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Annabel Livermore's Meditation Chapel, 1977, R.E. Thompson General Hospital, El Paso. 
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There was a time when religion 
and art were inextricably linked. 
Artists were invaluable to the 

development of religion, bringing sacred 
stories and visions to life, and religion 
was invaluable to .iriisis, providing them 
with patronage on a grand scale. I hrough 
the centuries, the relationship grew into a 
thriving partnership. One has only to look 
at Italy during the Renaissance to see the 
impact: young hopefuls such as Michclan 
Hclo, Bernini, Raphael, and Giotto were 
transformed into cultural forces thanks to 
their church commissions. 

limes have obviously changed. As 
theology professor I angdon B. dike) has 
noted, "the day of organized religion 
being at the center of rhmgs has long 
since passed."1 Church and state have 
separated, and religious institutions seem 
to have lost the cultural confidence that 
once emboldened popes to trust arlists to 
create monumental works. That, .is 
Ciilkey points out, is a shame, not just for 
the artists who have lost a source of fund-
ing, but for religious institutions, which 
have lost an important ally in dealing 
with the transcendent. In our technologi-
cal age of "virtual experience,'' Gilkey 
reminds us that one of art's greatest gifts 
is to enhance direct, immediate experi-
ence: "The event of our encounter is for 
itself, a significant enjoyment, an experi-
ence of seeing, here, at this moment, 
And we are deepened, refreshed, chal-
lenged to reorder ourselves to see in a 
new way our world and ourselves — we 
are re-created." 

Art docs afford opportunities for 
powerful, even spiritual, experiences. 
Unfortunately, there are many who see 
that very power as threatening, and so 
resist having it in their place of worship. 
In some circles, namely among Protes-
tants, history makes the situation even 
worse. As a colleague ol Cilkey's has 
pointed out, "Protestantism has lived so 
long without the visual that the loss of 
that human and spiritual resource is not 
even recognized .is an issue."1 

The history of art in the last century 
hasn't done much lo bring the two sides 
together either. As the succession of artis-
tic movements indicates, over time artists' 
interests have ventured further ami fur 
ther away from chose ol the chinch.4 The 
prospects for a link between religion and 
an were made even less promising by the 
Conflicts in recent years between (hose on 
the religious right and the supporters of 
the National Endowment lor the Arts 
over such works as Andres Serrano's I'iss 
Christ (1987). 

The surprise, however, is that despite 
all the apparent obstacles there have been 
instances in recent decades where contem-
porary artists have found a home for their 
work in spiritual settings, in Texas that 
has ranged from the works of James 

Magec in Kl Paso to that of Michael 
Tracy in Corpus Christi and James Turrell 
in Houston. The instances have been far 
too few to even come close to constituting 
a movement, but they make cleai ih.it il 
art and religion aren't always compatible, 
then neither are they always combative. 

Not surprisingly, the union of art and reli-
gion has tended to occur when a dynamic 
individual emerged to serve as a driving 
force. In France in the 1950s. Father 
Marie-Alain Couturier was just such an 
instigator. I le wrote critically of the 
decline ol culture within ecclesiastical cir-
cles, vilifying their ready acceptance ot 
academic art. Bringing the work of impor-
tant contemporary artists back into the 
church became something of a crusade for 
him/ Mis indefatigable efforts led to such 
treasures as Henri Matisse's Chapel of the 
Rosary ( 1951) in Vence. For this project, 
Matisse planned everything from the 
stained-glass windows to the vestments, 
liturgkal accoutrements, ceramic murals, 
spire, and even a pattern tor the roof. The 
commission came to Matisse late in his 
life, and he spoke ot it as the culmination 
of his life's work.h I le dropped everything 
he was doing to focus on the project, 
which he saw as renewing the forms of 
sacred art. Of the chapel, Matisse said, "I 
want those who come here to feel purified 
and relieved of their burdens."" 

