
spawned a more enduring challenge to the dominance of politics and the
state within historical research: the foundation in 1929 of the journal the
Annales d’histoire économique et sociale by Marc Bloch (1886–1944) and
Lucien Febvre (1878–1956). The journal’s critiques of traditional historical
writing and methodology, as well as the capacious interests and goals of the
founders, went well beyond advocacy for social and economic history, and
in 1946 its title was broadened to that which it still bears today: Annales:
Economies, sociétés, et civilisations. The Annales school championed an
inclusive view of the past. History should investigate all parts of society and
all aspects of human experience; it should aspire to histoire totale.16

The rise of the Annales most directly contributed to the emergence of
material culture in two ways. First, under the leadership of Fernand
Braudel (1902–85) in the postwar era, the material conditions structuring
human existence came to the fore as well as an emphasis on ordinary
people and everyday life. This notion of the material,  although not as
capacious as Lamprecht’s, was still broad, encompassing the physical land-
scape, food and clothing, shelter, furnishings, and tools and implements of
all sorts. The emphasis on economic history and the quotidian generated
immense interest in consumption and, to the degree that such studies con-
sidered the things consumed, strongly shaped the study of material culture
in the modern period.17 Although much of Braudel’s own work—even his
Les Structures du Quotidien: Le Possible et L’Impossible published in 1979—
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16. A very brief introduction to the Annales is in Martha Howell and Walter Prevenier,
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American Historical Review, 91 (1986), 519–52.

17. Dosse, New History, pp. 89–90, 109–115, 144–46; Daniel Miller, Material Culture
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tral Africa: The History of Consumption and Social Change, 1840–1980 (Leiden, 2013); Isabelle

de Solier, Food and the Self: Consumption, Production and Material Culture (London, 2013);

Christina J. Hodge, Consumerism and the Emergence of the Middle Class in Colonial America

(New York, 2014).



relied on references to objects in textual sources with a limited recourse to
archaeological finds and surviving objects, the new historical status
accorded food, housing, tools, and transport fueled the development of
postclassical archaeology, numismatics, historic textiles, museums of tech-
nology, and other specialized fields devoted to the study of material arti-
facts.18 Second, the Annales movement contributed to more interdiscipli-
nary work in history and, in particular, fostered borrowings from
anthropology. Since the nineteenth century historians had engaged work
in the emerging social sciences of economics and sociology—particularly
the work of Karl Marx (1818–83), Max Weber (1864–1920), and Émile
Durkheim (1858–1917)—but the “new social history” inspired by the
Annales brought them into contact with the methods of anthropology
through Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009), Clifford Geertz (1926–2006),
and Victor Turner (1920–83).19

All of these streams of development—within anthropology, art his-
tory, archaeology, and history—came together in the interdisciplinary cli-
mate of the 1970s and 1980s to produce the field of material culture stud-
ies. Object-focused work by Anglophone historians at first favored the
descriptions “material history,” “material life,” or “material civilization.”20

But the term derived from anthropology and already dominant in French
and German—material culture (culture matérielle, materiellen Kultur)—
came to rule in the 1990s, a decade that also witnessed the foundation of
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18. See, for example, Christopher Gerrard, Medieval Archaeology: Understanding Tradi-

tions and Contemporary Approaches (London, 2003), pp. 128–32; The Archaeology of Medieval
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1990s.

19. The classic example, of course, is Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, village

occitan de 1294 à 1324 (Paris, 1975); Howell and Prevenier, From Reliable Sources, pp. 89–99;

Burguière, L’École des Annales, pp. 169–84, 231–35.
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the Canadian Museum of Civilization and the National Museum of Science and Technology,

illustrates the Anglophone preference in this period: its English title was Material History

Bulletin and in French Bulletin d’histoire de la culture matérielle (continued by Material History

Review. Revue de la culture matérielle from 1991).



the Journal of Material Culture (1996–) and self-conscious manifestos.21

Material culture had arrived.

