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Martyrdom as a personal act of self-sacrifice for one’s faith has long been a sig-
nificant element in the Catholic understanding of the Church’s presence in the 
world. While deliberate death for religious reasons occurs across many traditions 
and historical contexts, in Christianity it has acquired a more specific theolog-
ical meaning: not merely the expression of an uncompromising stance toward 
rival religions, but an act of imitatio Christi, a  path toward communion with 
God. As such, martyrdom is understood, above all, as bearing witness to the 
faith: a  public affirmation of Christian truth, enacted in a  refusal to renounce 
Christ even unto death. In this light, the deaths of missionaries and local con-
verts appear not only as instances of extreme violence and persecution, but 
also as moments in which faith and obedience are tested and assume a visible,  
definitive form. Grounded in this theological understanding, martyrdom occu-
pied a central place in the Church’s sense of its place in the world from the Early 
Church onward, and continued to shape Catholic thought in the Early Modern 
period, when it again became a significant category through which the Church 
interpreted its global expansion.

Martyrdom, however, is also a  complex cultural and social phenomenon, 
shaped by specific interreligious configurations, tied to European colonial am-
bitions and capable of eliciting strong emotional responses in both textual and 
visual forms. In the context of imperial expansion of Catholic powers, the age 
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of exploration and overseas conquests, and the Early Modern conceptualization 
of the “Orient,” premodern martyrdom was embedded in dense and shifting net-
works of relationships. These included ties between the martyr and his fellow 
missionaries, his converts and local opponents, as well as the relations linking 
the remaining Christian community to its wider social and political environment. 
Martyrdom further connected the individual missionary to his religious order and 
must be understood within the institutional framework of missionary activity, 
often marked by rivalry and competition among different orders.

All these dimensions are present in narratives of martyrdom, which were not 
merely records of death, but texts carefully crafted for particular audiences and 
circulated within specific political and historical contexts. Martyrdom, in this 
sense, did not come into being solely at the actual site of heroic death. It was 
shaped, codified and transmitted through narration, and at times also through 
artistic representation. From this perspective, martyrdom should be understood 
not only as a historical occurrence, but also as a story: at once a narrative descrip-
tion of an ostensibly “objective” historical event and, at the same time, its inter-
pretation and re-articulation. Indeed, accounts of martyrdom circulated between 
Asia and Europe in the form of relationes (letters), and litterae annuae (annu-
al mission reports), and were further reworked in hagiographic and devotional 
writings, in canonization and beatification processes, and in iconographic form, 
particularly in martyrologies. In these new tellings, stories of heroic death often 
became instruments of propaganda and contributed to the shaping of specific im-
ages of the “Oriental other.” They celebrated the work of religious orders in the 
missions, presented their members as models of faith, discipline, and obedience, 
and served to justify the continuation of missionary efforts. By portraying per-
secution and death as signs of divine favour and moral strength, these narratives 
transformed suffering into a testament of glory, shaping a vision of the overseas 
Catholic mission as triumphant. They must therefore be understood also with-
in the broader context of the European Counter-Reformation, where martyrdom 
served not only as a spiritual ideal but also as a means of positioning Catholicism 
within a complex confessional landscape.

Because of its multiple theological, missiological, historical and anthropolog-
ical dimensions, martyrdom constitutes a complex and contested field of study 
and has attracted substantial scholarly attention, particularly in recent decades. 
Yet Catholic martyrdoms in Asia – especially during the Early Modern peri-
od – have received comparatively little attention. This thematic issue addresses 
this gap; while not attempting an exhaustive treatment, it examines the entangle-
ments of Catholic martyrdoms across different regions of Asia, where mission-
ary activity unfolded in close proximity to imperial interests. Adopting a longue 
durée perspective from the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries, the contributions 
gathered here allow the reader to trace how the idea – and at times the desire – 



5 Introduction: Narrating Catholic Martyrdoms...

of martyrdom shaped missionary practice, and how narratives of martyr death 
affected their audiences, both in Europe and in Asia. As explained above, we 
proceed from the assumption that martyrdom can be approached not only as 
an “objective” historical event, but also as a site of narration, in which the his-
torical factum intersects, often decisively, with interpretive intentions that may 
be overtly propagandistic or more subtly persuasive. On a symbolic level, we 
argue, martyrdom does not fully take shape until it is narrated; martyrdom is not 
“born” until its story is told. This claim could, of course, be made for any account 
of a historical event that would otherwise be lost if not recorded; in the case 
of martyrdom, however, the tension between the historical factum and its later 
representation is especially pronounced. One of the central concerns linking the 
five studies gathered in this thematic issue is precisely the examination of how 
narratives of Christian persecution were shaped, transmitted, and transformed 
across different political, cultural, and historical contexts.

