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Aristocratic Analogies

and Demotic Descriptions
in the Seventeenth-Century
Madurai Mission

Two JESUIT MISSIONARIES confronted each other in 1610 through
letters and treatises, following what appeared to have been an intense, though
brief, cohabitation in a distant mission at the heart of Tamil country. Roberto
Nobili, a Roman aristocrat, schooled in the Collegio romano and a relative of the
Cardinal Bellarmino, in his early thirties with about five years of experience in
the “Indian” apostolic field, came under fire from an older colleague. His adver-
sary was Gongalo Fernandes, a semi-literate Portuguese ex-soldier who for fifteen
years had cultivated his Madurai Mission of Paravas, a low caste of fishermen
converted by St. Francis Xavier.!

The controversy started over the correct method of conversion, but it issued
in two distinct proto-ethnographic accounts. The differences at stake can be
understood at various levels: personal animosity, age difference, apostolic expe-
rience, status in an institutional hierarchy, national feeling, and social class. In
the heat of the argument the two Jesuits came to perceive each other as “other.”
In European seventeenth-century terminology, they suspected each other of
falling victim to demonic influences. The translation of the smallest personal,
political, or theological conflict into daemonomachia was a standard Jesuit (and
not only Jesuit) strategy of both containment and annihilation. And it was pre-
cisely the discovery of this otherness within the European colonial, or in this case
proselytizing, enterprise that fueled their opposing cultural descriptions of Tamil
alterity.

The gravity of demonic charges and counter-charges, although relatively
subtle and prudent in the case of the controversy between Nobili and Fer-
nandes, produced, to the historian’s delight, a plethora of written documents
bearing witness to the intellectual labor that brought them into being as well as
their contingent, improvisational, and contesting origins. Nobili and Fernandes
forced each other to assume in detail, as if on a distant horizon, the divisions
and epistemological rifts that tore the European social and cultural fabric from
within. While Nobili drew upon an aristocratic and humanist theological univer-
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salism as a catalyst for cultural incorporation, Fernandes’s demotic impulses
stood with a different technique based on the belief that radical others could
and should be approached by direct sensory perception. He rejected Nobili’s
moves endlessly to supplement a familiar context, the product of scholarly
sophistication, for inscription and description of Tamil customs and religious
behavior and desperately defended his experiential authority over the singular,
though not unique, “pagan” field of the Madurai Mission. For Fernandes the
only measure of the truth and authenticity of external things and events was the
self-presence of the “here and now.” No memory, no trace of absent experience,
no learned analogy could replace the moment of the eye/I contact. At issue, I
would argue, was the crystallization in Fernandes’s and Nobili’s accounts of what
would become in contemporary anthropological jargon, proto-emic and proto-
etic cultural approaches.?

Roberto Nobili, born in 1577 in Rome, was the eldest son of an aristocratic
family from Montepulciano.? His decision to join the Society of Jesus, and later
the Indian Mission, did not meet with easy approval. The resistance of his
kinsmen led him to some dramatic escapes and mysterious disappearances in the
fashion of a would-be saint or a martyr, until his family bowed to his wishes.*
After his novitiate in the Jesuit college of Naples and then theological studies in
Rome, Nobili left Europe for good aboard the Séo Jacinto bound from Lisbon for
Goa on 28 April 1604.> When he died in 1656 in the Portuguese city of Mylapore,
today one of the urban areas of Madras in the state of Tamil Nadu, he was a well-
known missionary, considered a founder of the Madurai Mission. However, he
never achieved the sainthood that he so eagerly desired and felt predestined for
because his fame or, according to his adversaries, his notoriety remained forever
overshadowed by the controversy over the adaptationist method of conversion.®
As a partisan of the accommodatio to certain customs and rites of the “pagans,” first
developed by Alessandro Valignano for the Japanese and Chinese missions and
then put more firmly into practice by Matteo Ricci, Nobili founded “his” Madurai
Mission on the same apostolic methods designed for those missionary fields that
still remained beyond Portuguese or Spanish military and administrative control.
Although Jesuits resorted to accommodation whenever and wherever it seemed
the only or the most efficient instrument, it was developed as a theory and prac-
tice, mostly by Italian missionaries, in and for the Asian missions.

Nobili’s nemesis in the Madurai Mission came from a modest social milieu.
According to his necrologist Jacinto Pereira,” Gongalo Fernandes was a young
soldier in the army of the Portuguese viceroy of India, Dom Constantino de Bra-
ganca, when he decided to join the Society of Jesus in 1561, encouraged by the
Jesuit Superior on the Fishery Coast, Henrique Henriques.® Until he was given
Nobili as a companion in the Madurai Mission, his fragmented biography is hard
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to piece together from the Archives of the Society of Jesus. He was probably born
in Lisbon around the 1540s and had some rudimentary education before he
arrived in India. From 1566 to 1572 there were three Jesuits in India called Gon-
¢alo Fernandes, and it was not until 1576 that Nobili’s future adversary settled
down in the Mission on the Fishery Coast, already famous for St. Francis Xavier’s
mass conversions of the local fishermen communities. From there the same Fer-
nandes moved to Madurai in 1595.° Although he wrote a few letters before 1600,
three of which are preserved, he emerged in the historical limelight only through
the controversy with Nobili.