lor Notre Dame de Toutc Grace in 
Assy, a city sanatorium in the Alps, Father 
Couturier commissioned works by Pierre 
Bonnard, Georges Braque, Marc Chagall, 
Fernand I cger, Jacques l.ipchirz, Jean 
Lurcat, Henri Matisse, Ciermaine Richier, 
and (ieorges Roualt. I ie was also the dri-
ving force behind le Corhusier's Notre 
Dame du Haul ,u Ronchamp and the 
commission of I eger's stained-glass win 
dows and Jean lla/.ame's mosaic tor Aud-
incourt, a small parish church built for 
Peugeot workers. Couturier later remem-
bered the day he received approval tor 
those two projects as a "red letter day in 
the history of the renewal of Christian 
art.... When such projects, representing 
what is purest and strongest in living art, 
can be accepted by high ecclesiastical 
authority, we can be sure that something 
has changed in the Church of France."* 

At about the same tune that all this 
was happening in France, in America 
painter/sculptor/arclnteet I'om Smith was 
working on a speculative design for a 
t atholic church in collaboration with 
artists Jackson Pollock and Alfonso 
Ossorio." With such a threesome in 
place the potential was enormous. Unfor-
tunately, they lacked a champion such as 
Father Couturier, and their plans were 
never realized. 

Art historian Miriam Freund, on the 
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Jean Lncy's stained glass windows, 1 996. Tiinily United 
Mothodisl Church, Houston. 

other hand, proved to be a champion <»n 
the order of Father Couturier. During the 
rime she served .is head of the Jewish 
women's organization fLulassali, it com 
missioned Mare Chagall to create a series 
of windows tor the synagogue at I lehrew 
University Medical Center in Jerusalem. 
As u.is the ease with Matisse, i hagall's 
1959 commission came late in his life (lie 
was 721. But many lelt the windows to he 

Mkhoel Trrjiy'j Emmonuel Chnpel, 1985, Cor pus Christ! Cathedral. 

his greatest work, so much so that before 
they were installed in Jerusalem they were 
exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art 
in New York and, in a pavilion specially 
built for them by the French government, 
at the louvre in Paris.1" 

Father Couturier's spirit has also been 
felt in Texas. In the early 1930s Couturier 
took John and Dominique de Menil under 
his wing in France, sharing with them his 
passion for the arts. When they moved to 
Houston, the de Menils brought wirh 
them Couturier's lasting influence, and in 
1%4 rhey commissioned Mark Rothko to 
create a series nt paintings tor .1 chapel. 

Rothko, who more than once had 
described his work as religious, had 
longed for years to find a chapel like 
space for his works . " The hurdles associ-
ated wirh the completion of the Rothko 
Chapel, however, make one marvel that ir 
ever materialized, At first, the chapel was 
io he a Catholic one at the University ol 
S.imt Thomas, the culmination of archi-

tect Philip Johnson's work on the campus. 
Rothko was to be an equal collaborator 
with Johnson, but both men bad strong 
ideas and couldn't find a common 
ground. So after much arguing, Johnson 
bowed out. The university eventually 
bowed out .is well. 

Rothko's chapel then almost found a 
home in the Houston Medical I enter 
before finalk landing on Menil property 

near the University nl 
Saint Thomas as an ecu-
menical structure, Willi 
the I loustOTI Mrm ol 
Barnstone and Aubrey 
called in to complete the 
architectural work, Bar-
nctt Newman's Itmkcn 
Obelisk (1963-67), even-
tually installed outside 
the chapel, had mean-
while jumped through a 
few hurdles of its own. 
The de Menils had tried 
to give it to the city oi 
I IOIISHHI as ,i memorial 
to Martin Luther Kuig 
|r„ but the city refused it 
for political reasons.1- So 
the obelisk wound up in 
front of the chapel in a 
reflecting pool designed 

' by Johnson. 
I In chapel was linalK 

I dedicated in 1971, a year 
. alter Koihko's death. 

Though he never saw his 
paintings installed, the 
commission was a forma-

tive one tor the artist. As lie wrote ro the 
de Menils, " I he magnitude, on every 
level of experience and meaning, of the 
task in which you have involved me, 
exceeds all my preconceptions. And it is 
teaching me to extend myself beyond 
what I thought possible for m e . " " 

Years earlier in Dallas, Temple Emanu-el 
had demonstrated a similar commitment 
to the importance ol contemporary art 
within its walls. As the synagogue 
embarked on a building project in 1951, 
Rabbi Levi Arthur Olan told his board 
thai the new temple "must express, in art 
forms and in symbols, the religious ideas 
ol our faith ... a religious service must he 
a moving emotional experience ... encom-
passing art, music, and liturgical expres-
sion ... which wil l send the worshipper 
out exalted, courageous, and confi-
dent,"14 An unusually open-minded art 

committee and architectural team enthusi-
astically involved artist Gyorgy Kepes in 
the design of the sanctuary and chapel. 
kepes ultimately designed atl ingenious 
mosaic wall, as well as furniture for the 
pulpit. He also involved other artists, 
Annie Albers among them, m the design 
and execution ol other aspects of the 
chapel, temple Fnianu-el was dedicated 
in 14 57. 

