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The Role of Religion  

in Shaping the Life of Emma Bovary 

  

The influence of religion in Madame Bovary cannot be understated; it permeates the novel and 

has an incontrovertible impact on the protagonist, Emma Bovary. It is the platform upon which Emma 

sees how her life should be lived: religion gives rise to her romantic ideals, which in turn become the basis 

on which she organises her entire life. Her upbringing at the convent impressed on her an idealised vision 

of religion that would ultimately leave her dissatisfied. Emma was very much exposed to the elaborate 

pomp and ceremony that was an inherent part of religious observance in the 19th Century: the “perfumes 

of the altar, the freshness of the holy water, and the lights of the tapers.” (Flaubert, 1994, p. 27) Rather 

than dedicating herself to the humble worship of God, she delights in religious imagery and worships the 

beautiful, artistic and metaphorical symbols. At a very early stage in the novel, readers are made to 

question whether Emma possesses a love for religion rather than God. Religion in Emma’s world seems 

to be concerned with physical appearances and the image of God. As a result, Emma could not separate 

the pomp and ceremony of the Church from God, and never truly found spiritual satisfaction in her 

religion. 

 In order to understand the significance of religion in Emma’s life, we have to recognise that she 

was content with provincial life as a young child:  

“She remembered the summer evenings all full of sunshine. What happiness there had been at 

that time! […] But what then made her so unhappy? What was the extraordinary catastrophe that 

had transformed her?” (p. 131)  

Emma’s transformation started during her time at the convent, where she was introduced to a 

romanticised world of religion. We will never know if Emma would have been satisfied had she stayed on 

in the convent; after all the “comparisons of betrothed, husband, celestial lover, and eternal marriage […] 

stirred within her soul depths of unexpected sweetness.” (p. 28) What we do know is that when her father 

eventually took her out of the convent, she “grew disgusted of the country.” (p. 30) No longer satisfied 

with the monotony of country life, she began to live in her world of imagination, of “love, lovers, 

sweethearts,” (p. 28) so when Dr. Charles Bovary came along, he seemed the answer to her prayers. 

Charles, however, disappoints Emma’s romantic dreams. She struggled to find the “felicity, passion, 

rapture” (p. 27) that was inherent in her religious experience and that seemed “so beautiful in her books.” 

(p. 27) Emma kept repeating to herself: “Why did I marry him?” (p. 34) She finds herself married to a 

man who is less than ideal, and certainly not romantic; hence, she substitutes this lack of marital romance 

with the excitement of taking lovers. 

 It is interesting to note that Emma never seriously considers adultery to be a sin against her 

religion: if she ever asks for pardon, it is more out of the mechanics of religious contrition than true 

remorse. Rather, she desires the feeling and romance of being overwhelmed by ‘remorse’. Quite 
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ironically, at one point in the novel, she says: “One must, to some extent bow to the opinion of the world 

and accept its moral code,” (p. 110) even as she begins her adulterous affair with Roldolphe. However, we 

do have to remember that adultery was acceptable in high society, as seen in Emma’s conversations at the 

Marquis’ ball. Since aristocratic society is exactly what Emma thinks is the world she wanted, adultery is 

never fundamentally wrong in her eyes. This implicit assent of adultery is reflective of a society (and a 

religion) that is only concerned with appearances: morally corrupt at its core but hypocritically 

sanctimonious on the surface. Emma’s society is an allegory for Flaubert's, as Flaubert only observes the 

moral corruption of his own surroundings.  

However, Emma found again in adultery “the platitudes of marriage.” (p. 222) Her religious 

experience had left her with an insatiable desire for a union that could not be satisfied by an earthly 

husband. Nor was she happy with her lovers: “She was not happy – she never had been.” (p. 217) It is no 

surprise, then, that Emma turns to the ecstasy of religion when there is nothing else of a romantic nature 

to interest her. Religion is, after all, the source of her romantic inclinations. When Roldolphe leaves her, 

“she fancie[s] herself seized with the finest Catholic melancholy that an ethereal soul could conceive,” 

ironically believing that she has “found rest in Christian humility.” (p. 163) Her outrageous, splendid 

visions are overly dramatic and not at all modest, but religious fervour is her way of vindicating herself and 

dealing with the mediocrity of her surroundings. However, religion continually fails to satisfy her and 

leaves her “with a vague feeling of gigantic dupery” (p. 163) because her romantic visions are never 

realised.  