Nobili’s apostolic project for the Madurai Mission was from the start both
“literary” and practical. His letters to Jesuit superiors in Rome and to his family
recorded every step he made as a newcomer in the “Lord’s Indian vineyard.”
While he tried to emulate Tamil priestly signs of status and prestige that involved
certain rites of ritual purification, defined a dress code, eating habits, and the use
of a particular dialectal Tamil idiom, he explained the process and necessity of
these adaptationist moves in his letters. Fernandes by contrast spoke the dialect
of low-caste converts from the Fishery Coast, dressed in a black robe, and con-
sumed “polluting” substances such as meat and alcohol.'® The final break, at least
as far as Fernandes was concerned, occurred when Nobili moved out of Fer-
nandes’s “old” residence and publicly dissociated himself from the caste of Paran-
gis to which Tamils and other South Indians automatically assigned all European
foreigners."'

One can picture Fernandes in 1607 walking the busy streets of Madurai, most
of which circumambulate the temple complex in the center, scanning with his
eyes picturesque, busy neighborhoods divided, more or less neatly, according to
caste affiliations. Nobili was nowhere to be seen. He retired into solitude with a
few Brahman servants to learn the languages (Tamil, Telugu, and Sanskrit) and
to refurbish his persona and refashion his life on the model of a local Brahman
priest and teacher.’? From his “high caste” retreat he discerned only two domi-
nant opposing categories—Christianity/Christians and Hinduism/Hindus. With
the help of his theological apparatus, he temporarily bracketed both of them in
order to grasp the origin of their mutual “fundamental difference” and expur-
gate it as demonic illusion. Fernandes’s “street” knowledge and his belief in the
intrinsic “reality” of the social, religious, and political structure of Tamil society
as he saw it in South India were bound to collide with Nobili’s conception of the
Madurai Mission as a space arrested in the pre-Christian past, a fabulous place of
apostolic conversions, a possible utopia of a new beginning.

By December 1608, Nobili had learned that there were many sects within the
three Vedas or laws (leggi), “the Laws of Brahma, Vishnu, and Rudra”; that each
one of them was taught by a particular Brahman master; and that a fourth Veda
was no longer extant. Concerning salvation, these Laws appeared to be in dishar-
mony: “Some conclude that there is no such thing as salvation and others again
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that there is no other life beyond the present one.”** Nobili was inspired to pro-
claim himself the teacher of the fourth, lost Veda, which deals only with the ques-
tion of salvation.

Four months later he reported being completely immersed in the study of
the three Laws. Since his Brahman teacher was “no longer held back by scru-
ples”—that is, the interdiction on writing down the Vedas, the “most grievous sin”
for the Tamils—Nobili was able to “read the ridiculous legends and stories of
these poor people.”'* Although he had no admiration for the fabulative sub-
stratum of the Hindu texts, he appreciated their speculative content: “We
imagine that these people are ignorant, but I assure you that they are not. I am
actually reading one of their books in which I learn philosophy anew almost in
the same terms as I studied it at Rome, though of course, their philosophy is
fundamentally different from ours.”'> While acknowledging the difference,
Nobili nevertheless affirmed his ability to capture it within his epistemic system
with his scholarly tools. He clearly privileged written text, “books,” regardless of
their “pagan” authors, as the only means of preserving “true knowledge.”
Although he found false doctrines and “ridiculous stories” in abundance in the
texts he read, Nobili believed that with proper hermeneutic discernment all “dan-
gerous material” could be weeded out. Nobili’s theological baggage was weighted
with commitments to the objects of intellect. Sensory perception, although never
in error, reflected only the domain of accidents.

Believing, on the contrary, in the truthfulness of direct perception and its
propensity to constitute a true knowledge, Fernandes perceived a classifiable
diversity where Nobili saw basic uniformity:

In this town [Madurai] there are ten or twelve different sects, both among “Mouros” and
Gentiles [Muslims and Hindus], and there are Portuguese Christians and indigenous
Christians, and every sect and nation wears a different dress: in the same manner “Gurus”
and “Saneazes” [Sannyasis] wear a dress by which they are recognized. The manner of
dressing shows to what caste and sect one belongs. In the same manner, by the form and
by the name of the “pagodas” [Hindu temples], mosques, and churches one recognizes the
manner of worship and ceremonies of the divine cult, by which one recognizes whether
they are Christian, Mouros, or Gentiles. In the same way, concerning the manner of wor-
ship and ceremonies of the divine cult, by which one recognizes those who participate in
these ceremonies and are distinguished from one another.'®

According to Fernandes, the social and the religious situation in Madurai was
more complex than Nobili appeared to think. In his everyday observation and
more or less successful interaction with various inhabitants of the town since
1595, he learned to discern their exterior differences and took them for sub-
stances. The everyday, surface, tactile existence of the heterogeneous social body
inhabiting Madurai did not appear problematic or deep-structured to an exsol-
dier such as Fernandes, who after entering the Society of Jesus'’” may have
worked in Goa as an infirmarian and a manual worker.'® The Madurai Mission
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in which he ministered to the spiritual needs of his low-caste Christian flock and
occasional Portuguese horse traders was for Fernandes in no way different than
other Jesuit missions in India. It may have been harder to be located in the heart
of the native kingdom, but at least the local ruler, the Nayak of Madurai Krish-
nappa Nayaka II, proved to be favorable to it."?

The Madurai Mission was no work of imagination for Fernandes: in order to
know it one had to be there and look at it, or so he repeated over and over in his
letters. Nobili, on the other hand, “saw” it with the eyes of the soul even before
he came to India—not the Madurai Mission, of course, but his mission some-
where in the East waiting for his arrival. He dreamt of becoming a missionary in
India or, it seems only briefly, in Japan, while still in the Neapolitan Jesuit college.
His studious preparation and training in the Collegio romano to refute and
defeat “paganism” with the arguments derived from the Catholic repertory made
him even more certain of a special, “exemplary” mission that would turn his life
into the material for exemplary biographies.?® And it did, but not quite as he
would have wanted it. The Madurai Mission became exemplary for its controver-
sial conversion method and for the rather unorthodox individual practices of
some of its missionaries, of which Nobili was only the first.