Approaches, Strengths, and Weaknesses

Some of the dominant approaches to material culture are well illus-
trated in this issue. One is the object study or “biography” of an object, rep-
resented here by William B. Taylor’s and Liam Matthew Brockey’s
essays.22 This approach starts with a single object and moves from basic
questions to the exploration of the broader subjects of cultural ideas, values,
and practices. The basic questions encourage detailed analysis. What is it?
Who made it and for what purposes? What materials were used in making
it, and why were these chosen rather than others? How and why has it
come down to us? Did it change over time (that is, were things added to it
or is there evidence of removals)? The single-source starting point partic-
ularly recommends this approach to students and teachers, and several
guides to doing object biographies can be found online: an excellent exam-
ple, produced by the National Museum of American History’s “The
Object of History” project, is at http://objectofhistory.org/guide. Perhaps
particularly useful for historians is an article in the American Historical
Association’s Perspectives in its May/June 1991 issue in which Susan Stuard
and several of her colleagues at Haverford College shared their “Artifact
Assignment” in a required junior “Seminar on Evidence.”23

Taylor’s contribution to this issue—on “An ‘Evolved’ Devotional
Book from Late-Eighteenth-Century Mexico”—well illustrates the tech-
nique. Although many object biographies take unusual artifacts as their
subjects, Taylor’s focus is a traditional historical source: a book. But his
analysis attends to its physical, material characteristics. The scuffed leather
and boards of its calfskin binding and repairs to its endpapers attest to its

                                                                  MAUREEN C. MILLER                                                              9
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use over time. Its small, pocket size suggests a devotional book meant to be
carried easily and turned to in various settings. Most interestingly, things
were added to it—written and pasted into it—offering the historian clues
to who owned it and what their devotional practices and ideas were. From
these specific pieces of evidence in this material object’s evolution, Taylor
moves outward to the histories of imported religious books and literacy, of
lay devotional communities, and of Catholic reform movements in early-
modern Spanish America. The material aspects of this book show how
believers altered devices meant to reform their devotions by incorporating
elements of precisely those religious practices ecclesiastical leaders were
trying to vanquish.

A different example of this approach is provided by Brockey’s essay on
the relics of Francis Xavier in early-modern Asia.24 The object in this case
is the body of the sixteenth-century Jesuit missionary who preached the
gospel in Mozambique, India, Indonesia, Japan, and China. Brockey
traces, in the exquisite detail afforded by Jesuit correspondence, how the
body did and did not change: what was done to it after death, the perceived
evidence for its incorrupt state, and the pieces removed both through exu-
berant veneration and official mandate. The human uses of a human body
are the focus as well as the ideas and beliefs informing those uses. We learn
how Portuguese merchants brought it first from Schangchuan Island to
Malacca, then on to Goa; how it was received by the residents of Goa, how
the Jesuits conserved and exhibited it there; and how they preached and
wrote about it. The meanings of this corporal object, in Brockey’s analysis,
turn out to be far more localized than the far-flung travels of the saint
might suggest.

As Brockey’s essay well illustrates, one strength of the object biogra-
phy is the opportunities it provides for captivating historical narrative. It is
often said that objects tell stories, and they certainly can furnish historians
with material for innovative storytelling. Some of the stimulus is in
describing complex artifacts, but more often it is the new perspective on
written sources that the object affords. Both are evident in Richard L.
Williams’s cultural biography of a “subversive playing card.” The object
itself—a sixteenth-century three of hearts—had an unexpected image on
its reverse: a Crucifixion group with the Blessed Virgin and St. John the
Evangelist flanking Christ on the cross, painted simply and inexpertly
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using only a few colors: brown, green, red, and yellow. Why would a reli-
gious image be on the back of a playing card? The other oddity of the card
was that its top had been cut to a rounded arch, which suggested a shape
similar to images in home altar triptychs. Fascinated by the paper object
and why it had been preserved, the historian looked to the archival sources
with new questions. A letter from the lieutenant of the Tower of London,
in fact, identified the object as evidence found in the possession of one of
the Duke of Norfolk’s men, Richard Lowther. According to the jailor, it
showed “the lewdness of his religion.” Williams traces Lowther’s relation-
ship with the Duke of Norfolk and his role in the Catholic plot in 1569 to
depose Queen Elizabeth I and place her cousin Mary, Queen of Scots, on
the throne. But he also takes us inside the homes and devotional lives of
other Elizabethan Catholics to understand why a playing card—why, in
particular, the three of hearts—would have been refashioned into an indi-
vidual shrine. In the end, he tells a story about how religious imagery took
on seditious meanings.25

