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ABSTRACT
Based on an ethnographic scenario involving the re-
cent construction of a statue of large proportions repre-
senting a catholic saint, this paper attempts to answer 
the following question: What constitutes a monument? 
This study articulates inspirations to guide the anthro-
pology of objects with references that build a material 
approach of religion. The original role of Christ the Re-
deemer is taken into account as a prototype for a new 
kind of religious object. The presence of such objects de-
noting realist and colossal representations of religious 
figures is persistent given the crisis affecting monu-
mental paradigms until the beginning of the twentieth 
century. The results imply these recent religious monu-
ments of the sort function less as a memorial and more 
as a means to establish certain forms of catholic pres-
ence in public space.

1. This text divulges the result of the project “Arquiteturas Monumen-
tais: religião e espaço público” (Monumental Architectures: Religion 
and Public Spaces), financed by Bolsa de Produtividade (Productivity 
Grant) from CNPq. A first version was presented at Reunião Brasileira 
de Antropologia (Brazilian Anthropology Meeting) in 2018, to a round 
table (“Arts, religion and memory: exploring the transversalities”) as 
proposed by MARES (Religion, Art, Materialities and Public Spaces: 
Anthropological group). This version was further discussed in a ses-
sion of the Núcleo de Religiões no Mundo Contemporâneo (Nucleus of 
World Religions in the Contemporary World) (CEBRAP) in 2019, coor-
dinated by Paula Montero. I would like to thank all those who made 
comments on these occasions, as well as the reviewers from GIS.
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INTRODUCTION
In 2017, construction began on a monument in a city in the south of Brazil, 
in the State of Santa Catarina. The monument, with its works currently 
suspended, is intended to portray Saint Paulina, canonized by the Catho-
lic Church in 2002, whose sanctuary is located in another city within the 
same state2. Designed to be almost 50 meters tall, the statue, if concluded, 
will crown the top of a 300 meter high hill, having a significant impact 
over the surrounding local landscape. Several conversations I have had, 
since 2015, with Camilo Damázio – one of the instigators and greatest 
enthusiasts for the monument – have made it possible to understand the 
constellation of elements that surround it. Devotee of Saint Paulina, he 
led a group of pilgrim walkers. For him, the sheer monumental size of 
the statue was not disconnected to two other points; firstly, the presence 
within the monument of the very attributes necessary for its represen-
tation, having as its model the previous image of the saint - this was 
a point of negotiation with the author of the project, who opted to por-
tray the Saint in a stylized form; secondly, the inclusion of the image in 
the circuit of pilgrimages, to which the group led by Camilo dedicated 
themselves. Such usage dovetailed perfectly with the plans of the Local 
Council, the financiers of the project, which presented it as an endeavor 
of “Religious Tourism” with much wider feelings and benefits than those 
associated with a strictly Catholic image. (Figures 1 and 2).

2. Paulina is the religious name for Amábile Lucia Visintainer (1865-1942). Born in Italy, 
she spent the greater part of her life in Brazil, where she founded the congregation that 
would later strive for her canonization, which took place in 2002. The sanctuary is locat-
ed in Nova Trento (SC), where Amábile began her religious life. The place for the statue, 
in homage to her, is Imbituba (SC); the city where what would have been the first miracle 
attributed to Paulina took place.

FIGURE 1
Billboard divulging 

the construction 
of the statue of 

Santa Paulina, 
Imbituba, 2015 

(photo by the 
author).
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Few people perhaps know, but the monument to Saint Paulina is far from 
being an isolated case of such articulations between religious devotion, 
artistic project and touristic endeavor. Based upon a study which is far 
from being exhaustive, adopting the year 2000 as a marker, I counted 
11 Brazilian statues portraying Christian characters, measuring more 
than 30 meters in height.3 These monuments were constructed in cities 
from distinct regions of the country, with several of them being sited 
on top of hills, which provide them with an even greater and special 
visibility. I found much more news about projects for monuments with 
similar characteristics. Some of these monuments are copies or varia-
tions of “Cristo Redentor” (Christ the Redeemer), the statue that was erect-
ed in 1931 on top of Corcovado (Hunchback mountain), in the city of Rio 
de Janeiro, the then Federal Capital. Even though, as is the case of Saint 
Pauline, Christ the Redeemer does not serve as a model, the famous im-
age has established one specific parameter, in that being “taller” than 
the Christ the Redeemer is always something that is highlighted in the 
projects, constructions, or repercussions of these more recent statues. 

3. The tallest of these statues is a representation of Santa Rita de Cássia, in city of Santa 
Cruz (RN), with a height of 56m, inaugurated in 2010.

FIGURE 2
Camilo Damázio 

next to moulds 
for the statue of 

Santa Paulina, 
Imbituba, 2015 

(photo by the 
author).
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I will take this specific condition of the Christ the Redeemer as a proto-
type for religious monuments that are multiplying throughout Brazil 
(and even further)4 in order to argue that their appearance has consti-
tuted a new object. In other words, the incorporation of the monumen-
tal form by Catholicism is not in line with other devotional images, but 
rather engenders objects that acquire a distinct nature, which I shall 
characterize by means of their trump card: visibility. As a second step, 
I shall take advantage of the fact that the composition between model 
and copies, parameter and variations, makes it possible to shed light 
upon two historical situations. The moment of the conception of the 
Christ the Redeemer corresponds to the peak of a certain type of monu-
ment, such that the most recent images belong to an age in which we 
have felt the effects of the crisis of that previous paradigm of monu-
mental representation. One of the paths for us to perceive and pose this 
question is the matter of memory. I shall argue that, if the Christ the 
Redeemer lends itself to demonstrating the constitution of a new object, 
the more recent monuments that take it as a prototype serve for us to 
ponder the persistence of a certain form of representation and its rela-
tionship with memory. The most recent situation further allows us to 
raise points regarding the modes of the public presence of Catholicism 
in contrast to those of Evangelicals, focusing on debates dedicated to the 
understanding of recent religious dynamics in Brazil (Almeida 2010).