Forging Analogical Tools:
The Aristocratic Perspective

In the course of the controversy, then, Nobili and Fernandes pushed
each other into assuming radically opposed epistemological and textual positions.
In a letter to his cousin Constanza even before the eruption of the conflict, Nobili,
in a double gesture of distancing (“We live like pilgrims in the strange land”) and
telescoping (“like . . . the first Christians in Europe”),?' proposed and solved the
problem of representing Tamil alterity. For him an analogy with the European
past was the solution. In a form of the larger treatise that answered Fernandes’s
accusations, he tried to prove that local Hindu rites and customs he had incor-
porated into Christianity could be justified within the tenets of European the-
ology. In order to prove the basic sameness and adaptability of Hindu institutions
to Catholic doctrine, Nobili decontextualized them with the help of two theolog-
ical concepts: voluntas and finis. Paraphrasing St. Thomas Aquinus (la. 2ae, qu.
20a, art. 1), Nobili postulates that “all action or exterior act, or sign, has in itself
no goodness or evilness, unless by an extrinsic denomination that comes from the
will.”#? Since, according to St. Augustine, free will naturally chooses goodness,
that is, God, “pagans” have no free will. When refuting the tenets of Hinduism
in his Tamil works, Nobili especially underlined the lack of free will (cuvatantiriya
palam) as one of its basic defaults.?? Nobili’s second point, reserved only for his
European audience, was that one should not condemn the external acts, actions,
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and signs of the pagans without knowing their “purpose” (finis), and those pur-
poses were not to be found in the texts of St. Thomas or any other scholastic but
only in pagan works. Nobili claimed for himself the authority to discern the pur-
poses, on account of his linguistic and theological expertise.

Nobili juxtaposed Catholic canonical documents and the “new facts,”**
derived from the “pagan,” texts, and accorded them temporarily equally worthy
positions. This he did in order to debunk Fernandes’s nontextual, experiential
witness and to fortify his authorial position by alluding to his exclusive compe-
tence for reading “paganism.” At the same time, while quoting “pagan” authors
and invoking authoritative opinions of certain learned Brahmans, Nobili created
a supplementary context as a ground for his assault on Fernandes and other sus-
picious Europeans as well as on his Tamil political and theological adversaries.

Nobili’s subversive textual strategy clearly can be seen at work in the first
chapter of his Responsio ad ea quae contra modum quo nova Missio Madurensis utitur
ad ethnicos Christo convertendos obiecta sunt, written in October 1610 as a counter-
attack on Fernandes’s denunciatory letter addressed to the Visitor, Nicolau Pimenta, on 7
May 1610.%° Nobili cited Fernandes’s accusations, point by point and verbatim,
and in a cut-and-paste play of quotations developed a critique of Fernandes’s
understanding of Tamil rites and customs that lay the epistemic foundations for
his own method of adaptation. He dissected Fernandes’s letter into small pieces
and jammed them between his repartees. The distance, social and intellectual,
between the antagonists immediately stood out in their choice of language: Fer-
nandes’s casual Portuguese appeared incompetent before Nobili’s polished Latin.
Having thus subtly underlined Fernandes’s inability to write in Latin, Nobili
engrafted another disqualifying point: ignorance of the “Latin of the country,”
“Grantham,” the language the Brahmans used for writing their sacred books.?®
Moreover, in his text he further enhances his competence by writing down both
Grantha and Tamil characters followed by transliteration and finally translation
into Latin.

The question of language was always present in Nobili’s justifications or
attacks. By assuming a position of a translator, inherently unstable, Nobili saw
himself as a linguistic hermeneut/Hermes, moving quickly across the boundaries
of language and simultaneously engaging in multiple interpretations. He used
philological and etymological methods in order to find exact relationships
between words and meanings in each language. Although this project seemed to
be endlessly protracted as long as his Brahman informants provided or promised
him newer or more correct updates, Nobili’s ultimate goal was to uncover a lan-
guage that God had previously distributed across the face of the earth. This lan-
guage was inscribed everywhere and had to be deciphered with the help of other
texts and theological speculation. Seeing “with the eyes of the body,” as did Fer-
nandes, was not enough for that purpose. Answering Fernandes’s accusations,
which took account only of appearances—“He is dressed as Guru and Sannyasi
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and wears the thread in a manner of the Brahmans and Rajus’—Nobili unhinged
Fernandes’s visual proposition, which basically saw Nobili “going native,” by
reclothing it with the etymological explanation, found in a Sanskrit text:

Let us also explain the meaning of Guru and Sanias [Sannydsi] lest those who are ignorant
of Sanskrit suspect a heathen error. Guru in our language formally means doctor or
teacher, not of a particular science or sect but in general. . . . Thus, we can find in the
Brahman literature in the commentary of the book called Amarasinga in the part which is
called Brumma the following definition guru artha suggenath Guru, which means that Guru
is the one who clarifies through his explanations, pertaining to wisdom, religion or to other
things and disciplines.?’

And he goes on in the same vein about the word Sannyasi, which he succes-
sively defined with the help of quotations from a Sanskrit treatise and from Tamil
poetry as meaning “a renouncer.” With this move Nobili dislodged Fernandes’s
categories of Guru and Sannydsi, conceptualized in terms of a specific local reli-
gious practice, and recontextualized them into the polysemic discursive field of
the Tamil literati. Having thus outmaneuvered a narrow definition by which he
was accused of having converted to paganism, Nobili plunged into the world of
floating signifiers, privileging for himself the gesture of fixing them to the chosen
references. Nobili would later prove that the word Brahman means “a learned
man, doctus” and not “a priest,” as his opponents claimed.