A variant of the object biography is to consider a type or genre of
object. This sort of study can be limited to a specific corpus of examples,
as in Katherine Haas’s study of nineteenth-century American liturgical
vestments. She defined a group of ninety-five vestments securely dated to
the nineteenth century from eight institutions in Pennsylvania, Maryland,
Indiana, and Washington, DC. To evaluate whether the patterns revealed
in her sample of artifacts were valid, she compared them to those in sales
catalogs of firms vending vestments in the United States.26 In earlier peri-
ods where survivals are more limited, one can attempt more comprehensive
analyses. To keep with the example of vestments, my own recent study of
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medieval liturgical attire, although not exhaustive, was able to encompass
a large number of the surviving garments from throughout Europe before
1200 compared to all the images of vested clerics for the period in the
Index of Christian Art and an array of written sources, particularly canon
law.27 Other recent examples of studies focused on a genre of objects are
Cynthia Hahn’s beautifully illustrated book on reliquaries from 400 to
1204, Crispin Paine’s article on portable altars, Anne L. Clark’s essay on
the “Veronica,” and Elín Luque Agraz’s book on painted ex-votos of the
Virgin of Soledad.28

Caroline Bynum’s contribution to this issue on nuns’ crowns, more-
over, shows how this approach can succeed with brilliant results in periods
where both material and textual survivals are more abundant. Focusing on
a type of object that is mentioned in texts and produced in different media,
Bynum not only explicates the many meanings crowns had for religious
women but also traces change in the forms of crowns across a critical
period of reform. When forced by an Observant reforming delegation in
1469 to relinquish the removable gold crowns that adorned their statues of
the Blessed Virgin, the nuns of Wienhausen had statues made whose
crowns could not be removed. The difference in these surviving objects is
crucial evidence. One might read the written accounts of this reform and
conclude that the nuns accepted the reformers’ correction of their devo-
tions and stopped crowning their images of the Madonna. And inventories
usually do not describe objects like statues with enough detail to capture
this change. Only the objects themselves tell this story. By casting her evi-
dentiary net broadly—considering material crowns, painted crowns, textual
notices, and descriptions of crowns—Bynum demonstrates how deeply
meaningful crowns and crowning were to late-medieval religious women
and how reforms, even the Reformation, were tenaciously resisted and the
cause of considerable spiritual anguish.
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As Bynum’s study illustrates, an important advantage of focusing on a
genre or type of artifact is that it offers greater scope for the analysis of
change over time. It is not, of course, impossible to explore historical
change in the biography of a single object. The “evolved” character of the
object chosen by Taylor, for example, yields evidence related to broad
changes in devotional practices in early-modern Mexico. One can also use
known historical patterns of change over time to contextualize a single
object. So a historian writing the biography of a reliquary bust could con-
textualize it within the broader patterns discerned by Hahn in Strange
Beauty. But many studies focused on a single object illuminate only a single
moment in time. As with “micro-history,” the approach can be immensely
rewarding and yield new insights into a particular historical period or
event. But the field of material culture studies is also littered with under-
developed object biographies that clearly began life as a conference paper
and were published without sufficient deepening and revision: many lack
the rich historical contextualization necessary to establish the significance
of the object and of the author’s observations about it. What I have found
particularly stimulating about researching developments in an entire class
of objects is that it allows comparison of changes over time in textual,
visual, and material sources. Only looking at the material remains of epis-
copal residences, for example, revealed that documentary changes in their
description did not necessarily mean a new or different structure and the
gap between new language and a new building could be considerable. In
looking at ecclesiastical garments, however, the documentary evidence of
inventories accorded with the material evidence of surviving textiles in
identifying a significant stylistic change in the late-eighth/early-ninth cen-
tury, whereas visual representations of clerics wearing such garb lag by a
half-century to more than two centuries.29 Such discrepancies can be quite
historically significant.