Methodologically speaking, this paper is based upon incursions stimulated 
by the effort to follow the endeavor related to Santa Paulina.5 Despite the fact 
that there is currently little chance of the Santa Catarina monument being 
concluded, the characteristics of the work boost the reflection that I judge to 
be pertinent and worth sharing. Indeed, the Saint Paulina monument leads 
me to pick up on previous studies, focused precisely on the statue of Christ 
the Redeemer (the results of which were collected together in Giumbelli 
2014). The story of its conception and construction receive a new perspective, 
in this essay, with counterpoints brought from other equally iconic mon-
uments – The Eiffel Tower and The Statue of Liberty– and by monuments 
inspired by distinct conceptions – to such point where they might even be 
called counter-monuments – from those which guided the Christ the Re-
deemer. What is also new is the general framework which I place on the 
discussion, with references that refer back to recent discussions in anthro-
pology about images and objects, their forms of representation and their 
agency. These references articulate some more widely shared inspirations 

4. One example is the Christ the Redeemer known as “Cristo do Pacífico” (The Christ of the 
Pacific), located in the Peruvian Capital, and inaugurated in 2011.
5. I made four visits between 2015 and 2018, the latter being the year in which the works 
were interrupted. In these visits, apart from observations, I conversed with Camilo and 
other pilgrims, with the local parson, journalists and the civil authorities. I further fol-
lowed the media controversy regarding the statue of Saint Paulina and the construction 
of a further monument, in Imbituba, in homage to the Bible.
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(Appadurai 2009, Gonçalves 2005, Henare et al 2007) with others that are 
more specifically aligned to the field of religious studies (especially, Mey-
er 2019). For the reasons presented, this essay brings together information 
regarding a wide set of realities, but does so based upon the questions that 
arose from ethnographic encounters surrounding the construction of the 
Saint Paulina monument– to which I shall return at the end of this essay.

It is important to make it quite clear right from the start that the focus of 
this essay is not the Saint Paulina monument per se, or even the monu-
ment’s project as such. For its proposition, several articulations took place 
between agents of different natures (religious representatives, Catholic 
laypersons, and civil authorities, in particular). The idea of the construc-
tion was surrounded in controversy on certain questions such as the sec-
ularism of the State, the use of public money and State treatment towards 
different religions. The very configuration of the image and the place of its 
setting were also a question of debate, as was the positioning of the mon-
ument within “religious tourism”. On these aspects, I have dedicated other 
texts (Giumbelli 2018a, 2018b, 2019). However, in this essay, my aim is to 
reflect upon religious objects and their transformations, taking the Saint 
Paulina monument as a starting point and further taking it as a represen-
tative of a certain type of object. It is this understanding, of what this object 
modality is, with which I shall drive the analysis for other monuments, 
which, in turn, will enact the function of memory. In any case, thinking 
about religion implies, within the perspective that I assume, posing the 
question regarding its relationship with the non-religious.

There is a specific bibliography about monuments, produced above all in 
the field of History (Levinson 1998; Nelson e Olin 2003). Although there is 
an intersection of the discussion which I propose here with the questions 
raised by this bibliography, what interests me here, and it is worth under-
lining, is to consider certain monumental expressions, considering them 
as objects, in the sense incorporated by the proposal of an anthropology 
of the objects and/or of things. In function with this, I find myself in the 
same arena of debate in which, for example, the essays of Novaes (2016) are 
circling - regarding objects in indigenous funeral rituals - and of Pinheiro 
(2016), regarding discursive representations of Iracema (an Amerindian 
woman) as an iconic figure. In my analysis, the images play a fundamen-
tal role, given that the monuments are objects that inspire and engender 
symbolic and material representations. With these frameworks in mind, 
what I seek to do is to introduce the monuments, above all some of those 
that relate to religious references, as part of the discussion around objects 
and their representation and agency. As we shall see, the resource of a 
bibliography that proposes a material approach from religion can produce 
this effect, drawing the analysis of religious monuments closer to debates 
with an interest in the anthropology of objects. Indeed, the fundamental 
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questions in this démarche are: What do these objects do (or try to do)? On 
what material and symbolic forces do they support themselves?

THE GENEALOGY OF A NEW OBJECT
The Christ the Redeemer that we can visit at Corcovado is the result of 
an elaboration over a long period of time, and in which factors, such as 
the conventions of representation, choice of materials, and the relation-
ship to the landscape all come into play (Giumbelli 2014). The final form 
that the statue acquired presents significant differences from the initial 
project (Figure 3). This project was announced as the winner in a com-
petition carried out in 1921 in Rio de Janeiro. Regarding this, it is worth 
highlighting two points. The first point is in regards to the treatment of 
the “redeemer”– the risen Christ destined to save the world – with his 
attributes (the cross and the orb) guided by a realist aesthetic. Such aes-
thetic does not clash with that of the religious images that can be found 
in Catholic places of worship from the same period, and, as we shall see 
in the following, it is reminiscent of the predominant paradigm of con-
temporary monuments. The second point is that the project for the Christ 
the Redeemer was conceived by taking into consideration certain other 
monuments. In a list found in a text which presents the aforementioned 
project, which was published in the journal O Paiz in September, 1923, 
those with great stature are highlighted. There are several ancient mon-
uments; however, among those that come after the Renaissance, three 
are mentioned, all European and all religious. The one exception is the 
Statue of Liberty. Based on this list, and regarding the image of Christ, the 
text declares: “it shall be, not only the largest statue in the world, but very 
probably the largest of any that have ever been raised”.