Dallas is also home to another inno\a-
tivc sanctuary. In |s»J2, the Reverend / a n 
W. I lolmes |r. ol Saint Luke Community 
United Methodbl ( hurch approached 
artist Jean lacy about creating a series of 
53 Stained-glass windows. 1 lolmes li.id 
taught theology with I acy's former hus-
band and had been impressed by the bib-
lical images she had created lor educa-
tional packets used in Sunday school. 
I ,ic\. who had never worked with stained 
ej.iss or on such a monumental scale, 
admits to having been a bit frightened at 
the outset. Holmes was interested in an 
Afrocentric look at the Christian story, 
and Lacy answered the call by creating a 
series ol windows ili.it breathe new life 
into the stories of the bible by incorporat-
ing elements from African and African-
American experience and history. 

So succcsslul were Lacy's windows 
that in | 9 l H the Reverend Robert McCee 
of Trinity United Methodist Church, 
i louston's oldest African-American 
church, commissioned the artist to do 12 
windows for Trinity's sanctuary. Those 
windows were dedicated in 1996. both 
churches were unusually progressive m 
their desire to connect the p.isi with the 
present, to make the Bible more relevant 
to their congregations' experience. 
Inevitably, certain elements of the imagery 
proved ro be inflammatory to some mem-
bers of the church, but Lacy credits the 
commitment of the two pastors in helping 
to Overcome such obstacles. 

While the spark for these projects 
came from within the religious communi-
ty, two recent projects in I lotisron have 
resulted instead from the commitment ol 
someone in the art world. In 1 ^ 2 , while 
marching in a gay rights demonstration at 
the Republican National Convention in 
Houston, art dealer 1 liram Butler hail an 
epiphany of sorts. The hatred and lack of 
acceptance he saw emanating from the 
convention was, he felt, in contravention 
not just of certain lundanient.il tenets of 
Western civilization, but also ol religion 
as he knew it. Butler set out to bring art 
and religion together in an effort ro make 
endiiringly manifest religion's accepting 
and inclusive nature. 
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Butler was invited to serve on the art 
and architecture committee oi Saint 
Stephen's Episcopal C h u r c h , wh ich is 
located on ly a few Mocks f rom the 

R o t h k o Chapel , He took commi t tee mem-
bers ou t to see the w o r k o f var ious art ists, 
and when they decided to look for some-
one w h o had w o r k e d w i t h stained glass, 
Butler in t roduced them to N e w York 
artist Jennifer Hart let t . Bart left f ound she 
hai l much in c o m m o n w i t h bo th Saint 
Stephen's rector, I lelen I [averts, and her 
congregat ion, and together the) discussed 
everything f rom a master plan lo r the 
church to inure specific items such as t i le 
work for the nave, a fon t , and a lectern. 
In 1996, Hartlett started a series o f e ight 
stained-glass panels for the doors leading 
to Saint Stephen's m w c o l u m b a r i u m , co l -
labora t ing w i t h Leslie Tlk i t is , a Hous to n 
architect k n o w n for her abi l i ty to work 
w i t h art ists. At the t ime of the doo rs ' ded-
ication in I *JS>S, Rector Havens noted 
that , " T h e doors . . . symbol ize entrance 
in to the nearer presence ot < i od , as wel l 
as open ing ou r parish life i n t o the neigh-
bo rhood in wh ich we l i ve . " * 3 

