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The Mission Study Guide
Overview

The Mission  is a haunting, powerful epic about a man of cloth (Jeremy Irons) and a man of the sword (Robert DeNiro), who unite to save a South American Indian tribe (the Guarani) from the cruelties of 18th century colonists from Spain and Portugal.  It is a true story taken from letters submitted to the Pope by his emissary, the Papal Nuncio, Altamirano (Ray McAnally).  Altimrano is the narrator who reads his letters while flashbacks are portrayed on screen.  One of the central themes of the film is the relationship of government and religion, and it is for Altamirano to decide whether the Jesuits and the Guarani (the Missions) will be protected by their religion (the Catholic Church/the Pope) or must be subject to new civil authorities under the recent Treaty of Madrid.  From the beginning to the end the film is a spectacle of power, will and emotion.

Historical Background

For the Spaniards who arrived in the new world, the Crown and the Cross were tightly bound together.  Conquistadoras were required to read a document to the Indians they encountered explaining their intent to claim the land for God and King.  The document, called the Requerimiento, was to be witnessed by a priest.  

As the Spanish gained lands and people, the question arose with regard to native people living in the Americas:  Were the Indians actually human?  If so, how were they to be treated?  These questions were debated far and wide, finally culminating in the famous testimonies of Juan Gines de Sepulveda (for slavery) and Bartolome de las Casas (against) before the Spanish Council of the Indies in the 1550s.   After the testimonies, official Spanish policy, changing from direct colonization to pacification, declared Native Americans human and worthy of salvation, and the official enslavement of “Indians” came to an end.  Las Casas had prevailed.  Ironically, this decision ultimately created a market for African labor and ushered in the era of African slavery in Spanish and Portuguese America.

The Jesuit order, founded as part of the Counter-Reformation, was most diligent in its attempt to bring Christianity and “civilization” to the Indians.  The most successful attempts occurred in Paraguay, which at the time included parts of current Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay.  The first Jesuits arrived in Paraguay in 1588 with the goal of pacifying and converting the Guarani Indians.  They gathered the Guarani into self-communal villages called “reducciones.”  At the end of the 17th century, there were about 30 of these “mission-towns” with a combined population of about 100,000.  
The Guarani were taught many skills, such as herding cattle and weaving cotton, and may artisan crafts including instrument making and printing books.  The “reducciones” also exported yerba mate, cotton, tobacco, hides and wood.  These made them prime competitors of the Spanish and Portuguese traders and prime targets in the Spanish and Portuguese search for a trained labor force.  Slave raiders in particular were anxious to acquire the Guarani since they had saleable skills.  While Spain was officially against slavery, many cooperated with the Portuguese and some maintained slaves of their own.
By the middle of the 18th century, the Jesuit holdings had become immensely profitable, the Jesuits held and “empire within an empire.”  The Jesuit reducciones were viewed as a threat to the Spanish, the Portuguese and the Pope (who was trying to control Jesuit power).  His eminence, the Papal Nuncio, Altairano, was sent to Paraguay to decide the fate of the Jesuit mission in the Guarani territory, which Spain had just ceded to Portugal in the Treaty of Madrid.  Should they continue as enclaves of Christianity or shall they too be turned over to Portuguese rule?  The answer seems to have been decided in advance, but Altamirano wants to understand the issues and to justify his decision after more thorough investigation.  What happens is tragedy on a grand and awesome scale.
Character List
· The Papal Nuncio, Altamirano – Representative of the Pope (narrator)
· The Guarani – Native American people who live in the Rio de la Plata basin
· Fr. Julian – Jesuit priest martyred in the opening scene of the film
· Fr. Gabriel – Jesuit who builds a mission above the falls
· Rodrigo Mendoza – slave trader who becomes a Jesuit
· Felipe Mendoza – Rodrigo’s brother and enemy
· Senor Cabeza – Spanish representative n La Plata
· Senor Hortas – Portuguese representative in La Plata

Viewing Questions
Opening Scene
· Discuss the Nuncio, Altamirano.  What problem do you detect from his letter?
· What is his basic attitude toward what happened?
· Why is Fr. Julian sent down the Falls on the cross?
· What is Fr. Gabriel like?  Attitude towards the Guarani?
· Describe the Guarani.  What is their reaction to the “peace pipe”?
Capturing of Slaves
· Who is Senor Cabeza and what is his business?  What is his attitude toward the Guarani?  Toward religion? Law?
· What can you say of the relationship between Rodrigo and Felipe?
· Why does Rodrigo kill Felipe when he has vowed not to?
· What is his response to having killed his brother?
Father Gabriel visits Asuncion

· Described the character of Altamirano.  Does he understand the issues very well?  What are his biases, if any?

· What is Rodrigo’s attitude to the Spanish and Portuguese testimony? Why?

· Why does he apologize?

Altamirano tours the Mission

· Describe life in the mission  that Altamirano visits.
· What do the Spanish and Portuguese think of it?

Altamirano’s trip to San Carlos

· What is the problem between the Pope an the Jesuits

· What consequences are at stake in the South American missions?

· What does Fr. Gabriel decide to do about the order to leave the mission?

· What does Rodrigo decide?

· Describe the reactions of the Guarani?  What will they do?

Reading the edict and preparation for invasion
· Discuss the two strategies being employed by both the Guarani and Gabriel and Rodrigo.  What justifies each one?

Ending battle – slaughter
· What happens to Fr. Gabriel’s forces?  To Rodrigos?

· What is the message here?

Reactions of Altamirano

· Did the Nuncio expect such a slaughter?  What is his reaction?
· How does Senor Cabeza justify the European cruelty?
Analyze the final comments:

So your holiness, now your priests are dead and I am left alive.  But in truth, your holiness, it is I who am dead and they who live for, as always, your holiness, the spirit of the dead will survive in the memory of the living.
