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Introduction
Women, since the dawn of time, have woven a tapestry, rich in faith and devotion, contributing to the fabrics of religion. Deities, religious leaders, practitioners, and seekers of understanding, Women have been steadfast and forefront. 
This exhibition, showcasing the journey of women in religion, explores the diverse array of experiences of women across various cultures and religions. This will be displayed through captivating artwork, an amalgamation of paintings and sculptures.
We will be delving into the many ways women have found their faith, navigated the complicated structures of religions, and resulted in shaping their communities. Through pioneering female scholars, women who express their devotion through their art and culture and goddesses of great power. 
Both the incredible beauty and profound challenges faced by women through their faith and traditions will be explored, examining the past and present and create conversation about the continued evolution of women in religion. 
Venue and Setting
The Former Church of St Michael is the chosen venue for this exhibition. The former church was built around 1885. Previously a roman church was settled on the same grounds as the current church, with the first modern recorded burial in the late 18th century. The long rich history of this building will give significance to story behind each piece, at 145.53m2, this space offers the perfect scale for an exhibition that fosters a sense of closeness, mirroring the intimacy and connection that a strong religious community can provide.
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Figure 1 Former St Michael's Church (RJ Chartered Surveyors, 2014)
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Figure 2 Location of Former St Michael's Church (RJ Chartered Surveyors, 2014)
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Figure 3 Inside of Former St Michael's Church (RJ Chartered Surveyors, 2014)
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Figure 4 A floor plan of Former St Michael's Church (Baker, 2017)


Upon entering, your focus will be drawn to the original architectural details of this mid-Victorian building. The towering arches, the complex mouldings, the once stained glass will all be basked in a soft ethereal white glow. The decision for the white glow is to signify the purity of women (Adobe, 2024). Allow your gaze to drift upwards, viewing the blank ceiling, and imagine the once vibrant religious iconography that adorned this now empty space, drawing your focus entirely to the striking artworks on display. 
The exhibition displays a thematic journey, allowing you to organically explore the space at your leisure. As you navigate, allow the space to provide a pathway to observe and explore each woman’s experiences and impact within their communities through their beliefs. Some works will delve into the issues faced by women as cultures evolve, highlighting the stark differences in traditionalism and the impact of western culture on religion. 
The first piece displayed will be Rebellious Silence by artist Shirin Neshat.Neshat was born in 1957 in Kazvin, Iran, a town not by two hours from the country’s capital. She studied in the United States however due to the Islamic revolution 1979 she  was unable to return home. Neshat’s earlier works were photographic series which included ‘’Unveiling’’ 1993 and ‘’Women of Allah’’ 1993-1997.(Guggenheim, n.d.)
[image: A person with a sword

Description automatically generated]















Figure 5 Rebellious Silence by Shirin Neshat (Neshat)
This is one of the works in a larger photographic series ‘’Women of Allah’’ (Young, n.d.) (MET Museum, n.d.)
The setting: Alone, centred in the whitewash of St Michaels church, the black and white image, suspended on the wall. It draws attention to the distinct contrast between the striking visual imagery used and the bleak nothingness of the white wall behind. 
The Imagery depicts a woman, adorned in a Hijab, armed with a rifle and with religious text in Arabic written across her face. Her gaze, unwavering, and her face split in two by the dark barrel of the vertical rifle. 
Does this image show strength or repression? It’s left to the observer to interpret the message given by the artist through their works ambiguity. Neshat shows juxtaposition using a veiled woman, a symbol of her devotion to her beliefs, holding a weapon. This is a consistent theme through Neshat’s works, which challenge our expectations of women in Islam, forcing us to consider the complexities faced in their experiences.  
The placement of this piece within the former church adds further meaning through the impact of the silence surrounding the work both visually and audibly. 
Rebellious Silence serves as an impactful statement within the exhibition. It forces the observer to question their ideas of faiths, societal expectations and the role women play within their cultures. 
[image: ]The next piece is Michaelangelo’s Pieta, 1498-1499.
Figure 6 Michelangelo's Pieta (Michelangelo)