In I41JM, Butler was also on hand fo r 
a g r o u n d b r e a k i n g ceremony for the Live 
Oak f r iends Mee t ing I louse o i H o u s t o n . 
Some years before, But ler had in t roduced 
the l i v e O a k Friends to James T u r r e l l , an 
artist know n lor his w o r k w i t h l ight w h o , 
like the f r i ends , is a Quaker, L ight is inte-
gral to the Quake r fa i th , and Tur re l l had 
long dreamed of hav ing one o l his puces 
in a meet ing house. The Live O a k Friends 
were moved by Turre l l 's ideas, and c o m -
missioned h im to create someth ing for 
their new meet ing house before most " I 
them had even had an o p p o r t u n i t y to see 
his w o r k . But ler then in t roduced Tur re l l 
and the Live Oak L'riends to Leslie I ' lk ins, 
w h o was subsequently h i red as the pro-
ject's archi tect . When it opens in 1999, 
the Live Oak l 'r iends Mee t i ng House 
w i l l , l ike the R o t h k o Chapel on ly a 
few miles away, undoubted ly become a 
p i lgr image site. 

f a r t he r sou th , a long Texas's border w i t h 
M e x i c o , t w o very di f ferent art ists have 
created sp i r i tua l spaces w i t h o u t the aid of 
champ ions such as Father Coutur ie r , the 
de Men i l s , the Reverend / a n W. I lo lmes 
Jr., o r i l i r a m Butler. One of them is 
M ichae l Tracy, an artist of in ternat iona l 
renown w h o settled in San Ignacio, a 
small t o w n a long the Rio Grande. For 
["racy, there has a lways been a connect inn 
between art and re l ig ion. In 1*^66, as a 

young m a n , he sought out and inter-
v iewed R o t h k o , w h o was then w o r k i n g 
on his chapel paint ings, and vc.irs later, 
for a l ^ H l e x h i b i t i o n , Tracy created his 
o w n chapel- l ike env i ronment . 1 ' ' A get-
together w i t h a f r iend in I 9K4 led I 'racy 
to design a chapel for the Chemica l 
Dependency Unit o f South Texas, a med 
ical faci l i ty in t Corpus ( J i r i s t i . 

Tracy's design for the uni t 's interde-
nomina t i ona l chapel inc luded an al tar-
piece ani l f u rn i tu re that he co l labora ted 
on w i t h Mex i can cr . i l t smen. Un fo r tuna te -
ly, the chapel no longer exists, hav ing 
been in place only I ron i I 4.S-I to I9S"7. In 
lL>XS, t hough . Bishop Rene Orac ida o f the 
Corpus Chr is t i Ca tho l i c Diocese commis -
sioned Tracy to co l labora te w i t h architect 
James Rome on the F tnmamie l Chape l in 
the t rypt o l the Bishops at the Corpus 
Chr is t i Ca thedra l , For this subterranean 
chapel , Tracy created a m o v i n g env i r on -
ment w i t h arch i tectura l arches, f u rn i tu re 
design, a spare but intense use of color , 
and a monumen ta l 18-foot go ld t r i p t ych 
in the fo rm o f an al tarpiece. f r i a r James 
Har r i s of A l ice, Texas, became fami l ia r 
w i t h Tracy's Emmanue l Chape l , and years 
later inv i ted the art ist to create a chapel in 
a two-car garage on his church grounds. 
The w o r k . Saint Michael 's Chapel o f Per-
petual A d o r a t i o n at O u r Lady o f 
du .u la l upc Catho l i c C h u r c h , was dedicat-
ed in 1992. The Emmanue l and Saint 
Michael 's chapels st i l l ex ist , but they ' re no 
longer products of |iist Tracy's imagina-
t i o n . Their o r ig ina l austere beauty has 
been altered by the add i t i on ot devot iona l 
and decorat ive objects by those w h o 
worsh ip there. 

f a r t h e r west a long the Mex i ca n bor-
der, artist |aines Magee has created t w o 
verv d iHere in sp i r i tua l spaces. In the late 
l9K()s, Magee's s tud io assistant was hos-
pi ta l ized for a r ime at the R.F.. Thomason 
( ienera l I l osp i ta l , a t rauma center in El 
Paso. M o v e d by the w o r k being done at 
the hosp i ta l , in 1989 Magee established 
the Annabel L ivermore F lora l f u n d , 
w h i c h makes sure that once a year each 
pat ient in the hospi ta l receives a f lower 
w i t h a note w i sh ing h i m o r her heal th and 
happiness. Magee wanted to do more fo r 
the hospi ta l and approached the d i rec tor 
u l the faci l i ty, J im Booher, abou t another 
project . W i t h the suppor t o f the hospital 's 
boa rd , the t w o men carved out a smal l 
space w i t h i n the hospi ta l tor a med i ta t ion 
ch. ipel . Under the persona o l Annabel 
I i vennorc , a pseudonym he has used lo r 
years, Magee created a series of f lora l 
vv, i ieicolors for the chapel and painted a 
skyscape f i l led w i t h bi rds, c louds, and the 