 The apex of Emma's disillusionment seems to be her visit to Abbé Bournisien. Emma could not 

find any answers in religion, firstly because of her own expectations, and secondly because the priests were 

lacking. Emma hopes to find spiritual support in Bournisien, but he is unable to recognise her need for 

help, let alone offer her any guidance. Emma tells the priest that “[she is] ill” (p. 163) and he 

uncomprehendingly attributes it to “indigestion” and surface discomforts. Ironically, the priest is only 

concerned with the banalities of physical life, and not at all inclined towards spiritual matters. Flaubert 

highlights the superficiality of priests in 19th Century society, taking it further when Bournisien announces 

with a “thick laugh”: “[Charles] is the doctor of the body, and I of the soul.” (p. 163) Bournisien's 

overwhelming self-justification and religious sanctimony greatly contrasts the harsh reality as he is 

incapable of recognising any spiritual need whatsoever. Like Emma’s husband Charles, he fails to address 

his ‘patient’s’ [Emma’s] needs. All Emma craves is for someone to see her point of view, but the priest is 

unable to understand the qualms of a married woman. Flaubert insinuates that married life is beyond 

priests, giving his readers the impression that priests were mechanical. Church ministers were detached 

from their parishioners, and hence were unable to comprehend their needs.  

 This is reiterated when Emma seeks spiritual guidance in a cathedral before the start of her 

adulterous affair with Leon. She “clung with her expiring virtue to the Virgin, the sculptures, the tombs – 

anything,” (p. 185) and theatrically searches for moral guidance. However, the beadle is of no help as he 
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attempts to give her a tour of the cathedral, as once again religious men fail to recognise her need for 

emotional support. He speaks instead of the workman who “died of joy” casting the cathedral's bell, and 

the statue of “a perfect representation of annihilation.” (p. 185) This ironically not only seems to 

symbolise the death of Emma’s religious devotion, but also displays a religion that trivialises spiritual 

matters, and is concerned with morbid imagery and glorified death, rather than with God. This 

contributes to Emma’s inability to separate her romantic visions from real life, and explains the ephemeral 

nature and superficiality of her ‘devotion’. In the end, “Paris [...] decided her” (p. 186) and she submits to 

Leon's wishes, just as “the riding-habit decided her” (p. 120) at the start of her affair with Roldolphe. For 

Emma, religion is rendered irrelevant in the face of material temptations, because it only serves as a 

romantic basis to escape reality. In illustrating the cycle of her religious devotion and disillusionment, 

Flaubert criticises Emma’s distorted version of religion, as well as depicting the failure of religion and the 

church to fulfill the needs of the common people. 

 Even, or especially, in death, Emma devotes herself exaggeratedly to the pomp and ceremony of 

religion. However, she is just as disappointed with death as she was with 'love' and 'passion'. She seems 

dissatisfied with the almost banal and commonplace pain of dying, in contrast with her glorious image of 

the tortured, sacrificial Christ. She attempts to be the romantic heroine of her fantasies, “press[ing] upon 

[the crucifix] with all her expiring strength the fullest kiss of love.” (p. 249) She gives the kiss out of an 

erotic desire for the image of sacrifice rather than out of a humble love of God. It is only when she has 

fulfilled this theatrical vision that she adopts “an expression of serenity as if the sacrament had cured her.” 

(p. 250) It is ironic that the priest attributes this to salvation through Christ, as in actuality, Emma has only 

satisfied her superficial, romantic vision of death. Religion had been the essence of Emma’s life, and it is 

only apt that she leaves the world adhering to the romantic ideals that it imparted to her.  

 Religion clearly influences the course of Emma’s life, as it shapes how she views the world and 

fuels her romantic desires. However, Emma’s religious devotion is reduced to physical and symbolic 

outward appearances; Flaubert suggests that she, and her society, do not truly comprehend the spiritual 

aspects of religion. As a result, Emma adopted this love for appearance in every aspect of her life, never 

truly finding spiritual succour in God or her relationships with men. 
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