We shall explore each of these points. Salgueiro (2008) compiled an ex-
tensive bibliography to state that the 19th century in Europe – above all 
in France and in England – constituted the peak of endeavors that erect-
ed statues in public spaces, referring to a “real monument fever”. This 
is associated with a series of factors, such as nationalistic symbology 
and the consolidation of liberal or post-monarchy values. From then on, 
there was a proliferation of images and marks, to remember deeds and 
pay homage to people (from the political universe, and from science and 
culture). From the aesthetic point of view, it is worth mentioning the 
synthesis of Salgueiro (2008, 56): “When it comes to the formula for the 
architectonic composition of the commemorative monument of the 19th 
century, it could be said that, essentially, what occurred is yet anoth-
er diversity of combinations of traditional elements (statue, pedestal, 
corner figures and figures in the ornamentation), in which the realis-
tic treatment of the statue predominates, whether it be allegorical or a 
rendering portrait, rather than really any revolution in the manner of 
materially remembering and commemorating”.
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FIGURE 3
Model based upon 
the original project 
for the monument 

of the Christ the 
Redeemer. Source: 

Figueiredo et 
al (1981).

The original project for the Christ the Redeemer applies the proposal and 
predominant aesthetic in the monuments of the 19th century to the 
religious figure. It is basically composed of a pedestal and a full figure. 
In the pedestal, foreseen as being built in reinforced concrete covered 
in stonework or marble and bronze - again, according to the newspa-
per piece from 1923, “the exterior decoration is of Syrian style, in order 
to characterize Judaism, the ancient religion, the Old Testament, upon 
which The New Testament is supported in the figure of Jesus”. Portrayed 
in line with western representations, Christ widely appears as look-
ing upwards, his hands holding the orb and the cross. His clothing is 
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formed by what appears to be a tunic and clock, with volumes and folds 
as realistic as the features of his face. The pedestal should be of 12 me-
ters; the body, a further 35 meters. Thus, it is possible to state that the 
Christ the Redeemer was presented as an amplified version of devotional 
images, a plan made viable through an aesthetic convergence between 
civil monuments and the religious statuary – both in discord with the 
artistic vanguard, which appeared in successive waves ever since the 
second half of the 19th century.

The Statue of Liberty is cited several times in the text of 1923 as a mod-
el to be followed, because of its plans to use the same material and 
techniques – “hammered copper plates” – to create the external form 
of the image. Although Salgueiro (2008) does not mention the proposed 
statue in France in 1865, later inaugurated in 1886 in Nova York, its aes-
thetic and its purpose do not clash with the preeminent standards in 
the “modern worship of monuments”. Using motifs from the ancient 
classics, much used in public sculpture from the 19th century, the statue 
is an allegorical representation of freedom (Khan 2010). Apart from the 
techniques and materials, there are other similarities with the plans 
for the Christ the Redeemer: the format and ornamentation of the pedes-
tal, the relationship between the trunk, head and limbs, the draping of 
the robes; especially, the realism applied to the figure. Apart from that, 
one can assert that the Christ the Redeemer receives the legacy of the 
Statue of Liberty by means of its dimensions: as such, the monuments 
assume a completely different scale, reaching previously unseen en-
largements. Including its pedestal, the Statue of Liberty reaches a height 
of 93 meters. Inspired by European models, monuments in the Ameri-
cas gained the possibility of exploring new senses and grandeur in their 
very idea of monumentality.

In fact, in terms of scale, there was precedence from the exact same 
place from where the Statue of Liberty originated: the Eiffel Tower, almost 
300 meters in height, concluded in Paris in 1889. There is a thought-pro-
voking essay from Roland Barthes (1979) regarding the Parisian symbol 
that allows us the opportunity of continuing the commentary about 
modern monuments. In it we find clues in order for us to make a coun-
terpoint between the Eiffel Tower and the Statue of Liberty, based upon 
the opposition of form and symbol. For Barthes, one of the reasons that 
explains the fascination caused by the iron structure situated on the 
banks of the River Seine is its condition of being “a pure significance, in 
other words, a form to which one can incessantly attribute sense (Bar-
thes 1979, 2). Its “simple and primary shape”, explains the semiologist, 
“confers upon it the vocation of an infinite cipher: in turn and according 
to the appeals of our imagination, the symbol of Paris, of modernity, of 
communication, of science or of the nineteenth century, rocket, stem, 
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derrick, phallus, lightning rod or insect (...)” (Barthes 1979, 1).This is in 
contrast with the Statue of Liberty and its allegorical human form. Al-
though both monuments are penetrable, the spaces of the Eiffel Tower 
continue to counterpose the solidity of “Liberty”; and when you enter 
the tower, you find shops and a restaurant, whereas the Statue offers 
only an observation point beneath its crown. Indeed, the tower makes 
it clearer that the verticality of “Liberty” is reminiscent of a beacon, an 
idea that the held-high torch merely reiterates and reinforces.

From this counterpoint, it is possible to present the Christ the Redeemer 
as a kind of synthesis between the characteristics developed by the Eif-
fel Tower and those of the Statue of Liberty. I refer now not to the original 
project, but rather to the modified version that points to the features 
that the monument started acquiring, until attaining its final format, 
of 30 meters above an 8 meter pedestal. To the material attributes of the 
redeemer, a symbolic solution was conferred: the cross merged with the 
very body of the image and, in turn, the orb was converted into the fig-
urative pedestal of the statue. There were further important changes in 
the lines and features of the image, which adopted a simplification and 
stylization that permits a certain association of the monument to Art 
Déco. Finally, the material was also substituted: instead of metal, rein-
forced concrete covered with a mosaic of soapstone.6 In a text from 1931, 
on the occasion of the inauguration of the monument, its engineer had 
the opportunity of making reference once more to the Statue of Liberty, 
this time as more of a counterpoint: the Christ the Redeemer benefits 
not only from more convenient materials, but also from a location that 
accentuates its visibility (Costa 1931).

