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Religious Art and Women Artists:

Religion, Colonialism, and Modernism in France
between the World Wars

AJIOKA, Kyoko

After enduring World War I, the French followed the “Return to Order”
movement. Many women artists got involved in religious art and decorated
churches. Almost all of them were French nationals who had received high
standards of art education and worked as professionals. However, after
World War II, the number of these women artists decreased while that of
male artists increased overwhelmingly. Artists whose names are associated
with modernist art history in the twentieth century acquired important
positions. Considering these facts, this report analyzes the participation of
women artists in religious art between the Wars, regarding it as a special
phenomenon.

In this period, it was not normal for women to be involved in
monumental work. Assuming that the world of religious art, specifically,
church decoration, was indeed open to women and that their activities were
welcome, this report examines the following: the conditions in France at
that time, the process concerning the participation of women artists, their
productive activities, the expectations of society, the women’s reactions to
their environment, and reasons for the discontinuation of their activities after
World War II.

First, this report overviews the rise and fall of the sacred art movement
that was active between the Wars and explains the women artists’
involvement in the movement. We discuss the Ateliers d’art sacré (Sacred Art
Workshops) that were founded by the painters Maurice Denis and Georges
Desvallieres and the magazine, LArt Sacré, in which the “modernization” of
the sacred art movement was promoted.

Next, reviewing the achievements of women artists who actively took
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part in the realization of the concept of “decorating churches,” we inquire
how these Catholic French middle-class women artists, faced political
issues such as “war,” “nationalism,” and “colonial policy” and women-related
occurrences such as the conception of “The New Woman” ideal (during the
interwar years) and “the decrease in population and birthrates.” We examine
how the women artists engaged themselves.

Here, we refer to five women who were all French middle-class Catholics,
but who made different choices in terms of survival as well expression.

Valentine Reyre was a painter who produced wall paintings and
stained glass paintings with a firm sense of mission that is attributable
to her experiences in the war. She is regarded as the female front-runner
in her field as she was at nearly the same position as men in the field.
Marguerite Huré was a stained glass artisan who introduced, for the first
time, nonrepresentational work to religious architecture. In those days,
she was considered the one who realized “the New Woman” ideal. Sabine
Desvallieres was an embroidery artist who contributed to the renovation
of chasubles, or liturgical vestments, by using needles and thread that had
been traditionally associated with “femininity” Marthe Flandrin was a painter
from a famous artistic family. She graduated from Ecole des Beaux-Arts de
Paris with excellent grades and started her career as a fresco painter. She
continued working within the academic system. Pauline Peugniez was a
painter who was enthusiastically supported by the critics of the time as her
works included intimate and domestic religious images.

While inspecting the achievements of women artists in a wider
contemporary context, the study sometimes critically explores the
background and factors of the active involvement of women in the sacred
art movement and the “retreat” of the movement after World War II.

The women artists found their means of survival in religious art that
valued “femininity;” especially in the period between the Wars. However, they
lost this means of survival when the focus shifted to “spirituality” that was
based on the modernist value. If “spirituality” is emphasized, “femininity” is
disregarded. This tendency is common in Western fine arts and is the central
problem with regard to the relationship between “modernism and women.”
The main goal of this study is to examine this problem.
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