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The Orientation of the Roman Catholic Painted Churches on the ‘Big Island’ of Hawaii: a simple fieldwork exercise?


“An unknown, foreign, and unoccupied territory (which often means, “unoccupied by our people”) still shares in the fluid and larval modality of chaos. By occupying it and above all, by settling in it, man symbolically transforms it into a cosmos through a ritual repetition of the cosmogony. What is to become “our world” must first be “created,” and every creation has a paradigmatic model- the creation of the universe by the gods.”
 

The relationship between the orientation of sacred temples, the cosmology of Catholic Missionaries and the cosmology of the Hawaiian cultures they sought to convert is evidenced not only in the pre-historic archeological record but in the historical, archaeological record of the post-contact period of Hawaii Island. This fieldwork exercise set out to investigate the likelihood of celestial alignments of the two ‘Painted Catholic Churches on Hawaii Island. Due to the brevity of this report, this has been reduced to one: St. Benedicts Catholic Church in Honaunau: the motherhouse of the tradition (Figure 1). To address the initial language barrier encountered by Belgian priests when converting the diverse Hawaiian population to Christianity, a tradition of elaborately decorating the interior of churches to communicate Christian theology was applied to the structural  and decorative features of the Church, a practice brought from the priest's homeland which tradition dates to the Medieval period in Europe. The choice of location for the painted Catholic Churches on Hawaii Island has a direct relationship to sacred Hawaiian temples or heiau, laikani or morae that survived the Pacific Iconoclasms that occurred in Hawaii in 1819.
The system of cosmicizing a territory is an underlying theme throughout the study that has been historically enacted by both Christian cosmology and Hawaiian cosmology and evidenced in their sacred temples.  Research on a larger scale that traces Catholic mission settlement on the Hawaiian chain of islands could aid in answering broader anthropological and archaeological questions of prehistory.
Literary Justification & Cultural Context


Skyscape Archaeology is: “an interdisciplinary field that draws from the disciplines of archaeoastronomy, archaeology, cultural astronomy, anthropology, and history to further understand the cosmologies of the societies who constructed and used the rich archaeological heritage we study today.”
 As stated by Clifford Geertz, the interpretation of Cultures requires ‘thick descriptions’ of the cultural context.
The focus of this study was to investigate the likelihood of Roman Catholic temples (churches) constructed and decorated by Fathers of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and Mary (SSCC) mission, orientation to the east or the rising sun. The method of investigating the orientation of religious temples is associated with the field of Archaeoastronomy which methodology evolved differently in the ‘Old World (Western Europe)’ and ‘New World (Americas)’ contexts.
 British Professor of Archaeoastronomy Clive Ruggles publications generated from the study of Polynesian temples that incorporate the Hawaiian chain of islands is a testament to how far the field of Archaeoastronomy has developed since 1960 when it centered ‘data-driven’ or formal methods in its approach to now incorporating ‘informed’ interpretation from the humanities.
 Ruggles work is limited to the ‘pre-historic’ record of Hawaiian religious temples where this study incorporates the ‘post contact’ period (1788 onward). James Flexner and McCoy identify a gap in scholarship that seeks to address the ongoing relationship between Hawaiian’s and their sacred sites from 1820 onward.
 This study is located temporally and geographically in a “New World” context where there is not only ‘a fine balance’ between the archaeological and ethnographic record but a severe tip in the scales toward the historical record to further interpret the material record.
 


Stephen McCluskey asserts that the building design tradition of orientating Christian Churches to the east or the rising sun developed in the Medieval Period of Western Europe yet little scholarship considers the builders themselves.
 Mardith Schuetz-Miller illustrates in her broad thesis the connection between temple design and a culture’s cosmology where “the use of geometry and celestial alignments assured a continuum of a cosmic view handed down through several thousand years from early Neolithic times through building guilds.”
The service of astronomy to the Christian cosmic view is evident in the design of temples orientation to the East and has an abundance of historical sources that include the works of European priests and poets.


Nicholas Campion explores the transformation of Christian Cosmology over centuries that adopted the symbolism of Jesus Christ associated with the rising sun to the Roman period. Stephen McCluskey also identifies the ‘pagan’ Roman influence on the Christian ritual calendar such as the birth date of Jesus Christ shortly after the Winter Solstice and the Immaculate Conception date of Mary at the Vernal Equinox.
 Conversely, Patrick Arneitz et al. claim in their study of the orientation of Christian Churches in Europe that the tradition of aligning Christian churches to the East discontinued at the beginning of the sixteenth century.
 Schuetz-Miller’s work on Pre-Euclidian Geometry in the design of Spanish Mission churches would suggest that the tradition retained original elements of continuity as well as transformation through sacred architectural design rather than discontinued.
 Due to the long history of the development of Christianity, Campion also recognises the diversity of forms that Christianity has developed into today, which could be guided by various theology and individual interpretation, although all seem to share the theme of Christ as the saviour.