Barthes considers the Eiffel Tower as a unique monument, because, 
wrought into it, are things that normally remain separate: a place that 
is seen and from whence one sees. Well, the Christ the Redeemer has 
the very same characteristics. Although it is not penetrable as with the 
Statue of Liberty, its location transforms it into a viewing point for all 
the surrounding landscape. Equally, the ability for it to be seen from 
many places was an essential condition for its construction. The illumi-
nation of the monument was also part of its characteristics, right from 
the outset, which conferred upon it the possibility of being described 
as a beacon in the port city. Added to this, the constructive technique 
draws it closer to the contemporary sky-scrapers. As Koolhaas (2008) 
suggests, one of the components of the sky-scraper is the assimilation 
of a tower, something that the Christ the Redeemer fulfills when seen 
as the extension of Corcovado. Finally, without sacrificing a figurative 
aesthetic, the final version of the monument consecrates such a simple 

6. For details about these changes, I refer to chapters 2 and 3 in Giumbelli (2014). 
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but primary form as that of the Eiffel Tower. With this form and the sim-
plified features of the image, the Christ the Redeemer opened itself up to 
many significations, the majority of which cannot simply be embraced 
by purely religious connotations. 

I believe, then, that with all this said, we have a better framework 
with which to comprehend in what way the Christ the Redeemer may 
be characterized as a new object. Let us remember that the intention 
of its creators – authorities and laypersons linked to Catholicism – 
was to produce a colossal religious image. One should note, within 
this, that the reference to “redeemer” mixes itself with others, espe-
cially that of the “Sacred Heart of Jesus” (Sagrado Coração de Jesus) 
and of “Christ the King” (Cristo Rei). It is possible to argue, along this 
line, how the statue of Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro belongs 
to a lineage of images, which correspond to the transformations 
through which certain devotions pass in their material expression. 
In the case of the devotion to the Sagrado Coração de Jesus, this be-
comes more evident. Born in Europe in the 17th century, such devo-
tion was originally taken up by an expiatory sense, with an imagery 
linked to suffering. In its expansion it acquired political and trium-
phalistic overtones – of which the main example is the famous Ba-
silica in the Parisian neighborhood of Montmartre (Jonas 2000). But 
it is in the Americas, specifically in Brazil, that these political and 
triumphalistic overtones gain monumental expression, in duple-en-
tendre: both as monument and colossal in dimension. 

Nevertheless, on gaining scale, the image transforms its very devo-
tion. A way for us to capture this is through the reference to the con-
cept of “gaze” proposed by David Morgan (2012). Morgan is an import-
ant reference from religious studies and one of his contributions has 
to do with the notion of visual culture, which imposes attention not 
only upon the images and objects that make up devotions, but further 
upon the very conception of visuality. In this case, we can approxi-
mate Morgan’s elaboration to the concept, put forth by Rancière (2005), 
of the politics of aesthetics. We have valuable references here, which 
over recent years have served towards “the materializing of religion” 
(Meyer 2015). My interest in integrating myself into such a perspective 
is related to the possibility of expanding it, or rather, stop applying it 
to religion as a previously demarcated territory, but rather employing 
it in order to perceive the historical situations in which religion itself 
gained a determined definition through social and cultural processes. 
To understand them materially is the advantage of using certain con-
cepts such as “gaze” and “visual regime”.
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The reference to the work of Morgan is further an opportune one, 
because he himself was dedicated to studying the devotion to the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus (Morgan 1999). Turning his attention to the 
popularization of images of the Sacred Heart in the United States, 
in the 19th century, Morgan notes a kind of personalization of the 
relationship between devotees and images. The Sacred Heart found 
its way into American homes in the form of drawings. Placed in and 
amongst personal or family objects, these drawings allowed and 
provided incentives for what Morgan calls the “ reciprocal gaze”: at 
the same moment in which it is seen, the image itself sees; the im-
age reveals itself as one devotes attention to its semblance (2012, 73). 
To the Catholic sensibility, this translates into the touch that brings 
both statue and devotee closer together: just as Christ points with his 
hands to his wounds or his heart, the person uses touch to establish 
the relationship with the image. It is this economy of imagery and 
its corresponding visual regime that is going to be displaced with a 
monument such as that of the Christ the Redeemer.

Indeed, the configuration of a place to look at - place to look out from 
that is established in a location such as the top of Corcovado is quite 
different from the “reciprocal gaze” described by Morgan. The stat-
ue’s gaze and the devotee’s gaze no longer meet. On the one hand, 
the look from the image may assume, from its monumental vantage 
point on high, panoptical tones, or, in the opposite situation, suffer 
from incurable blindness.7 On the other hand, it is as a spectacle that 
the statue shows itself to the onlooker (visitor), or even of people that 
glimpse the monument from afar. The impossibility of being able 
to touch translates this new regime, becoming a corresponding tri-
umph for vision. It is in this sense that the Christ the Redeemer, seek-
ing to extend a religious image, constitutes a new object, to which 
new senses are linked. As we well know, objects are always subjects. 
In such a configuration, the agency contained in the image-monu-
ment is no less powerful. Yet its power derives precisely from this 
“non-meeting” with the devotee and starts to serve for other things. 
We shall see which things a little later, but before we get there, it is 
interesting to shift some focus towards the relationship between re-
ligious representations and other forms of artistic elaborations.