Colleen McDannell’s essay on “Photography, Teenie Harris, and the
Migration of Catholic Images” reveals still other rewarding approaches to
material culture as well as exciting research and pedagogical opportunities
for the modern and contemporary history of Catholicism. She focuses her
study on a collection of sources—the photographs of the twentieth-century
African American photojournalist, Teenie Harris—and analyzes its evi-
dence of the kinds of objects depicted, who was shown with them, and the
ways in which people placed and used objects. This is an approach that can
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be used with many kinds of collections. One could analyze, for example,
the content of a diocesan museum’s collection. What kinds of Catholic
artifacts does it contain? Whose objects (individuals or institutions) were
they, and how did they find their way to the museum? What beliefs and
practices do they attest? Whose objects are not represented and why? Col-
lections of texts can also reveal the material. How do objects figure in a
given collection of letters, of court records, of short stories? McDannell
here mines photographic collections, but her techniques could be applied
to collections of woodblock prints, manuscript illuminations, or paintings.

It is worth noting at this point that although the study of material cul-
ture prioritizes research on material artifacts—the most primary of sources
in this field—it is also enriched through analyses of representations, textual
and visual, of materiality. Literary specialists within the interdisciplinary
field of material culture studies take this as their primary focus, and some
intellectual and cultural historians do, too. For most historians, however,
as for McDannell here, the instinct is to move from representation—
African Americans pictured with crucifixes—to what can be known from
other historical sources about African American Catholics in Pittsburgh,
about the parish of St. Benedict the Moor, and about other evidence for
how crucifixes were used. Particularly for students, McDannell’s essay is
valuable for demonstrating how one moves from something odd or surpris-
ing in a source to a set of historical questions and issues that are fertile
ground for further research.

The article also ventures into the rapidly developing field of new
media. Although the Teenie Harris photography collection exists as a
physical body of sources in the Carnegie Museum of Art, it also now exists
virtually online as a searchable collection of digitized images. As McDan-
nell points out, libraries, archives, state historical societies, and government
agencies are rapidly digitizing their photographic archives and making
them freely available on the Internet. Although her essay reveals the limi-
tations of some of the cataloguing identifications, the record information
digitized with each photograph makes it possible to search systematically
for objects, individuals, and places. In addition to facilitating access to pho-
tographic archives, the digital revolution has also fostered research in
material culture through online, searchable museum catalogues. A leader in
this regard is the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, whose collec-
tion of more than a million objects can be searched via the Internet by col-
lection, material, type, provenance, and date. Enter, for example, “mon-
strance,” and within seconds you have forty-one examples from the
fourteenth to the nineteenth century that can be further sorted by material
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(gold, silver, silver-gilt), technique (casting, embossing, gilding), and
provenance (mostly Spanish and German). Pictures are available online for
close to half of the records, and most include extensive historical notes with
acquisition information and bibliography. Most major collections, particu-
larly in the United States, are putting their catalogs online and contain
thousands of material objects related to Catholic belief and practice. Hope-
fully, diocesan museums will follow this trend.