sun, m o o n , and stars in its barre l -vaul ted 
cei l ing. Magee's arch i tectura l and fu rn i -
ture designs were executed bv the hospi-
tal's carpenters, and today his chapel — 
w i t h the sooth ing sound o f t r i c k l i ng 
water, its homage to n.it m e , and a small 
desk where v is i tors have taken to w r i t i n g 
and leaving prayers — is an oasis o f ca lm 
in an otherwise charged su r round ing . 

\ much more pr ivate pro|ecl is 
Magee's ongo ing w o r k The Hill, wh ich tie 
considers the cu lm ina t i on o l a l i fe t ime of 
art ,un\ " Ins f inal hue o l defense on this 
e a r t h . " The 11:1! is composed o f f ou r 
monumen ta l chambers al igned on a cross 
ax is , s tand ing alone in a vast, empty 
pra i r ie f>.l miles east of F.I Paso. Magee 
began the project in the earl) T 'N i k In 
purchas ing 100 acres of l and ; he has since 
amassed 2,300 acres in an et lor t to ensure 
that v iews f r o m The Hill remain unob-
st ructed. He has completed three o f The 
Hilt's lour chambers, Behind each one's 
t ower ing steel doors can be found a 
chapel- l ike env i ronment that conta ins 
Magee's massive sculptura l w o r k in metal 
and glass. The Hill is pr ivate and unpho-
tographed, and is an unforget tab le exper i -
ence lor those w h o travel there. 

Sadly, it is the except ion rather than the 
rule t o f ind innovat ive art by impor tan t 
contemporary .trusts in sp i r i tua l settings, 
I veil w hen an artist is inv i ted to con -
t r ibute to a rel ig ious bu i l d i ng , that doesn't 
guarantee his or her invo lvement t h rough 
to the end. Bu i ld ing commi t tees , assorted 
const i tuencies, numerous meetings, and 
the need fo r consensus can al l w o r k 
against an art ist 's pa r t i c i pa t i on . Mus i 
art ists are used to w o r k i n g a lone, and to 
operate w i t h i n such a f o r u m is more than 
many are w i l l i n g to take o n . A n d there 
arc risks for the rel igious ins t i tu t ions as 
we l l . Co l l abo ra t i on w i t h a con tempora ry 
art ist requires a t remendous leap ot fa i th 
on their par t , and as so many have f o u n d , 
it much easier and safer t o s imply ma i l -
order o f f ic ia l or t rad i t i ona l rel ig ious art . 

So, are we go ing to have to cont inue 
to rely on museums as stand-ins fo r 
ar t - f i l led chapels? T h r o u g h the ef forts of 
the ind iv idua ls listed here as we l l as o th -
ers, wha t Father Cou tu r i e r called the 
" t r a d i t i o n ot courage and mutua l con f i -
dence" has been kept al ive — but just 
bare ly . ' " It is encourag ing, therefore, 
that tor the upcoming m i l l e n n i u m . [In-
Catho l i c church has in i t ia ted a number o f 
an related bu i ld ing projects. One ot the 
most notable is Robert Rauschenberg's 

commiss ion to create a massive, Wi-pancl 
in terpre ta t ion of the Apocalypse for a 
cathedral in Fogia, Italy, being designed 
In k e n / o Piano. A n unde r tak i ng w i t h 
such t remendous po ten t ia l , i nvo l v ing t w o 
in ternat iona l l y acknowledged masters in 
their f ields, hearkens back to the church's 
g lory days, and leads t ine to hope that the 
new century might b r i ng w i t h it a revi ta l -
ized un ion ot art and re l ig ion . That 
w o u l d be tor the greater g o o d , because, 
as T h o m a s M e r t o n w r o t e , " I n a r t we 
f ind ourselves and lose ourselves at the 
same t i m e . " l x B 
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