 THE CRISES OF THE MONUMENTS
The mismatch between the aesthetic of commemorative monuments 
and the artistic vanguards of the early 20th century anticipate the cri-
tique that will target the dominant representational conventions in the 
case of the former. Yet figurative and realist sculptures would still find 

7. It is worth noting that the eyes of the Christ the Redeemer do not have pupils.
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sufficient output within the Fascist period in Italy, in the Nazi regime of 
Germany and in the Soviet Socialist experience. It is easy, in this sense, 
to perceive the affinity between the aesthetic of the Christ the Redeemer 
and the architecture of the Estado Novo, commanded by Vargas (1930-
1945). Ironically, the updating produced by the features of the image in 
its definitive version converses with the solidity of modernist forms ad-
opted by regimes of exception in the 1930s. It is only after WWII that the 
model of the monument, consecrated over the 19th century, falls into 
discredit, undermined, in the words of Huyssen (2000: 50), by suspicion 
based on political, social and ethical reasons. It is possible to indicate 
certain factors that contributed to this crisis.

On the representational plain, it is the human figure that undergoes a 
revision (Moraes 2010). The very history of monuments points to this 
transformation. As the 20th century draws near, the number of sculp-
tures of men of science and culture multiplies, to which the conven-
tions of grand pedestals and equestrian statues are applied less and 
less (Salgueiro 2008). For these figures, other configurations construct 
a greater proximity with the pedestrian. Around them is where the 
“modern worship” takes place, aimed at new heroes and values, often 
in a more-or-less planned substitution of religious references. In this 
sense, the monuments seem more appropriate to civil devotions rath-
er than religious ones. In any case, the criticism of representation also 
comes back to the selfsame idea of the human figure. If, up until then, 
allegories had tended to receive an anthropomorphic representation, 
with the new aesthetic currents, there arose the possibility of imagin-
ing the human with other appearances; or, indeed, even of abandon-
ing the human as model. The result gave rise to experimentation with 
new forms for the construction of monuments.

There was further the arrival of new materials, which added options 
to the stone and traditional metals. Concrete, glass and steel started 
to be considered in architectonic solutions that would further have 
an impact on the life of monuments. (Salgueiro 2008). The preference 
for copper and bronze in the erection of many monuments in the 19th 
century proved ironic during the wars of the 20th century. The original 
reason for such choice was to do with their resistance and durability. 
Nevertheless, copper and bronze proved themselves useful in the pro-
duction of artifacts of war; the result being that many statues, con-
ceived to endure for much time, were melted down to serve, for exam-
ple, as the raw material in the production of ammunition for weapons. 
The text from 1931, regarding the Christ the Redeemer, cites this motive 
as one of the factors that determined the choice of other materials for 
the erection of the image.
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It is further necessary to consider the framework into which monu-
ments produced throughout the 19th century and the start of the 20th 
century insert themselves. Constructed in order to be appreciated by 
pedestrians, many of them failed in their mission. Their relocation 
and the lack of care and attention ended up, not infrequently, affect-
ing them. Suffering from urban transformations, some of them were 
uprooted and replanted in new locations, losing their relationship 
with their original surroundings. Others were simply abandoned, 
or started to suffer from a lack of comprehension, either lacking the 
same appeal they once had, or due to a veritable evaporation of the key 
references needed to read their original intentions. Others, it seems, 
became the object of a paradox, alluded to by Robert Musil (1987, 61 
apud Taussig 1999, 51 e 52): “The most striking feature of monuments is 
that you do not notice them. There is nothing in the world as invisible 
as monuments. Doubtless they have been erected to be seen – even to 
attract attention; yet at the same time something has impregnated 
them against attention”. 

In the light of all this, turning once more to the list of religious monu-
ments with which this essay began, the question cannot be any other 
than: how is it that realist and figurative images insist on occupying 
public spaces? – My hypothesis is that, by reflecting upon the subject of 
memory, we may be able to risk an answer to this question. Yet before 
doing so, I shall briefly mention two further examples of religious works 
that assimilate the critique of the representation directed to traditional 
monuments, in order to make it quite clear that there is no reason for 
us to suppose any essential incompatibility between religious images 
and the non-traditional artistic languages. Both are presented by Cottin 
(2007, 200 e 211) in his discussion about the mutations of relationships 
between art and Christianism over the 20th century. The first, entitled 
Cross of Hope, occupies the altar of a church in France: it does not exist 
as an object, rather it is merely suggested through the architecture of 
the temple (Figure 4). The other is a work by Anish Kapoor, who was part 
of an exhibition on the margins of a Swiss lake, accompanied by other 
works with religious themes. Baptized as Beyond, the piece is a metallic 
mirror – circular and convex in shape – which shows a deconstructed 
and inverted image of the very visitor-viewer (Figure 5). The two works 
invite the spectator to participate in the formation of the images; but 
what happens when these images insist upon coming not only ready-
made, but in colossal proportions?
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OBJECTS THAT SERVE NOT TO REMEMBER, BUT RATHER TO GO BEYOND 
THE RELIGIOUS
It is unlikely that any essay on monuments would not indeed relate 
itself to the subject of memory. One of the first reflections about these 
works– the book by an Austrian art historian, published in 1903– de-
fined them by their purpose: “always keep the deeds or individual des-
tinies (or a mix of them) alive and present in the minds of generations 
to come” (Riegl 1999, 23 apud Salgueiro 2008, 11). Salgueiro follows the 
tradition of references that proposes considering monuments as part 

FIGURE 4 
Nicolas Alquin, 

Croix d’espérance, 
2002 (Source: 

Cottin 2007, 
2000).