The transformation of Native Hawaiian’s cosmology over centuries has been studied in detail as it developed in isolation after initial migration and settlement of the Hawaiian chain of islands since 1000 -1200CE.
 Scholarship generated on the Hawaiian cosmic view in a broader context of a Polynesian cosmology through etymological analysis reveals a similarity in certain words such as Makali’i which is the Hawaiian term for the Pleiades star cluster.
 It was the annual cycle of the Pleiades intercalated with the moon that informed the Polynesian ritual calendar of the Makahiki or New Year festival.
 Mircea Eliade describes the religious modality of a culture’s New Year festival as enacting the cosmogonic myth along with the associated ritual.
 Historical ethnographer Michael Sahlins would term this mode of reconstitution or introduction of a new cosmogonic myth as ‘mythopraxis’ where historian Jeffrey Sissons describes a similar concept as ‘rituopraxis.’
 The Christian term for this modality is ‘orthopraxis.’ Essentially during Makahiki, Polynesian society lifted the ‘kapu’ or taboo system for approximately four months: ritually dissolving the current political and social hierarchy and then throughout the ritual period reconstitute the political hierarchy and the Kapu system to regulate it.
 

During the historical period of the Hawaiian Kingdom, the term Kapu became a gloss for the term: law.
 It was during the Makahiki that change to the current social and political order was enacted, officiated by the local priest or kahuna who mediated between the Gods and the Chiefs. Jeffrey Sisson claims the Makahiki was also a time for building or renewing Hawaiian sacred temples that changed to building Christian churches after the iconoclasms in 1819.
 The Ali’i ( land ruling chiefs) eventually supported the building of Catholic schools and attendance between 1820 and 1840 by introducing a kapu or law in the Hawaiian Kingdom that prevented family’s access to the fishponds and highland agriculture (food) if they did not attend.
 The historical record is rich with evidence of the major changes occurring in the Hawaiian Kingdom enacted during the Makahiki period, including the overthrow of the Hawaiian Monarchy in 1893.
 Shortly after this political event Sacred Heart Missionary Father John Velghe arrived in Hawaii and rebuilt and decorated St. Benedicts Catholic Church between 1898 and 1902 in the South Kona area of Hawaii Island.
 Velghe’s involvement as a missionary, builder, painter, and theologian predates this period in a broader context of missionary activity in Polynesia and the creation of the Sacred Heart’s order in Europe which dates back to the French Revolution of 1790: a time of religious and political turmoil in France.
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Methodology This Skyscapes fieldwork exercise began with Literature-based research to provide a ‘thick description’ to explore the likelihood of alignment of the Painted churches in Hawaii Island with Equinoctial east.
 This study adopts a historical or post-contact context of archaeology or the ‘New World’ approach due to the date of construction of the Church in 1898-1902 and geographical location.
 A field trip to Hawaii Island was conducted in June 2019 to survey the ‘Painted Catholic Churches’alignemnt employing an archaeoastronomical method to the site and also considering other material expressions of a cosmic view incorporated into the structure and decoration of the churches. Further research and site analysis were undertaken to explore the relationship of Catholic sacred temples and Hawaiian sacred temples through Mircea Eliade’s framework of ‘cosmosizing a territory.’
 Once the site surveys were completed I returned to the literature to aid in interpreting the outcome of the field exercise. What follows is a graphic interpretation of the likelihood of eastern orientation of  St. Benedict’s church utilising Google Satelite images and schematic diagrams and photographs of alignment, along with photographs and maps of St. Benedict's orientation, decoration, and relationship with Hawaiian sacred sites. A short discussion and conclusion follow along with a list of figures. As a part of my theoretical approach to surveying the sites and Hawaii Island in general, reflexivity was incorporated into my approach to allow consideration of experiential phenomena encountered. 
Figure 3. St. Benedict’s Catholic Church, Honaunau, South Kona, HI. June 2019 
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An alignment is taken from the gable of the roof (orange line) against a quadrant (blue) establishing the cardinal directions indicates that the façade of St. Benedicts church is aligned slightly to the southwest. Alignments taken from each side of the roof (red) suggests that the façade is parallel to the ‘Painted Church Rd (Figure 3).
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The Sun in the East & West & the Sunset viewed from St. Benedict’s on the 21st June 2019.
Due to the tilt of the Earth on its North/South axis, as Earth orbits the Sun the Northern and Southern hemispheres receive different lengths of daylight and starlight throughout Earth’s annual passage around the sun. This phenomenon has resulted in the four seasons of summer, autumn (fall), winter and spring. This phenomenon is observed during sunset, facing west and sunrise when facing east. The diagram below (Figure 4) illustrates the shifting sunset points along the horizon (at sea level) throughout the year. The divine position of the Astronomical Equinox Eastern sunrise is simply the Western Equinox sunset reversed when facing the East. The Equinox Sunrise and Sunsets are when there is an equal amount of daylight and starlight.