Jana Valtrová’s study reveals a range of attitudes toward martyrdom reflected 
in accounts produced by Franciscan friars active in the Mongol Empire and in In-
dia as early as in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The presence of multiple 
cases in which Franciscan martyrdoms went unremembered by their confreres 
on mission points to an inherent tension between the aim of establishing a new 
Christian community within a given socio-political and religious context and the 
pursuit of the “crown of martyrdom.” A distinct attitude appears to have devel-
oped among friars in Mongol China, where Islam was neither the sole nor the 
principal rival encountered in missionary activity. The fact that martyr narratives 
flourished in Europe while generating little interest in contemporaneous Mongol 
China illuminates their function as instruments of interreligious communication 
and negotiation. 

Iveta Nakládalová’s contribution examines the pervasive presence of the de-
sire for martyrdom in Early Modern missionary documents and the tension this 
desire generates within the narratives themselves. While these texts repeatedly 
articulate an ardent longing for martyrdom, they often remain strikingly reticent 
with regard to the concrete, lived experience of martyrdom, particularly in rela-
tion to bodily pain and physical suffering. The article addresses this discrepancy 
between the conventional, textualized image of martyrdom and its glory, on the 
one hand, and the individual experience of suffering, on the other.

Drawing on late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Franciscan and Jesuit 
sources from the Japanese and Chinese missions, as well as on an analysis of 
the theological foundations of the desire for martyrdom and the complex ca-
suistry surrounding it in Early Modern thought, the article situates this desire 
within a Christian antagonism between body and spirit. It argues that the desire 
for martyrdom is articulated less in corporeal or emotional terms and more as 
a symbolic expression of the radical transcendence of the flesh in the search for 
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an experience of pure spirit. For this reason, the article concludes, the desire for 
martyrdom resists reductive readings that would treat it as mere rhetorical con-
vention, hagiographic stylization, or an instrument of propaganda. 

The study by Marina Torres and Anna Busquets examines the conceptualiza-
tion of the heroic death of Francisco Fernández de Capillas, the proto-martyr of 
China, in the works of Fernando Calva and Joaquín Recoder from the late eight-
eenth and early nineteenth centuries, within the context of Capillas’s beatification 
process. They show that both authors draw on hagiographical exaltation and the 
ideal of imitatio Christi, though Calva emphasizes spiritual edification, whereas 
Recoder places greater weight on historical and canonical authority. Each work 
thus responds to a distinct cultural, devotional, and institutional context, yet both 
converge on the same aim: presenting Capillas as a model of Christian virtue and 
as a source of legitimacy for the Dominican mission in China.

Alexandre Coello de la Rosa’s paper examines Roman Catholic martyrial dis-
course as formulated within the genre of martyrology, which took shape in the 
final decades of the sixteenth century. He focuses on Societas Jesu usque ad san-
guinis et vitae profusionem militans in Europa, Africa, Asia et America (Prague, 
1675) by Father Matthias Tanner (1630–1692), an illustrated work presenting the 
martyrs of the Jesuit order across all continents except Oceania. Paying particu-
lar attention to the martyrs of the southern islands of the Philippines, Coello de 
la Rosa argues that, in their representation of the heroic deaths of members of the 
order and in keeping with the universalist project of the Society of Jesus, Jesuit 
martyrologies articulated a shared communicational and iconic system. This sys-
tem foregrounded the “theatrical” or “dramatic” dimension of sacrificial death, 
casting the world itself as a spiritual and confessional battlefield.

Hitomi Omata Rappo examines European engagement with the memory of 
Japanese martyrdom, beginning with the crucifixion of twenty-six Christians in 
Nagasaki in 1597. She shows that the image of Japan as a “land of martyrs” was 
largely a European construction, shaped through missionary accounts, theatri-
cal representations, and the veneration of relics, often independent of Japanese 
realities. Omata Rappo then traces how these constructions were later received 
and adapted within Japan from the mid-nineteenth century to the postwar period, 
highlighting their domestication for local audiences. She identifies multiple ways 
in which Christian martyrdom was employed: in discourses of Japanese national 
identity, as a conceptual model of sacrificial death, or through romanticized por-
trayals of the martyrs, among others. In Omata Rappo’s reading, these diverse 
appropriations illustrate both the misunderstandings that arose in encounters be-
tween Christianity and Japanese culture and the tensions inherent in the reception 
and reinterpretation of the martyr archetype.  

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that martyrdom emerges not at the 
moment of death alone, but through the narratives that give it form, meaning, 
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and circulation. By situating these narratives within the interconnected worlds of 
European and Asian Christianity, this issue foregrounds the role of martyrdom 
as a particularly revealing means of interpreting religious encounters, their limits 
and failures. It thus contributes to a broader rethinking of martyrdom as a phe-
nomenon shaped by specific historical contexts and by the discourses through 
which it was constructed.