FIGURE 5
Anish Kapoor, 

Au-delà, 2002 
(Source: Cottin 

2007, 211).
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of a complex of situations that Pierre Nora calls “places of memory”, 
emphasizing the processes and political choices involved in their erec-
tion. “[a] Monument is, thus, as much a place of memory as it is of for-
getting – the forgetting of the other, of the diverse point of view, of the 
contrary interest” (Salgueiro 2008, 20). The happenings in 2018 in the 
United States proved this all too well. The contesting of images related 
to confederate symbols and heroes seems to want to undo all that the 
monument was made for: to eternalise its memory.8

The protest against monuments in the United States – which in 2018 
even affected a statue of Christopher Columbus in the center of Los An-
geles – can be included in a lineage of attacks against realist represen-
tations in moments of political transformation. That is what happened 
to the statues of Lenin in the former Soviet Union, or what we watched, 
on television, happening to the statue of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. Thus, 
it is exactly the realism of these representations, originally presumed 
adequate as to their memorial function, which turns them into special 
targets for politically motivated and iconoclastic attacks. Nevertheless, 
this iconoclast exists alongside another recent trend; that of the prolif-
eration of monuments. Such a trend is associated, as noted by Salgueiro 
(2008, 12), with the extension of the concept of the monument; which is 
now apt to be applied to entire cities and even landscapes. I prefer, nev-
ertheless, to highlight another possibility exactly because it paradoxi-
cally highlights the role of memory: the constitution of monuments as 
anti-monuments, or counter-monuments.

No other place carries out this idea of the anti-monument better than 
Germany, from the 1980’s. The endeavor of national reconstruction 
came alongside an effort to reflect upon the Nazi period. Such reflection 
is forced to deal with many paradoxes, as synthesized in the formu-
lation from Huyssen: “unimaginable, unspeakable and unactable ter-
ror” (2000, 85). Instead of commemoration and celebration, artist and 
architects were invited to find material forms capable of evoking the 
absence of millions of victims, and of remembering what should not 
have happened– the atrocities of a genocide regime. The memory, there-
fore, is urged to work not in the key of contemplation of objects they 
themselves are charged with remembering, but rather in the logic of 
interaction, given that the observers are an active part of these new 
monuments. For this reason, it seems to me that Huysen’s comment 
is misguided in terms of the memorialist outbreak in Germany and in 
its main city: “Taking up once more the observation of Robert Musil in 
which there is nothing as invisible as a monument, Berlin (...) is opting 
for invisibility. The greater the number of monuments, the more the 

8. And we are seeing this more and more in 2020, especially with monuments of people 
connected to slavery and protestors from Black Lives Matter.
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past becomes invisible, and the easier it becomes to forget: redemption, 
therefore, through forgetfulness” (2000, 45).

If we take three examples, commented upon by Young (1992), we find ele-
ments with which to contest Huyseń s suggestion. The professor of Jew-
ish Studies emphasizes that the three cases of counter-monuments– as 
proposed by German artists in the 1980 ś – serve to maintain a “debate 
surrounding what types of memory to preserve, how to do it, in name 
of whom, and to what end” (Young 1992, 52). In one of the examples, a 
fountain, destroyed by the Nazis – due to its association with the Jews, 
has been recreated; however, in its reverse (negative) form: as a well. 
The observers are obliged to bend over the well for them to reencounter 
what had been destroyed. In the second example, a memorial project in 
Berlin, nothing will be built. The passerby will activate the projection 
of a text that will make them remember what that place was during 
the war; a factory that relied upon forced labor in its production. Once 
again, it asks the observers to actively participate, with their bodies.

The third example, in Hamburg, deserves a more detailed presentation. 
A kind of totem was installed in order to receive inscriptions from the 
public, who could thereby add their names to those of people killed by 
Nazism; after the lower part of the totem has been filled, a mechanism 
allows that part to be submerged, leaving more free space for further in-
scriptions and subsequent submerging; and so on, until such point where 
the column completely disappears under the floor, leaving just a mark 
and a plaque presenting the project. Young notes that the monument was 
situated within the dependencies of a shopping center to provide great-
er visibility. At the same time, its counter-monumentality is expressed 
exactly in its dynamic of dematerialization, which plays with one of the 
typical forms of traditional monumentality, the column. Making the col-
umn disappear through the participation of the pedestrian is a way in 
which the project instigates the memory of Nazism– or at least main-
tains the debate active in regards to its history and agency.

Before returning to my main focus of religious monuments, I should 
like to mention yet another case, precisely because it places a myriad 
of objects and structures, distributed across a large area, back into the 
scene. In other words, an alternative to minimalism has arisen and to 
the (de)materialism of the German examples. Apart from this, it takes 
us beyond Europe and involves certain religious elements. I am talking 
about Freedom Park, on the outskirts of Pretoria, the capital of South 
Africa – as presented by Jethro (2013), who analyzes it as a “colossal 
heritage project”. The author goes on: “the site was purposefully built 
to reframe South African history for the purpose of calling into being 
a post-apartheid national subjectivity using an indigenous southern 
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African cultural and religious idiom.” (Jethro 2013, 374). One can note, 
then, how the park puts into play the reconstruction of a nation seeking 
to articulate its rupture with apartheid and the recourse to a Pan-Afri-
canism. Jethro highlights the three main components of the project: the 
production of a center of nationality, the composition of which received 
the support and participation of religious leaderships; the presenta-
tion of a mural of names as heroes of a post-apartheid nation and as 
transcendent ancestors; the museum, which reconstructs the national 
cosmogony, juxta positioning natural and cultural dimensions based 
on references to and ways of African storytelling. Under a very distinct 
material form from that of the German cases, it is also the memory 
which is challenged to work in an endeavor that simultaneously seeks 
to both engage and break with the past. 

Indeed, it is this work, with memory, that seems exactly not to be part 
of the configurations that define the religious monuments that take 
the Christ the Redeemer as a prototype. Once again, the Statue of Liberty 
and the Eiffel Tower present interesting clues for us to apprehend such 
configurations. Regarding the first, Khan (2010, 118) states: “Rather than 
dwell on the burden of past oppression the statue points to the new life 
of the nation”. This is reflected in certain elements of its composition, 
for example, the absence of the shield and sword and the preference for 
the torch and the “tablet” of the Constitution. More than just breaking 
from or returning to the past, it is about marking a new beginning. In 
another way, Barthes (1979) further emphasizes the “originality” of the 
Eiffel Tower. Expressing the idea that the tower is an empty and open 
form, there is no museum that can be visited in its interior. More rad-
ically, the tower presents itself both as a spectacle and as a viewing 
point, negating itself from being apprehended as a place of memory in 
itself: “To visit the Tower, then, is to enter into contact not with a his-
torical Sacred, as is the case for the majority of monuments, but rather 
with a new nature, that of human space.” (Barthes 1979, 5).