Figure 5. Diagram of the Seasonal Movement of the Sun. [image: image4.png]Dec.21 fala  March2l - springa i ne 59
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Figure. 6 Photograph taken from the top of the steps of the entrance to St. Benedict’s looking toward the Pacific Ocean. The horizon and the cloud are hard to distinguish between which is a common phenomenon observed in the Islands. The statue under the due west marker is Mary the Immaculate Heart in this context and Saint Bernadette kneeling praying to her. St. Benedict’s Feast day was March 21 in the pre-1970 General Roman Calendar, the date of his death. March 25 is a Roman Catholic Marian Feast day of the Annunciation: the day that the angel told Mary she would give birth to Jesus.
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(Figure. 7) Father John Velghe painted the entire interior of St. Benedict’s with murals that depicted Roman Catholic theology to bridge the language barrier for Native Hawaiians and migrant workers. Velghe’s work has been paid much attention by art critic Alfred Frankenstein who published in a small book on the topic. Frankenstein investigated many of the paintings and traditions that Father John brought with him from Europe. This painting located on the middle panel on the south wall (Figure 10.) is titled: Symbolic Painting: Symbolic of a good death. Rays of hope shining into a dark cell. After considering Frankenstein’s interpretation about the stark contrast between light and dark, looking further into the Belgian Priest painting tradition and reading up on the Christian Iconography I would suggest that this picture is ‘symbolic’ of St. Bernadette Subirious: the statue of the saint out in the front garden with Mary. In France Mary is ‘Our Lady of Lourdes’ who appeared to Bernadette several times in a cave and asked her to build a church at the cave/grotto where there was a spring. Frankenstein also comments on Father John’s use of caves to depict moments in the life of other saints such as; St.Francis of Assisi which is not normally associated with the traditional biblical scenes painted by academic, religious painters such as the cave in the Appearance of the Cross to St. Francis. (Figure 8). [image: image7.jpg]



Architectural alignments with the west also aligned with the sculpture of Mary the Immaculate.
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Figure. 9 The centered ‘rose window’ architectural feature in full light.
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Figure. 10 The centrally aligned architectural features and Immaculate Mary sculpture.
Figure 11. Architectural Decorative element aligned with the west and projected forward to the Coast. 


[image: image10]
Viewed from the Narthex, the alignment of St. Benedicts Catholic Church appears to be aligned to the West. The topographic image suggests a slight alignment to Southwest. Projecting this alignment to the coast appears to align with the old settlement of Hanaunau where the first Catholic Chapel was built.

At the southern end of Honaunau bay are the Royal Grounds and Hale o Keawe that are orientated to the north-west. This heiau was a royal mausoleum housing bones of 23 ali’i, including Keawe: Kamehameha the Great’s great-grandfather. Keawe had united Hawaii Island under his rule in the early 1600s. In 1819 Kamehameha the Great (who united the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1810) died. During the mourning period, two of his wives Ka’ahumanu and Keopuolani – and his son Liholiho (Kamehameha II) broke kapu by eating together. The religious foundation of the Hawaiian Kingdom was destroyed and the religious iconoclasm followed shortly after during the Maikahiki New Year period. This was a favourite site of Queen Ka’ahumanu who encouraged the first Protestant Missionaries to Hawaii Island in 1820. Hawaiians continue to give offerings to this sacred site today.