However, Nobili’s experiments with signifiers and significations always cohere
around the diametrically opposed categories of low and high. Indeed, his appre-
ciation of Tamil culture and society lay in what he saw as a sign of an ordered
society: the hierarchy. While Fernandes, upon his arrival at Madurai, placed him-
self outside the local hierarchy—that is, saw himself and his Christians as opposed
to all other groups—Nobili naturally searched for and found those groups whose
social position resembled his own. Moreover, Nobili proved to be extremely sus-
ceptible to local opinion classifying all foreigners of unknown origin as a separate
group of Parangis. Since Fernandes’s flock of Christians, the Paravas, themselves
recent migrants to Madurai, were regarded as low in status, especially by the local
elites, Nobili found himself divested of his noble lineage.?® His self-perception as
an apostolic missionary implied a ritual abasement, but it also implied a ritual
elevation and public visibility. To obtain this he, like many colonial and postcolo-
nial actors after him, ended up espousing Brahmanical ideology.

It is the mixture of his European aristocratic and Brahmanical perspective
that spoke through his answers to Fernandes’s accusations. Unwittingly Fer-
nandes himself brought forth this point. Nobili’s basic stand that Hinduism had
much in common with Christianity can be mirrored against Fernandes’s state-
ment in his treatise written in 1616: “The Brahmans are obliged to defend their
law, but in such a manner that it may not discredit other laws, because they say
that all other laws have something of their own law.”?® Fernandes was probably
one of the first Europeans to notice this basic feature of Hinduism, that is, its
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ability to harness by incorporation all other religious movements. Nobili was not
aware then, but probably understood later in his career, that he was also caught
up in the same process when advised by a friendly Pandaram?®® that “if the father’s
[Nobili’s] object is only to save his own soul, he could go about dressed as he
pleases, but if he wanted to be a master among these people, he should teach
them the spiritual law, and gather a large number of disciples; he had as far as
he could to adapt himself to the manners, customs and ideas of this country.”*!
However, the Pandaram’s advice could have been equally given to Nobili through
Valignano’s or even St. Ignatius’s voice.?® The manuals of Renaissance self-
fashioning are full of such recommendations for dissimulation and assimilation.

However, while Nobili tried to assimilate a Hindu interior, Fernandes’s target
was the exterior. As a consequence, all of Nobili’s treatises were organized along
a paradigmatic line. He disconnected a specific concept such as, for example, the
use of sandal paste and then wove it into contexts, also already reorganized by
him, only to force out a workable analogy with European knowledge. In chapter
9 of Informatio de quibusdam moribus nationis indicae, written in 1615, and titled “De
usu sandali,” he started with the definition of sandalwood: “Sandalwood is a kind
of scented wood most pleasant to the smell and as the physicians of this locality
maintain, health-giving and very beneficial to bodily well-being; it is an offspring
of India, but fairly well known in Europe and described by Ruellius.”*® In this
statement, a mixture of botanical, medical, and historical authority, this particular
Indian object is already normalized into a European order of things. It is a hint
to the readers that there would be no surprises to come. From sandalwood he
narrowed down his report to sandal paste. There is a description of how to pre-
pare it “by mixing it with musk, saffron, camphor, zebith, and other aromatic
substances” and how to use it “to anoint the body, and [it] is valued by our Indians
in the same way as are in Europe cosmetics of various sorts.” Then he gave a few
tips about where to procure it (in the Malacca kingdom) and about what were the
best kinds. Having thus transformed sandal paste into a commodity, he came to
his principal point: “One thing is certain and beyond all doubt, namely, that the
use of sandal paste as an ointment rubbed over the body smacks of no supersti-
tious belief, but serves solely to lend a glossy and pleasing appearance to the
body.”?*

This was a direct answer to Fernandes, who did not question the polysemic
usage of the sandal paste but trusted his eyes when he saw that “the sandal is
blessed by him [Nobili] on Sunday before Mass and then distributed. Rubbing
sandal on the forehead is the ceremony used by the pagans when they offer their
puja [worship]. . .. On such occasions he who celebrates and his assistants do
hardly anything else except wash themselves and rub ashes on their foreheads.”?*

However, the strength of Nobili’s systematic exposition and his rigorous con-
trol of the argument were such that they left little doubt as to the veracity of his
statements. As soon as he proclaimed that the sandal paste had a purely social
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meaning, he proved it by quoting from Sanskrit and Tamil sources. He quoted
verbatim, although none of his European readers had any understanding of San-
skrit and very few in Indian missions, if any, could have understood classical
Tamil verses. The common ground that Nobili tried to establish between himself
and his European audience was located not in the semantic domain but rather on
the level of the code itself, that is, in the presupposition that all readers shared
his respect for the written word and ancient authors.

Nobili also introduced examples relevant to “pagan” customs from European
texts. He started with a question. “Does it become a preacher of the Gospel to use
such perfumery in which these heathen men have taken such delight?” But in the
next phrase the idea of the body “odoriferous” suddenly metamorphosed into
the body “ornamented” and “splendiferous.” “For just as it becomes a preacher
of the Gospel to appear mean and poor when such an appearance is conducive
to the greater glory of God and to the salvation of souls, so does it become the
preacher with his ornaments and splendidness, when this is thought necessary
for the praise and glory of God and for the welfare of souls.”*®

With one more semantic mutation Nobili’s aristocratic bias became clear. He
gave three additional examples as European precedents. The first one was St.
Paul, who when necessary extolled the splendors of his family, or his birthplace,
and of his qualities. At this point Nobili’s argument was already a long way from
his initial definition of sandalwood and the use of sandal paste, but it is striking
that his search for Indian customs and rites brought into relief signs of nobility.
In two other examples, he briefly mentioned that St. James wore a gold ribbon
around his head as a sign of royal splendor and that St. John the Evangelist
adopted the same usage. Starting with the Apostles and early Christian saints,
Nobili built himself a missionary lineage that ended with the China Mission and
St. Francis Xavier, who did not hesitate to copy the same usage “when he saw that
the glory of God demanded it. Thus in Japan he removed his customary humble
dress and assumed robes of silk and various ornaments.”®” At this point the sandal
paste was on its way to disappearing from the text, since it had lost its role as a
signifier. The place where it was suddenly submerged is the place where Christ
appeared, the supreme signifier.