The Christ the Redeemer can be characterized in a similar key. Not that 
the ideas that erected it disregarded the past. Indeed, that was an im-
portant element, as the monument sought to connect itself with the 
endeavor of colonization and the reason for the inauguration occurring 
on the 12th of October – the date attributed to the discovery of America. 
Another factor is the relationship with the monument of the notion of 
“Christendom”, something which referred to the past in which the State 
and the Catholic Church were united both in the Portuguese colony and 
the new nation. Yet it is possible to affirm that the most important as-
pect of the story surrounding the Christ the Redeemer lies in its bet for 
the future. Its aesthetic and materials give it the credentials to represent 
Catholicism in a dispute for the narrative of a nation. In a country that 



São Paulo, v. 5, n.1, Aug. 2020213

has experienced other possibilities – for example, those brought by the 
modernists of 1922 –, the Christ the Redeemer did not exactly encapsulate 
a place of memory, rather, and primarily, as a project of becoming. The 
absence of a museum alongside the monument is also significant. This 
could be related to the plans for the place to be an open sanctuary for 
pilgrimages. With the failure of such a plan, the connection to a specif-
ically religious past started to reveal its fragility.9

My hypothesis may be formulated in counterpoint to the way in which 
two authors define religion. For Danièle Hervieu-Léger, French sociolo-
gist with important contributions on the subject since the 1990 ś, “reli-
gion is defined by means of the transmission and perpetuation of the 
memory of an original founding event by means of a ‘religious lineage’ 
or ‘line of belief’” (Camurça 2003, 251). In 2002, Bruno Latour published 
a book dedicated to religion which also mobilizes the subject of mem-
ory. As I previously presented it in another text (Giumbelli 2011, 332), 
“Latour proposes that we should call religion a certain mode of enunci-
ation, with its corresponding requirements for the production of truth. 
As such, the information, in the referential sense, is already given and 
does not constitute the focus of religious communication; what is neces-
sary is to update it, make it relevant to the present-day context, through 
such an inventive yet faithful translation of a message so known and 
revealed”. For the philosopher, the images develop an important role in 
this mode of enunciation, given that it is exactly up to them to make 
such a clearly revealed message relevant today, submitting it to the dif-
ferent languages of understanding and expression.

Considering what these two authors state, it seems to me that the dom-
inant features of the Christ the Redeemer indicate other possibilities. The 
monument lends itself badly as a harbinger of an authorized memory, 
in the terms of Hervieu-Léger. On producing a colossal image, the Cath-
olic Church intended to construct an ally in its missionary project. Yet, 
ironically, the object became too big to be controlled, thus losing for its 
religious institution the monopoly – and even the hegemony – over its 
very representation.10 This defeat has been compensated somewhat by 
a parallel aspect, which the formulations of Latour allow us to appre-
hend; and not just because the image is particularly an appropriate one 
to modernize such a message – as was, once again, the proposal of the 

9. The decision to consider the Christ the Redeemer as a sanctuary was taken up recently, with 
a decree from the Archdiocese of the city of Rio de Janeiro in 2006 (Giumbelli 2014, 59). Even 
so, it is not about a sanctuary in the traditional sense; a site of miracles that become the 
very reason for the pilgrimages. This was never a characteristic of the Christ the Redeemer. 
10. The Archdiocese of the city of Rio de Janeiro claimed the intellectual property rights 
to the monument. Nonetheless, the claim in itself, ever subject to contestations and very 
often denied by the various appropriations of the image of the Christ the Redeemer, is the 
demonstration why we are seeing such disputes. On this point, see chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 
from Giumbelli (2014).
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Catholic Church on patronizing the monument – but to the contrary, 
for having been capable, instead, of assimilating new significations; for 
example, when the Christ the Redeemer is the spirit of Rio de Janeiro or 
even Brazil – in the sense that it is enabled to represent them. And thus, 
the statue remains in place, in the terms of Latour, ever modernizing 
itself; exactly because it managed to go beyond its religious attributes. 

It remains to be seen whether the more recent monuments that are pro-
liferating within Brazil will maintain the characteristics of their proto-
type. In the case of the project of Saint Paulina, there is an attempt at 
composition. It is likely that its existence would serve to boost the de-
votion that pays homage to her, serving as a cog for her memory. In the 
same vein, it is worth noting that the project includes a kind of memo-
rial: on entering into the base of the statue, the visitor will come face to 
face with panels that narrate the biography of the Saint, including her 
miracles, one of which has a relationship with the city that houses her 
monument. However, other characteristics of the monument remove it 
from the memorial function. As an endeavor of “religious tourism”, it 
is aimed at attracting visitors who are not necessarily devotees. In line 
with that, it is proclaimed as an “ecological complex” and as a viewing 
point over an amazing landscape. In short, its viability, paid for with pub-
lic funds, depends on the articulation of the religion with other aspects 
and dimensions. This seems to be the price to be paid – and the profits 
to be earned – in order for it to be maintained as a religious monument. 