 
According to Alfred Frankenstein, Queen Ka’ahumanu rejected Catholocism and its material religion. Frankenstein claims this is why Father John Velghe painted her in his mural depicting hell on the South wall of St. Benedict’s Church. Father John Velghe arrived four years after the overthrow of the Monarchy (1893) in 1898. In his short four year term at St. Benedict’s he relocated the Catholic Chapel at Honaunau built close to the Royal Grounds and the City of Refuge due to the local population moving from the coast inland to work the developing industries of agriculture and ranching. Velghe followed the community which had been instrumental in the upkeep and associated activity of St. Francis Regis. Father John Velghe returned to Belgium in 1902 and taught at a priest’s school where he instructed novitiate who later became known as Father Evarist Gielen, the builder and painter of Hawaii are not only second ‘painted church’ but a third on Hawaii Island.
Figure 12. St.Benedict’s with its Altar orientated to the East
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 Figure 13. The incorporation of the Hawaiian Sky, Coconut Palms, and Aluminium Stars into the Architectural feature of the Arched Vault above the Nave at St. Benedicts. The Coconut palms fronds facing East are Green, and the fronds facing West are Yellow and Red (the colors associated with Hawaiian Royalty). Toward the back is the cleverly painted central point of light or axis Mundi above the altar, inspired by the Dome of light in Burgos Cathedral Spain.[image: image12.jpg]N '.'4
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Discussion/Conclusion

This simple fieldwork exercise set out to survey the likelihood of celestial alignment of the ‘Painted Catholic Churches’ on Hawaii Island to the Sacred Equinoctial East or the rising sun. This study is located in the context of the ‘New World’ where the historical, archaeological material evidence is considered for a tradition of alignment that dates back to the ‘Old World’ in medieval Europe in scholarship. Gothic architectural influences are present in the design and decoration of St. Benedict’s Catholic Church in Honaunau which was built and decorated by Father John Velghe (figs. 4, 9, 10. 11, 12). Velghe was born in Europe and studied both in France and Spain during his novitiate in the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary and the Perpetual Adoration of the Most Holy Sacrament of the Altar.
Art Critic Alfred Frankenstein’s interpretation of Velghe’s work falls short when considering the themes of the contrast of light and dark in the murals (Figures 7 & 8). The symbolic equinox division of equal day and night in Christian theology has heavily influenced his paintings along with his adapted architectural work. The equal division of the sky, inspired by the equinox pathway of the sun (figure 5) is evident in the pointed arch vaulted roof that runs along an east-west axis above the nave of the church(figure 2). The division continues down to an alignment of wooden latticework, a handrail and the Statue of Immaculate Mary outside in the front garden (Figure 3, 4, 10 & 13). The Vernal Equinox is also St. Benedict's traditional feast day and  Mary the Immaculate’s conception date or annunciation feast day (figure 4 & 5). The value of a multi-discipline approach to incorporate more recent expressions of the cosmic view as evidenced in Schulz-Miller’s work under a Skyscapes archaeology interpretive framework.

It is evident in topographical maps that St. Benedict’s is slightly aligned to the northeast or in the ‘Eastern’ quadrant of northeast southeast (Figure 3). This slight disorientation could be explained by perimeters imposed by council land boundaries or the possibility that Father John aligned the church with the old church site on the shore of Honaunau bay, next to the Royal gardens and the City of refuge (Figure 10). However, when viewing the internal structure of the Painted Catholic Church, there is liitle doubt that the interior design layout with the altar located in the painted apse embodies an astronomical eastern cosmic view of alignment (Figure. 12). The compass reading taken from the apse along the central line of the nave aslo supports this cosmic symbolism, along with the positioning of statues or icons along the east-west axis. Velghe’s painting of the vaulted arch with the Hawaiian sunset is another incorporation of ‘skyscape’ into the continuing cosmic view of the Hawaiian people (figure. 13). The red and yellow colouring of the western facing branches appears to be associated with the colours of Hawaiian chiefly rule, having set like the sun or representative of a division in the Hawaiian cosmic view like that of day and night in Christian cosmology. The red and yellow of the depicted sunset in the arched vaulted roof could also represent transformation through a ritual repition of the cosmos observed in the sky in the changing colours of sunset and sunrise (figure. 13).
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Figure 4. The Façade of St. Benedict’s Catholic Church faces west. The body of the church was relocated to its present site between 1898 and 1902 by Father John Velghe who added the lattice work and belfry. The original site of this Church was Honaunau Bay, not far from Pu’’uhonua o Hōnaunau also known as the City of Refuge, a traditional Hawaiian Sacred Site. The Church was originally built in 1846 on the shore of Honaunau Bay and dedicated to St. Francis Regis: one of the earliest models of a Christian missionary.
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  Figure 1. Map of Hawaii and St. Benedicts.





Figure 2. Example of a traditional cruciform church with the altar located in the east.
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