In Christ all conflicts are harmonized. Balms and scents are permitted by
Christ, who knew well that pleasure was not their only purpose but that “some
heathens . . . turned their use to objectionable purposes, even to the extent of
dedicating them to false gods.”®® What Christ knew about the Jews and the “hea-
then” was the same as what Nobili found among the Tamils. This ultimate simil-
itude brought the first part of Nobili’s exposition to an apogee, at which point he
was able to resume his own voice: “This practice of applying sandal paste, which
I consider to be a necessity for us, is not sought for the sake of display or of
pleasure, but to serve as a distinctive sign of the rank of teacher or doctor in any
science.”®® After having developed a semiological field for Tamil usage of sandal
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paste, in a double turn he thus destabilized it by disclosing its necessity as an
element of missionary strategy at the same time that he reconfirmed it by adding
to it another referent—the rank of the teacher.

However, in the following section of his exposition, it becomes clear that he
is not talking about just any sandal paste but about a particular sandal mark
applied on the forehead, the tilakam. In the paragraph “De Sandalo in fronte,”
Nobili proceeds along the same paradigmatic line as before. According to him,
this mark has different forms. Although primarily used for embellishing the fore-
head for purely social purposes, it degenerated through practice into the sign
used by various idolatrous sects to distinguish themselves from one another. The
second part of his proposition was certainly confirmed by Fernandes, who
described each symbol according to the material that it was made of; the shape,
together with a little drawing, that it resembled; and its local name.*® Nobili did
not think it necessary to provide a similar catalogue of these various marks
because his representation of Tamil society operated in a register quite different
from that of Fernandes. He sought analogies among European institutions and
customs, by virtue of this assimilationist drive abolishing all difference:

This . . . peculiar practice . . . has certainly been introduced among the people out here in
much the same way as the prevalent custom among the people in Europe, where the habit
of dressing up the body, a universal habit originally intended for the preservation of life
and in view of marking some social distinction, has led religious orders to adopt a special
color and a distinctive form of dress, to distinguish their particular Order and founder
from other Orders and founders.*!

Anchored within the domain of the Same, the cultural specificity of the
tilakam is then further decomposed by Nobili in a parallel procedure that over-
determined his subject.*? First he removed the human presence in order to con-
firm the tilakam as a material referent. It was made of different substances: “Musk,
musk from the civet cat, saffron, camphor, the so-called Xan: (prepared from a
powder, black in color) and sandal.”** However, even among the materials there
was a hierarchy (“Of all the cosmetics used for decoration of the forehead, the
first and most highly prized variety is sandal-paste”) that immediately brought
the presence of a human body back into the text since “the luster of the forehead
comes from the sandal paste put on it.” For Nobili, the naked body was just like a
culture without signs—a nonpresence. But in his semiological constellation all the
signs indicated a specific rank from low to high. Furthermore, the sign for the
body beautiful extended by analogy to the body-noble and from there to the
body-learned. It becomes clear that Nobili imposed his own body as the measure,
the origin, and the subject of his text. And his body was not like any other (espe-
cially not Fernandes’s)—his was the body-adaptable. Since the bare forehead sig-
nified, according to Nobili’s ethnographic understanding of Tamil customs, a
nonperson, an untouchable, a missionary was able to gain visibility/touchability
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only by applying sandalwood paste. In this sense Nobili crossed the threshold into
Tamil culture, in keeping with the apostolic precept of St. Ignatius—entering by
the door of the others in order to make them come out.

The thirteen citations from Tamil and Sanskrit texts out of six hundred that
Nobili claimed to have gathered, and another six hundred that he could have
gathered in order to prove his point, display only the traces of his foraging
through indigenous texts. Fernandes, who did not smear his forehead with sandal
paste and who was in effect culturally naked, had no direct access to the written
texts. The body covered with the right signs was the only passport into the world
of the other. Yet the text covered with citations was also a sign of the difficulty in
grasping its context. Nobili’s wearing of thread and then removing it, dressing up
as a raja-sannyasi and then as a Brahman-sannyds: demonstrate this problem clearly.
To capture local signs was therefore not to discover but to impose a context. And
Nobili’s primary context was his learned and noble European one, which thus
became a universal context for any exterior sign: “The square-shaped front mark
[called] Viddeivartanam** and its import in the Brahman’s mentality exactly fits in
with our conception of the Doctor’s cap, or that of a gown and gloves, and with
the meaning attached to the fan in the Chinese Empire and to other emblems
prescribed there as symbols of various offices.”** Once such a fixed context was
established, Nobili could string his analogies from Indian to European texts and
practices.

Among analogical strategies, the most important were etymology and trans-
lation. Tamil or Sanskrit words were pinned down, as in an entomological display,
in strange characters, empty signs of an unknown referent, constituting a nega-
tive space, a hole in the text in which all the meanings were possible. Nobili thus
became the principal agent in the process of selection and attribution of mean-
ings. But the hole remained; the characters were translated, but they had not
changed their shapes, and they studded Nobili’s texts as resistant secrets partly
divine and partly demonic. This graphic suspense was then mitigated by tran-
scription and finally translation. Obviously, Nobili’s goal was to control every
single chain in the production of significations that were to be attributed to Tamil
culture and society. His honor and status were at stake.