The question is not – as the references to the works of Hervieu-Léger and 
Latour might suggest – whether the monuments that portray catholic fig-
ures are religious or not. Once they evolve religious elements, references 
and agents, what enters into play are the forms through which the religion 
undergoes transformations as it continues to operate. In other terms, the 
question is one of religious politics. In this sense, a counterpoint with the 
Evangelicals might be productive. Indeed, in Brazil, the Evangelicals in their 
more dynamic and influential facets confer little importance to either past 
or memory (Mafra 2011), which puts them on a similar plan to that which 
the monuments focused upon here operate. In the case of Evangelicals, how-
ever, the monumentality appears in their temples– and it is by no means 
unusual to find denominations following the example of the Igreja Universal 
do Reino de Deus (the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God) in construct-
ing buildings with the capacity of uniting thousands of people.11 Thus, com-
peting projects of monumentalization are being established.

However, if monumentality is present in both catholic and evangeli-
cal universes, its expression and implications are quite different. For the 

11. Regarding the project of the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus being aimed at the con-
struction of “cathedrals”, see Gomes (2011).
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Evangelicals, monumentality is expressed in spaces directed specifically at 
the religious practice; fueling the suspicion that we are dealing with “over-
sized” churches – and producing the impression of a “out-of-place” religion. 
For the Catholics, monumentality expresses itself in huge object images, 
placed in public spaces, to which, nevertheless, they need to admit or un-
derstand that it represents something “more than religious”. It is here that 
the relationship with “religious tourism” gains plausibility and strength. As 
such, it is important not to take “religious tourism” as a recent expression 
that would serve to name more ancient phenomena. This expression inno-
vatively claims non-religious (i.e., “economical” or “cultural”) meanings or 
gains to be associated with “religious attractions”. It is not by chance that 
“religious tourism” relates to a type of object, the monument, which itself 
provokes a shift in its relationship to other types of religious objects.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
Returning to the argument developed in this essay, it could be summarized 
in the following order. In the first historical situation covered, religion is 
seen as part of the wave of monuments that are developed from certain 
motifs and of a certain aesthetic, since the beginning of the 19th century. 
Nevertheless, the erection of religious monuments goes beyond the mere 
enlargement of previously existing images. It is a new object that is being 
created, one that has more to do with monumentalization than with reli-
gion (such as it existed prior to the monuments). It is precisely this which I 
intended to show on suggesting that the Christ the Redeemer be understood 
as a synthesis of the characteristics of paradigms represented by the Stat-
ue of Liberty and by the Eiffel Tower. The focus on the Christ the Redeemer 
further served to indicate the prototype of more recent monuments, which 
together configure a second historical situation which serves as a refer-
ence for analysis. The subject of memory arose as a relevant way of tracing 
certain transformations. Experiments with the memory led to the produc-
tion of a new type of monument–the anti or counter-monument. The per-
sistence of realist and figurative aesthetics in the scope of more recent re-
ligious monuments can be apprehended as a bet in the opposite direction, 
which points less to the past and to memory, and more to the future and 
the imagination, which includes new forms of public religion.

To conclude this essay, I would like to return to the case with which I start-
ed and with the help of two further comments. The first resorts to Lévi-
Strauss (1983), who in the first chapter of The Savage Mind evokes the “reli-
gious monuments”. Although he is not being specific, the mention serves to 
demonstrate the general argument that the small-scale model constitutes 
“the universal type of the work of art” (Lévi-Strauss 1983, 44). Therefore, 
even something monumental for its scale doesn’t stop being a miniature 
of something even bigger– such as the frescos of the Sistine Chapel that 
depict, according to Lévi-Strauss, the theme of the “End of Time”. The essay 



São Paulo, v. 5, n.1, Aug. 2020216

goes on to show how the construction of small-scale models manages to 
produce an intellectual apprehension of what is represented. From this 
passage, which deserves many other observations, it reminded me of the 
conversations with Camilo, of how he had visualized the image of Saint 
Paulina on top of the hill even before its construction had begun. For him, 
in an analogous fashion to the photographic tricks that miniaturize ob-
jects of grand proportion, the monument would certainly be an expression 
and part of the ties that linked him to Saint Paulina. Thus, for however 
monumental something might seem, this object, when placed closer to its 
devotees, can always be inserted into even larger frames.

The second comment equally helps us to investigate the relativity of the 
monumentality that characterizes these colossal objects. The fabulous essay 
by North (1992) explores the idea of the public being part of the sculpture, 
based upon aesthetic experiments which, as with the (counter) monuments 
created in Germany, depend upon the participation of their observers. The 
author resorts to many references to demonstrate that this idea presents 
developments in opposite directions: the world as a collective construction 
or as totalitarian domination. One example of the first type is the recreation, 
in Austria, of a Nazi monument as a kind of social provocation to raise the 
debate and reactivate memories. One example of the second type would 
be the very Nazi rituals, whose scenarios were large spaces built to receive 
crowds. In short, the essay makes us consider monuments within necessary 
relationships with different publics. For Camilo, the colossal image of Saint 
Paulina would be part of a devotion that articulated other people and other 
objects. Yet what is to guarantee that she might not also be the pivotal point 
of an experiment that perpetuates the material presence of an image?

We must wait for new studies that are capable of indicating the clues in 
order to respond to these and other questions. What is important to high-
light, however, is that the questions raised by this essay depend on one 
perspective that is interested in the objects and their own forms of agen-
cy. No less important is to remember that one investigation into forms of 
agency is not disconnected from the attention to representations and to 
people, in other words, on the one side, the conceptions and symbolic op-
erations that accompany the things in their production; and on the other 
side, the rest of the agents that are related to the objects, in their personal 
and institutional formation. The references, however brief, to my conver-
sations with Camilo serve to reinforce these points. They further serve 
to indicate the necessity for us to understand the production of objects 
as much from their projects, as from considering their effective use. It is 
along such lines that a further inspiring essay is developed (Gieryn 2002), 
who follows the conception and utilization of a university building, with 
laboratories, classrooms, offices, etc. Its title evokes the same question 
that has guided this article: what do buildings – or monuments – do?

TRANSLATION
Chris Tunwell
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