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Men dominated the Pop Art movement and 
Corita’s awareness of artists like Robert 
Indiana, Jasper Johns, Andy Warhol and Ed 
Ruscha proved she was not alone. But in a 
funny way, neither were they. Robert Indiana 
attended the Christian Science Church as 
a child and was directly inspired by it when 
creating the LOVE postcard that turned into 
one of the most recognised artworks in history. 
Warhol and Ruscha were raised as Catholics 
with Ruscha interested in the word becoming 
flesh. In contrast, Corita wore her faith loudly 
and proudly and managed to give God some, 
to use the vernacular, street cred or at least 
make him kinda likeable. Even to me.

Screen printing appealed to Corita because 
it was relatively inexpensive, easily and 
quickly made and had an accessibility for 
audiences outside of the gallery model. Corita 
used her art as a means of communicating 
to the masses. Much like a church service, 
I suppose, but bigger and way cooler. I love 
collage for these exact reasons. You can make 
a collage out of anything and can reach a 
worldwide audience with social media. Further 
to that, Corita believed in “empowering people 
to be the artists that they are” which collage 
continues to do.

Corita wore her faith 
loudly and proudly 
and managed to give 
God some, to use the 
vernacular, street 
cred or at least make 
him kinda likeable.

Mary Kent was born in 1918 and grew up in 
Los Angeles. At 18, she entered the Roman 
Catholic order of The Immaculate Heart of 
Mary where she took the name Mary Corita 
Kent. She earned her BA at the Immaculate 
Heart and achieved her masters degree in 
1941 from the University of Southern California. 
It’s at this point that she began working 
with silk screen printing. She joined the art 
department of the Immaculate Heart of Mary 
College in 1947 and became chair of that 
department in 1964. Corita became the order’s 
touchstone.

In 1962 Pope John XXIII announced the 
commencement of Vatican II. This was kind 
of a game changer and an exciting prospect 
for the nuns at Immaculate Heart. The goal 
of Vatican II was to modernise and revitalise 
Catholicism for the ‘modern world’, and the 
nuns were happy to have the church catch 
up with them, progressively speaking. The 
rules were relaxed around the wearing of the 
habit and they didn’t have to be addressed as 
‘Sister’. They felt they could be more relatable 
and that a “wall would come down”. 

The spirit of Vatican II and Pop Art influenced 
Corita’s evolution as a non-pop Pop artist or 
perhaps the outlier in the Pop Art movement. 
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The work is powerful, especially for its longevity 
and devastating relevancy. Works like this are 
some of her most electrifying. She is quoted 
as saying that she never considered herself an 
artist, saying, “The word ‘artist’ seems terribly 
pretentious to me. I just put words and shapes 
together” but she was so much more than that. 
During the turbulent 60s, and with a reluctant 
archdiocese in her rearview mirror, Corita 
insisted on addressing what was happening 
around her and encouraged her students 
to do the same. When I think about the 
collage artists I love, so many deftly provide 
commentary on societal injustice.

One of the most exciting things about Corita 
is her teaching, which really showcases her 
excellent sassiness. Corita considered herself 
a teacher first, artist second. She played rock 
music in her class. She worked alongside her 
students. Her classroom became a Mecca. 
She’d take her class to galleries and to meet 
designers. Corita happened to take her students 
to Ferus Gallery in July of 1962 to see the first 
ever exhibition of Andy Warhol’s soup cans. 

The modernisation of the Catholic Church saw 
Corita’s art really explode into social justice 
and civil rights themes in the later half of the 
1960s. Corita created the screen print ‘my 
people’ in 1965, using the front page of the 
Los Angeles Times from August 14 of that year 
with three pieces of smaller, handwritten text. 
The headline reads, “Eight Men Slain; Guard 
Moves In” and details a biased view of the 
Watts Riots. Three days earlier a young black 
man, Marquette Frye was pulled over for drunk 
driving and failed a sobriety test. He resisted 
arrest with the help of his mother, Rena, and 
she was struck in the face with a baton in the 
confrontation that ensued. The riots spanned 
six days, 34 deaths and $40 million dollars in 
property damage foreshadowing the 1992 Los 
Angeles riots that occurred after four LAPD 
officers brutally beat Rodney King and were 
acquitted of their charges.

In ‘my people’, Corita has handwritten 
words that condemn the police brutality in 
no uncertain terms. She places herself, and 
Christ, on the side of the oppressed. She 
speaks to the riots, specifically, with words by 
Maurice Ouellet.

Youth is a time of 
rebellion. Rather 
than squelch 
the rebellion, 
we might better 
enlist the rebels to 
join that greatest 
rebel of his time - 
Christ Himself.
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There are so many hungry 
people that God cannot 
appear to them except in the 
form of bread.
Gandhi

You may say I’ve never had the sense 
of being helped by an invisible Christ, 
but I have often been helped by other 
human beings, that is rather like 
the woman in the first war who said 
that if there were a bread shortage it 
would not bother her house because 
they always ate toast.

