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One of the reasons why this building is so important is that it is by the architect Pierre Genton, who 
as the nephew of Père Couturier, the charismatic co-editor of the internationally influential 
magazine L’Art sacré, and as such Genton’s churches most closely follow the ideas of the Art sacré 
movement.  Indeed, it is for this reason that he was much publicised in that magazine, arguably 
more so than any other French architect bar Le Corbusier; moreover, Couturier ensured that his 
churches got published in other journals too ... so he was really more important, in the development 
of modern church architecture, than has generally been appreciated, especially within the Lyons 
region. Although he built four important churches in that region he also got commissions across 
France, notably in Alsace-Lorraine, in the Alps and as far south as the Mediterranean coast. 

Although he built four churches in Lyons, the most famous of them – heralded in Catholic and 
architectural journals alike -  was deconsecrated a couple of decades ago and converted into a 
cinema, losing its dramatic zenithal daylighting and all its interior fittings, all architect-designed 
and mainly cast in place with pebbles encrusted into concrete.  Notre-Dame de l’Espérance is the 
best of those surviving.  Moreover, it was the first to be begun (as a design) but the last to be 
completed, so that it demonstrates the full development of Genton’s ideas about church design, 
incorporating a mature understanding of the implications of the Liturgical Movement for planning 
and the application of  L’Art sacré’s ideas about applying the latest building technology, not to 
mention his own maturation as he observed and learnt from the work of other ecclesiastical 
architects around, not least Novarina’s.  

Designing for a working class parish, he showed an awareness of a certain 1960s theology of 
church architecture, in that his building is designed to fit in with, rather than stand out from, those 
around, which then still included a lot of workshops and small factories - hence its deliberately 
understated exterior.  By contrast the interior is quite dramatic, largely top lit, focusing daylight and 
thus attention on the Sanctuary – further emphasised by a subtle slope down towards the Sanctuary.  
The rooflighting was facilitated by the use of a space frame roof – the first in a French church; this 
also enabled a structure without any intermediary pillars, thereby ensuring that all the congregation 
had a clear view of the altar and no sense of division amongst themselves – further fulfilling the 
aims of the Liturgical Movement. 

Genton had actually wanted to spread the facilities out across the site, and only collected them 
together in a single building because that was the only way they could get planning permission on 
that site (because the residents in all the neighbouring buildings insisted that nothing should be built 
close to their own buildings).  The parish facilities therefore occupy the ground floor of the 
building, beneath the liturgical space, but in so doing add to the symbolic value, as one has to 
ascend a ramp in order to enter the building.  

However, the most significant feature of this building is its baptistery, which is unique.  It offers a 
shallow pool for baptism by immersion as well as the conventional font, but more remarkably water 
is brought into the font directly from the sky (i.e. ‘the heavens) by means of metal tubes, carrying 
rainwater collected on the roof. This fulfils a theological concept articulated in an article published 
in L'Art sacré, just a little earlier.