Against Demotic Perspective:
Disjointing the Description

No doubt Fernandes, who was older than Nobili and had been in the
Madurai Mission longer, felt increasingly threatened and degraded by his
younger colleague’s epistemological offensive. Although he was not as learned
and had no direct access to Sanskrit texts, he had his own informants. Nobili never
thought much of their knowledge and often accused Fernandes of buying their
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information. Nevertheless, Fernandes responded to Nobili’s challenge and
started gathering bits and pieces of Tamil and Sanskrit texts in order to contradict
Nobili’s contentions.

Imitating Nobili, Fernandes also tried to cite verses or fragments of Hindu
texts in order to squeeze out appropriate meanings. But Nobili was quick to dele-
gitimize his efforts by combining rhetoric and textual authority usually associated
with the Indianist/Orientalist disciplines that emerged in the eighteenth cen-
tury.*® The most important prerequisites for the true understanding of Indian
culture became an “original,” “authentic” text, that is, a text presumably old,
written on a palm leaf in appropriate characters or a text written down from
memory by a learned and “honest” Brahman. If these preliminary conditions
were met, the scholar-Indianist could use his linguistic knowledge to translate the
text and interpret it. But every sequence was potentially subject to distortion.
Three of Fernandes’s fragments, according to Nobili, were a case in point. The
first one, “lalate tilakam drstva nirasam pitaro gatah,” Fernandes attributed to
Manu, “son of the sun.” According to Nobili, this claim was dubious because there
was no precise information as to the Manu to which Fernandes referred.
According to Nobili, Manu, the son of the god mentioned in “Ragu Vamxiam,” was
a character and not a writer.*” Or was it another Manu “who published the first
book or volume of the ‘Smruti; which sure enough commands the highest
authority”?*® As for the second Manu, Nobili claimed that he could not have been
the author of that fragment because there was no such verse in his text, which
Nobili knew by heart. Finally, the Brahman who served as Fernandes’s informant
“is not a Doctor.” After having completely debunked the authenticity of the frag-
ment, Nobili finally displayed his own power over it. He reauthenticated it, that
is, found the text it belonged to—another “Smruti” book, the “Clandrica.”*® The
mistaken quotation stood at the two extreme poles of the origin and the death
bed of authority, as Nobili knew very well, since his adaptationist method of con-
version was taken by his opponents as one extended cultural misquotation.>

Nobili’s translation of the “correct” text is: “Si tilacam in fronte mortui par-
entes aspexerint cum tristitia abibunt” (If the deceased parents see the tilakam on
the forehead, they will depart in sorrow). It is not entirely clear precisely how
Fernandes interpreted this fragment, but he was obviously controverting Nobili’s
claim that tilakam is a purely social sign. According to Nobili, Fernandes’s
Brahman informant misunderstood the word nirasam: “Ignorant as he was of the
true meaning of that word, he suspected that it conveyed a different meaning
which militated against the use of the tilakam from a Christian viewpoint. How-
ever, that Sanskrit word is absolutely clear and beyond cavil, for it means ‘without
pleasure’ or ‘with sorrow, from the word nir meaning ‘without,” and the word asa,
that is, ‘pleasure, desire, joy.””?' It is probable that Fernandes’s informant read
nirasam not as nirdsa, “without joy,” as Nobili did, but as nirdsagram, “impurity, want
of ceremonial purity.”?? If this is so, Fernandes’s reconstructed translation should
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have been something like this: “If the dead parents see the tilakam on the fore-
head, they leave with impurity.”

In any case, a word-by-word translation, whether Nobili’s or Fernandes’s ver-
sion, would have remained completely obscure to European readers without
additional ethnographic information. Nobili’s explanation is as follows:

There is a question here of the merchant class when they perform the funeral rite in honor
of their deceased parents. If on such an occasion they present themselves conspicuously
bedecked with mundane ornaments, the first and most prized being the Tilakam, the
deceased parent . . . will be deeply grieved, seeing that their surviving children, at a time
for mourning, go in for signs of joy such as the Tilakam, so little in keeping with feelings
of bereavement and sorrow.*

This statement derived neither from the logic of the argument, nor from a plau-
sible etymology or another translation, but it sounds extremely persuasive. There
is, however, no visible proof that it was true. The evidence has a deus ex machina
quality about it and does not appear to refer to experience but rather to another
text. Nobili certainly had not seen what he described happen before his eyes. Who
could have invited him for a funeral where this kind of transgression occurred?
The quoted fragment stands, if anything, for the universality of morals. It bids
for deep sympathy with a world that denigrates cultural delinquents such as chil-
dren who do not respect their parents. However exotic the dress requirements
for the funeral occasion, the meaning of that social performance was the same as
in Europe. A skilfully inscribed cultural analogy produces in Nobili’s text an effect
of authority and “science.”

Description as Recopying
the World: The Constitution
of Difference

While Nobili was interested in interpreting texts and representing sig-
nificant human actions such as miracles and conversions in which he himself was
the main author/actor, Fernandes had rather a mapping impulse to describe the
world he saw and heard about while effacing himself from within the frame.
There are no documents that could tell us how Fernandes perceived the Tamils
in the Madurai Mission before Nobili’s arrival. All we know about his ideas came
as a result of the controversy with his younger colleague, probably because he
never thought that there was anything special to say about them. He had his flock
of about a hundred Parava Christians and a few ambulant Portuguese merchants
and lived among the non-Christians who appeared to him as essentially “blind
idolaters.” The mission itself was not something he would have chosen. It was a
matter of chance that the Paravas had migrated from the Fishery Coast inland.
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In any case, his experience as a soldier in the Portuguese army connected him
much more closely with the Portuguese colonial enterprise than Nobili ever was.