This is a sculpture depiction of the body of Christ, held by his mother, Mary, following Christ’s crucifixion. The title, Pieta meaning pity, underlines the harrowing imagery portrayed. A mother cradling her sons’ corpse. 
Michealangelo’s interpretation broke the norm, choosing to depict Mary as a youthful woman, as opposed to the typical portrayals of an elderly mother grieving their son. There is no one correct way to interpret this piece, its again left to the observer to conclude its meaning.
The scale of this sculpture draws meaning. The size of Mary, as the swathes Jesus in her arms, is almost twice the size of the fully grown man. Michelangelo’s desire was to show the proportion, harmony and completion between man and woman. This imagery portrays great strength. Mary shows no signs of difficulty whilst holding the fully grown body of her son and her face is soft. It’s possible the youthful portrayal of Mary reflects the loss of Michelangelo’s own mother as she died when he was only six and it’s theorised, she was between 20 and 40 years of age.  (Klein, n.d.) (Down, n.d.)
The next display is ‘’Domestic Apostles’’ by Jenine Antoni. This is a series of works exploring the intersection of femininity and traditionalism with a theme of religious traditions. (Antoni, The Vow Made, n.d.)
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Figure 7 I Quiet Myself by Janine Antoni (Antoni)
The first piece displayed from this series is named ‘’I Quiet Myself’’ This sculptural piece offers a set of 9 cards housed in an ornate wooden box. Each of these cards feature an image of a bodily gesture with accompanying text. These serve as prompts for the observer to explore emotional states in physical movement. Antoni draws inspiration from various religious traditions such as Christian prayer cards, Tibetan Buddhist thangkas, and Islamic prayer rods. All of which provide a focus for quiet reflection. (Antoni, I Quiet Myself, n.d.)
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Figure 8 Lull by Janine Antoni (Antoni)
The next piece of the collection is Antoni’s ‘’Lull’’ A photograph depicting a businessman with his head swaddled in ties, laying in the lap of a young woman. It’s imagery shows the reimagining of the featured Michelangelo’s ‘’Pieta’’ however it plays on the stereotypical role of a breadwinner within society. The symbols of power and success appear restrictive with the businessman rendered vulnerable. This suggests the lack of satisfaction from material success. (Antoni, Lull, n.d.)
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Figure 9 If I Die Before I Wake by Janine Antoni (Antoni)
The final piece in this series is ‘’If I Die Before I Wake’’ A porcelain nightlight depicting clasped praying hands, One young and one older. This reflects the unity of mother and child through prayer and the connectivity of faith through time. This sculpture explores the relationship between childhood prayers, the fears of death and the undying presence of maternal love. The act of prayer before sleep can become intertwines with fears of mortality. Antoni’s imagining of the nightlight suggests the true source of comfort is the protection and unconditional love of a mother. (Antoni, Before I Wake, n.d.)
Belief and belonging: A woman’s journey through religion, reaches its culmination with an invitation to step into ‘’Chair for Reflection’’. In a small, created space, hidden at the back of the venue, bathed in the same gentle ethereal glow is a pristine white chair. This space is a haven for quiet contemplation. The intentional choice of this historic venue and the white interior, surrounded by the empty stained-glass windows and echoes of past faith laid to rest in the surrounding cemetery. The exhibition we curated creates a dialog between past religious themes and the modern experiences of women. The works from Jenine Antoni’s ‘’Domestic Apostles’’ explores the sacred in domesticity, in comparison to Shirin Neshat’s ideas of challenging the traditional narratives within Islam. This offers a unique view through which the observer may gain experiences of how women navigate faith and the complexities within. Here the ‘’Chair for Reflection’’ becomes a portal between the curated experience and the personal journeys and explorations of the observer. The simplicity of the chair invites a final moment of solitary introspection, allowing for pause and to process the powerful emotions and questions evoked by the artworks displayed. This includes the unparallel grief and maternal bond amplified in Michelangelo’s ‘’Pieta’’. Emotions such as these are echoed throughout the venue, embodied in the piece ‘’If I Die Before I Wake’’. 
Within this space we aim to create a deeper reflection on the journey to discover one’s own faith, hoping the observer leaves with a lasting appreciation for the complexities and beauty of belief and belonging. 
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