Two strengths of material approaches to religion are also evident in
McDannell’s article. First is the evidence she presents for the “migration”
of objects: how material items created in one faith tradition can be picked
up and used in different religious settings by people with quite different
beliefs. This mobility of the object allows appropriation and reinterpreta-
tion of religious artifacts, but it also enables the historian to trace and eval-
uate religious influence. Although historians are accustomed to charting
the intellectual heritage of Catholicism, material culture offers important
tools in understanding its devotional impact. The mobility of objects also
underscores that the boundaries between different Christian churches or
communities are more fluid than sometimes conceived or depicted. Con-
version is not the only response to contact with a faith tradition. 

A second, and related, strength evident in McDannell’s essay is the
light material culture can shed on underrepresented actors in Catholic his-
tory. Harris’s photos invite us to consider a minority population, not only
in American society but also within the American Catholic Church. The
image of a crucifix in an African American home prompts the historian to
wonder what percentage of American Catholics was black and what their
experience was. The emergence of material culture studies, as I’ve sug-
gested above, was related to the Annalistes’ advocacy for an inclusive
approach to the past, of which the recovery of nonelite religious experi-
ences, practices, and beliefs was a vibrant part. My own turn to material
culture, in fact, was motivated by interest in the secular clergy, but partic-
ularly the average parish priest in medieval Europe. Architecture did not
get me too far down the social spectrum. There turned out to be very little
documentary, and even less physical, evidence of the living quarters of cler-
ics below the level of cathedral canons and bishops. But vestments took me
a lot further into the culture of average clerics, even that of the minor
orders, and even revealed clerical devotional practices not mentioned in any
written sources. The most intriguing material evidence was of “reliquary”
vestments—that is, liturgical garments believed to belong to a holy cleric
that were worn in his memory by fellow clerics and, as the garments disin-
tegrated, either repaired to keep them wearable or the fragments were
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imbedded within new vestments.30 Textile conservators were well aware of
this phenomenon, but as a historian I had never encountered references to
it in documents or studies.

Just as it partakes of the virtues of history in the Annales tradition, so,
too, work in material culture exhibits its vices. It can move beyond recu-
perating under-represented populations to overemphasizing the fringes.
Do we need a history of “paint by numbers” versions of da Vinci’s Last
Supper?31 Probably not. Like some studies of “popular religion”—recall
Jean-Claude Schmitt’s Holy Greyhound about a dog “saint” in medieval
France32—material culture has sometimes gravitated toward the margins.
This is in part due to the importance of consumerism and consumption as
themes within material culture studies.33 This emphasis when applied to
religion tends to foreground kitsch at the expense of mainstream devo-
tional artifacts.

One could also accuse material culture studies of reinforcing the
prominence of well-established fields. To a certain degree, contextualizing
objects requires a developed historiography: the material remains of a
monastery can more easily be your focus if there are already some published
histories of the community, its benefactors, its patrimony, and its relations
with ecclesiastical and political authorities. In compiling the introductory
bibliography for this issue, I have attempted to provide an array of works
across chronological and geographical fields, but the relatively balanced
appearance of this selection does not represent the distribution of work
thus far accomplished by historians on Catholic material culture. That
work is much more abundant for Europe and North America, and within
Europe more developed in the medieval and early-modern fields. A strong
body of scholarship is emerging for Latin America, but thus far Asia and
Africa have not received their due. More fundamental empirical research
on the history of the Church in Ghana, Kenya, Korea, or Vietnam, for
example, is surely needed before the material culture of these Catholic
communities can be fruitfully explored. Still, material sources can con-
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tribute to the global history of Catholicism as some pioneering studies have
demonstrated.34

This special centennial celebration issue of The Catholic Historical
Review cannot provide an exhaustive survey of the methods and practice of
material culture studies. But it does offer an introduction to the field, four
stimulating examples of its value as an approach to Catholic history, and
points of entry for those interested in expanding both their own historical
horizons and the purview of Catholic studies. The rich and varied material
culture of Catholicism constitutes a valuable historical patrimony. It merits
exploration in both teaching and writing the history of the Church.
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