The Portuguese colonial and evangelizing project was a forceful assimilation
particularly in Goa during the Counter-Reformation phase coinciding with the
arrival of the first Jesuits in 1540. At that time, all the temples in Goa were
destroyed, Hindu ceremonies were forbidden, and, according to M. N. Pearson,
“orphans were kidnapped and converted, ‘rice’ Christianity flourished, Hindus
were discriminated against by the government in multitude of ways.”** In Mad-
urai, however, the political situation was clearly not conducive to such slash-and-
burn evangelization. Fernandes had no choice but to keep a low profile in antic-
ipation of possible Portuguese military action. And since he was completely
untrained in the Jesuit art of conversion as rehearsed in the Collegio romano, he
was incapable of understanding Nobili’s apostolic experiments. Where Nobili saw
deeper, theological meanings and found casuistic arguments, Fernandes saw dis-
simulation, deception, and manipulation.

Unschooled in learned grandiloquence, Fernandes retells Nobili’s story in his
letters from the perspective of an “outraged” outside observer. His two basic com-
plaints were that Nobili divided the church of Christ, spatially by building a new,
different church and symbolically by refusing to communicate with Fernandes
and his Christians, except furtively at night; and that he was dressed and behaved
like a “Gentile.” What Fernandes saw was true for him. All Nobili’s additional
explanations, based on theological arguments and citations from other Jesuit
writers, or even the fact that Matteo Ricci and other Jesuits in China espoused
the same method, Fernandes refused to compare to anything else except the non-
Christian rites and ceremonies in vogue in Madurai.

Without any comparative frame, Fernandes’s letters were structured like
gossip. The fragments of what he saw or heard follow one after another, devoid
of any logically developed argument; but they are very vivid, even picturesque.
He described the manner in which Nobili built his church and also included a
drawing of it in an effort to authenticate his claim. “When digging the founda-
tions they had recourse to the customary ceremonies in their edifices, that is
breaking coconuts to the gods of the foundations, offering them at the same time
plantains and other things on which the foundations and the first stone are
placed.”® Itis not clear whether Fernandes saw this ceremony performed himself
or heard about it. What he did see was that Nobili’s building looked like a Hindu
madam®® rather than a Catholic church. Because Fernandes enclosed the drawing
he did not think it necessary to describe the edifice in words like some other
missionaries favorable to Nobili; it was as if he trusted the immediacy of the pic-
torial representation to vouch for his statements more efficiently than his rather
clumsy Portuguese prose.

Proceeding by enumeration, Fernandes’s descriptions always look as if they
were cut off at the edges or could be extended beyond the scope of the text. One
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can sense his effort to transpose the plenitude of life around him into the written
word. This is especially obvious in the only treatise that he wrote in 1616, forced
to respond in a more systematic way to Nobili’s war of texts. Unable to ground
his authority in European theological arguments, Fernandes tried to parry Nobili
with his knowledge of Hindu texts and practices. In his introduction, we can see
the order in which he presents his credentials: “Having resided for twenty years
by order of holy obedience at Madurai I have applied myself with diligence to the
study, among other things, of the mode of behavior of the Gentiles in these parts,
especially the Brahmans, because all the others are considered incapable of any
meritorious work to obtain salvation and reach the glory of Heaven.”” The long
stay in Madurai is his first argument against Nobili, who started producing texts
upon his arrival and who wrote his first major treatise four years later.

The second part of his statement was already a subtle critique of Nobili’s
method and his Brahman apostolate. Nobili’s refusal to communicate with the
castes that were neither Brahman nor ruling nor rich appeared reprehensible to
Fernandes. In a story that followed he paraphrased a fable from Suta-samhita
which became a parable of the missionary situation in Madurai.®® A king saw a
penitent who for a long time performed penance with his head on the ground
and his legs in the air. When the king heard the penitent was not Brahman, he
“gave the order to have his head cut off because only Brahmans are allowed to
enter Heaven and no one else. Therefore the Brahmans are the only ones well
versed in Hindu law and keep it sedulously.”>® According to Fernandes, his apos-
tolate among the poor and lowly was denigrated by the onslaught of the noble
and rich Nobili. The king who chopped off the head of an old penitent who stayed
in the same topsy-turvy position/mission for twenty years was a protector of the
Brahmans. And, because the Brahmans are protected they keep their laws in
secrecy.®® Fernandes was evidently referring to his own symbolic decapitation in
the Madurai Mission by Nobili. He saw himself as violated both by Nobili the king
who tried to expel him from Madurai and Nobili the Brahman who kept his
secrets to himself.

It was about these secret laws and “authentic stories by important authors”
that Fernandes proposed to write in his treatise. In a way, Nobili provided him
with the model of how to write about Tamil religion and society, that is, contex-
tually. Fernandes felt obliged to stress accordingly that all his information came
from the “most authentic Brahman books, translated from Sanskrit in which they
are written into Tamil by very learned, trustful people, and from Tamil to Por-
tuguese” by himself ¢! Furthermore, he apologized for some “obscure places” in
his Portuguese translation due to his unwillingness to “change the words . . . not
only because they kill and the meaning gives life, but because one or another
thing equally kills.”%? In this passage, itself rather obscure, Fernandes was point-
ing to the fact that translating Hindu texts was extremely difficult and that both
literal translation and overreading could be equally dangerous, a slippage into

Aristocratic Analogies and Demotic Descriptions

137



138

paganism or the demonic. Reading between the lines, we have an apology that
his own writing was not very polished and clear because of the difficulty of the
task. With the help of this rhetorical bid for sympathy, a captatio benevolentiae, he
tried to finesse what must have been rather obvious to his readers from the very
sight of Fernandes’s erratic Portuguese orthography.