 C.S.Lewis



So much of what she did speaks to collage 
making and the two art practices have a 
distinct overlap. Corita used the stimulus 
she encountered in her everyday life. She 
borrowed from advertising and print media. 
She borrowed from Life magazine and 
even Playboy at one point. She absorbed 
typography and popular culture which is also 
stimulus for collage. Her work from the early 
1960s took language from advertising and 
appropriated it in order to bring the divine 
into the everyday. She shed and reassigned 
meaning to words and phrases. An excellent 
example is her piece, Handle With Care. The 
text, “See the man who can save you the most” 
re-imagines Jesus as a car salesman. She is 
quoted as saying, “In a way, all the words we 
need are in the ads.”

Her Immaculate Heart College Art Department 
Rules are legendary and are definitely words to 
live by. Numbers 4, 6, 7 are truly my favourites 
and I do try to remember 8 when I’m collaging. 
Corita truly understood the mechanics of 
creating but didn’t over-intellectualise it and 
her teaching pedagogy is a testament to 
that. But most famously, she would take her 
students on field trips to downtown LA. where 
they all looked through ‘viewfinders’ - a piece 
of cardboard with a square cutout used in 
much the same way as a camera - to find 
inspiration. 

Corita also had many impressive guest 
lecturers come to her classes including Ray 
and Charles Eames, John Cage, Ray Bradbury, 
Henry Miller, Alfred Hitchcock, Ravi Shankar 
and Buckminster Fuller who said his time spent 
with Corita in her class was “among the most 
fundamentally inspiring experiences of my life”. 

In 1964 the Art Department took over 
organising the Mary’s Day parade at 
Immaculate Heart. What looks like a kind of 
protest march is actually more of a California-
Peace-and-Love Happening. The students 
all designed their own posters and placards. 
People wore flowers in their hair and music 
was played. She was called The Joyous 
Revolutionary for a reason.

In 1966 she was the L.A. Time’s Woman of 
The Year. In 1967 she made the cover of 
Newsweek. Corita was commissioned to create 
the banner for the Vatican Pavilion for the 
1964 World’s Fair. This Fair was quite special 
because Michaelangelo’s Pietà was installed 
there. You actually had to walk past Corita’s 
banner just to get to it. She up-ended what it 
meant to be a nun, let alone a woman in the 
male-dominated movement of Pop Art. She 
was amazing. 

Sometimes 
you can take 
the whole of 
the world in 
and sometimes 
you need a 
small piece 
to take in.
- Sister Corita Kent





In 1968 she took a sabbatical and at the end 
of it, decided to leave the order and sought 
dispensation from her vows. Not a lot is known 
about the reasons why, but I think it was, in 
part, pushback from the archdiocese that 
became something she couldn’t be bothered 
with. What happened next was extraordinary. 
90% of the order of Immaculate Heart of 
Mary order left within 12 months of Corita’s 
departure and reformed as an independent 
ecumenical community and served that 
community with the same verve and 
enthusiasm for social justice with the bonus of 
not having the Catholic Church breathing down 
their necks. 

Corita continued to receive commissions. 
She created a design that became the largest 
copyrighted artwork in the world (BostonGas). 

The Physicians for Social Responsibility 
commissioned a billboard design which was 
titled We Can Create Life Without War and 
Corita spoke of it as the most religious thing 
she’d done. She designed a postage stamp 
(that’s a funny story for another time). From the 
time she left the order and up to her death in 
1986 she created around 700 works. 

I’m not a religious person. I have a kind of DIY 
spirituality that roughly translates to: ‘Don’t 
Be an Asshole’, but Corita’s gentle faith and 
optimism, and ultimately her life, is something 
I find truly heartening and very inspiring. She 
turned the ordinary into the extraordinary.

You can see more work by Sister Corita Kent 
at: www.corita.org
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About

Millie Bartlett
My mother was a painter. I think that, through watching her paint, I felt flow 
by osmosis. I saw her escaping the everyday when she painted. It seemed 
like a cool little world I wanted to live in. So as a kid, I would just throw 
myself at different creative genres hoping to find one that I would love. 
Grown ups thought I had a knack for creativity and that then granted some 
access to experiences that kind of blew my mind as a little kid. 

I won a competition in year 7 for writing a haiku about how sad I was my 
best friend had moved away. I remember I made a pop up illustration of a 
girl sitting under a tree getting rained on. The prize was reading my haiku 
live on Japanese television on a sort of hyper Saturday morning type TV 
show. And in a family that was pretty broken, that felt exhilarating. And now 
that I look back on all of those experiences, the consequences of creativity 
were a bonus after the joy of being in the flow of making things. So I never 
really stopped. You could be creative with literally everything!

I started collaging in 2013. I love it because essentially it feels like play. I 
love immersing myself in the Zeitgeist of 40s and 50s America and to see 
that influence retroactively ripple throughout the world. I get lost in it and 
it’s totally addictive. Then come the collages which are borne out of the 
subconscious and often make sense after I’ve made them. 

I live in Sydney with my two children. 

You can see more of Millie's work on her Instagram page:  
@ms_millie_bartlett, and in Issue #9 of Contemporary Collage Magazine 




