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 [Abstract] Since the Jesuits entered China for active ministry in 

the late Ming Dynasty, the theology, beliefs, and images of the Virgin 

Mary have also been introduced to the country. Compared with how to 

“translate” the “Catholic God,” how the missionaries “translate” the 

Virgin Mary is a less discussed topic. The faith of the Virgin Mary is 

closely integrated with her image, and thus the discussion of the Virgin 

Mary in the Chinese Catholic Church has been focused on the image. 

The issue of the integration or interoperability between the Virgin 

Mary and Guanyin (the Bodhisattva of Compassion) is the most well-

known and most challenging problem in iconography since the late 

Ming Dynasty. This also reflects the easiness and difficulty of the 

inculturation of the Virgin Mary, while this aspect is not apparent with 

the image of Jesus or God. After Emperor Yongzheng proscribed the 

Catholic Church, the operation of the Chinese Catholic Church turned 

underground, and the inculturation of the Chinese Church seemed to 

be more comprehensive. The faith of the Virgin Mary was also more 

deeply cultivated. If the Virgin Mary became a local goddess, it might 

be easier for the Chinese to understand but it would run counter to 

Catholic theology. This example of the introduction of the Virgin 

Mary to China seemed to indicate that the missionaries were bound to 

face the Chinese interpretation of having the image of Guanyin or 

other goddess being transformed into the Virgin Mary. This article is 

expected to make a systematic discussion on the issue of the Virgin 

Mary from the late Ming Dynasty to the end of the Qing Dynasty. 

There were different “interpretations” to the Virgin Mary during this 

period, both in terms of images and texts. It has yet to be discussed in-

depth for our understanding of the significance of Chinese Catholic 

history and this is also the purpose of this study.  