Like Nobili, Fernandes used fragments of Sanskrit and Tamil texts, although
without quotation from the original language, in order to prove his point that all
the ceremonies and rites used by the Brahmans were superstitious acts. But
unlike Nobili, who centered his narrative around certain arguments and tried to
interpret them in the light of theological categories, Fernandes was not discur-
sively positioned. The thirty-six chapters of the first part of his treatise were var-
iously focused on minute descriptions of the Brahman life-cycle ceremonies (e.g.,
“Cap. 2. The ceremonies performed upon the birth of a baby, which they call
Xadacarmdo, are as follows . . .”)% and an exposition of opinions held about them
by various Hindu authors (“Cap. 6. What various authors said in the treatise
which they call Estimurdis xandrigue, in our Portuguese meaning ‘The Clarity of
Estemurdis, is following . . .”).%* The second part of the treatise consisted of eight
chapters on punishments prescribed for the Brahmans who transgress the norms
of their caste and a postscript on “ceremonies without which one cannot be called
Brahman.”®

Fernandes’s goal was to recopy the world and reestablish the particularity of
things and events that he saw completely deranged by Nobili’s texts. Very often
in his letters he complained that the witnesses of the Madurai affair were thou-
sands of miles away from Rome, where all the decisions were made. He was per-
suaded that coming and seeing Nobili’s dissembling would have been enough to
destroy the legitimacy of his enterprise. Two missionaries, a Portuguese,
Emmanuel Leitao, and an Italian, Andrea Buccerio, had both rushed to Madurai
enthusiastic about Nobili’s method and then changed their minds completely.

The problem was that the “correct” view had to be transmitted from the mis-
sionary periphery to the center of the Society of Jesus. Once transmitted, it had
to be attractive enough to persuade its audience. Although Fernandes’s text pro-
vided the allure of “curious” ceremonies and different customs for the European
readers’ imagination, we know that it was more or less discarded as unlearned
and of dubious authenticity. This was partly because Nobili’s connections and
support in Rome won the battle and made sure that the opposition was silenced
and partly because of invidious comparisons between Fernandes’s text and Nobi-
Ii’s. The learned audience in Rome was not ready for a crudely recorded “reality”
verging on illegibility. There are even two derogatory comments in Latin added
in Rome to Fernandes’s manuscript in two different hands. The first one is written
into a brief introduction to the author and his subject: “Huius operis Autor est P.
Gundizalus Fernandez, P. Roberti Nobilibus adversarius.—Homo rerum indi-
carum scientissimus, sed minime theologus. Coadiutor spiritualis” (The author
of this work is P. Goncalvo Fernandes, P. Roberto Nobili’s opponent.—Well versed

REPRESENTATIONS



in Indian matters, but not in the least theologian. Spiritual coadjutor). Behind a
seemingly objective and neutral statement, the gulf opened wide between Nobili
and Fernandes and the authority of their respective texts. Nobili was not only
learned in Indian matters but also an excellent theologian and had the status of
a professed father.®® The second note was a downright disavowal of Fernandes’s
text on the ground of his linguistic ignorance.

The most serious difficulty in Fernandes’s text for his cultivated audience was
probably the absence of similitudes. On very few occasions, such as comparing
the learned Brahmans to “os doutores da Igreja” (Church doctors)®” or com-
paring Hindu emblems such as the thread, corumbi,’® to the Jewish cap and “toca
e cabaio” (toque and tunic) of the Muslims,*® Fernandes projected his descriptions
into the domain of the known world. For the most part, though, the society and
religion that he described were not comparable to any other. They were unique
and different. Virtually nothing from Indian culture could be assimilated to
Christianity.

The effect of difference was compounded by the inclusion of numerous
Tamil or Sanskrit words in confusing transcriptions and spellings. Unlike Nobili,
who always tried to translate or give an etymology for every word, Fernandes used
Tamil or Sanskirt words as indivisible unities standing for explainable but essen-
tially untranslatable concepts or things. In an almost mannerist style, he clustered
details one after another as a kind of curiosity display, a lexical Wunderkammer:

They will summon all the Brahmans of the place and he [the husband] will ask them to do
aservadao for [his] the wife; after they did that, he will bring fire; he then spreads the nanel
rushes to the four points of the compass, along with other objects such as unripe nelle, a
porcupine quill, more nelle and dried cow dung, a new piece of cloth, an earthen lamp that
they call agual, a pat of butter.”

Fernandes’s way of syncopating his statement with indigenous words points
to the fact that his native Portuguese was already punctured by his “missionary”
language. The words like nanel and nelle must have been so frequently used by
Fernandes that he did not think that they needed explanation.”” On the other
hand, although the absence of Tamil words for the porcupine quill or cow dung
hints at Fernandes’s effort to cut down on “exotic” terms, their textual position
makes them equally weird and outlandish. Sandwiched between Tamil words, the
two “translated” objects are deterritorialized from their ordinary significations
and forced into denoting witchcraft. The name of the ritual action, aservaddo, was
not explained, and its meaning in the text can be derived only from cross-
references and context.”? In this way, his textual strategy kept apart the world
of his representation from the world which provided the language of
representation.

The language of Tamil “idolatry” and “superstition” was thus constituted as
an absolute other with a distinct logic. The passage quoted at the beginning of
chapter 1 describing a ceremony that took place “in the fourth or sixth month
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