
Mark Cazalet: The Christian Paintings 

Mark was born in London in 1964 and studied at Chelsea and Falmouth Schools of Art 
and the Ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris. He then went to Baroda in India on a 
Commonwealth Scholarship. 1988–90 
 
I first became aware of his work in 1993 when I saw some jewel-like oil paintings on 
small pieces of handmade paper that were included in an exhibition ‘Images of Christ’, 
at St Paul’s Cathedral  

It immediately occurred to me that Mark was just the kind of artist whose work could 
bring new life to the Methodist church Collection of Modern Christian Art with which I 
was beginning to get involved 

I should just say a word about this Collection because it is of course some key works 
from it that form the core of the Monnow Valley exhibition. Others can be found in the 
satellite exhibitions in Hereford and Abergavenny.  

The Methodist Modern Art Collection of which this Deposition by Graham Sutherland 
now at Monnow valley is just one of the important pictures, was the brainchild of my 
father John Morel Gibbs who was a leading Methodist layman and at the same time 
was also very interested in 20th Century British art. In about 1960 he became very 
conscious that within the Methodist Church and indeed within Non-conformist Churches 
in general, there was little appreciation of the insights that contemporary artists could 
bring to the Christian story and he came up with the idea that a collection of original 
works of art on Christian themes might improve the situation. Over 30 works were 
acquired for the Methodist church in the early 60s and there was a remarkable tour to 
art galleries up and down the country 
 
However then followed a period of almost 30 years when the Collection was largely 
neglected and threatened to become fossilised. Mark, as I say, seemed to me to be just 
the kind of young artist whose work could revitalise things and I arranged for the 
purchase of two paintings.  
 
A few years later Mark became involved in a remarkable Millennium project – ‘Stations: 
the new Sacred Art’ – that was the inspiration of the Rev Richard Davey, then at Bury St 
Edmunds Cathedral. It was arranged that 13 artists should each produce a set of 
Stations of the Cross. The sets were displayed at different churches across East Anglia 
and were in place throughout Lent. The funding was minimal – just enough for materials 
that the artist needed. John and I had a wonderful weekend in March 2000 when, in 
brilliant sunshine, we went on a sort of pilgrimage and saw every set in situ – and also 
went to a special sung Eucharist in the Cathedral that celebrated the launch of the 
project. At Blythburgh parish church we encountered Mark’s West London Stations – 
attached to the nave columns. 
 
Some months later we had a chance to see the works again at the Carden Gallery, 
Kensal Green Cemetery, London. This had special significance because the 5th station 
Jesus meets his Mother is set in this Cemetery. As explained in the notes that Mark has 
written for us, Mark is drawing here on images from the Bosnian civil war with the 



communal grieving of the mothers for their dead children. Mary cowers behind a funeral 
monument while her son is dragged naked by the militia past her eyes. 
 
In discussion with Mark it became clear that he would prefer not to sell the works 
individually and we decided to ask him if he would sell us the set. Moreover we decided 
that we would – if possible – arrange to for them to be displayed somewhere each Lent.  
 
A set of Stations of the Cross may seem to be an odd thing for a couple of Methodists to 
wish to purchase, even if one of them was at root an Anglican: certainly they were not 
part of our tradition. In preparing for this talk I was interested to find, looking back at the 
catalogue for the Bury St Edmunds project, this quote from an article in the Tablet by 
Margaret Hebblethwaite: 
 
There is a new readiness, even among Protestants, to accept the value of oral tradition 
and of popular devotion, and to welcome iconography as a needed complement to The 
Book and Nothing but the Book. 
 
We are also emerging from a spirituality that has become bogged down by words. The 
only one of the Stations that implies speech is the first one: Christ sentenced. After that 
the story is told through action and gesture, as Jesus is laden with his cross, falls three 
times, comes face to face with women who love him, shares his burden with Simon, is 
stripped and crucified, taken down and buried. This is not a devotion of hearing words 
from the cross and responding with our own words of reflection. It is a devotion of 
walking and looking. When words fail, the time for contemplation has begun. 
 
Why did we respond to Mark’s version of the Stations in particular? Obviously the 
contemporary urban settings give the stations great relevance. We can easily step into 
the scene, in our imagination, and be challenged: would we be indifferent passers by, or 
active participants? It has been said that Cazalet’s paintings resemble Parables of the 
Kingdom where the possibility of heaven is revealed within the natural and created 
world. We responded particularly to the structure of a number of the paintings, for 
instance the helical form in ‘Veronica wipes Christ’s face’ which is set at Lubetkin's 
Penguin Pool, London Zoo and Christ falls for the second time which is set Harrow Rd 
foot-bridge over Grand Union canal. It is worth saying that the figure of Christ is often 
quite small or at the side of the picture. Here a father and son are looking out at the 
pool, oblivious of the fact that Veronica is wiping Christ’s face behind them. And again 
one has to look quite hard before one sees Christ being kicked down the footbridge in 
‘he falls for the second time’.  
 
Colour and light and the strong contrast of light and dark are used to great dramatic 
effect. For instance in ‘Christ Sentenced’, the silhouetted bystanders and the looming 
overpass give a great sense of foreboding .  
 
Lending the works each year has been a very interesting experience. Sometimes Mark 
himself has come up with the idea of the venue, sometimes it has been us. I think they 
have been in three Cathedrals, several parish churches and a good number of 
Methodist Churches. One of the most rewarding from our point of view was Notting Hill 
Methodist Church – right in the part of London where they were painted. We attended 
an evening event lead by Mark with a remarkable multi-racial and ecumenically diverse 
group. In a very effective and indeed moving way Mark drew out from people their own 



responses to the situations that he had portrayed, before he added some of his own 
thoughts. With Station 8 ‘ The women of Jerusalem weep’ – against what for the group 
would have been a familiar setting of market stalls – a woman and child reach out 
tenderly as Jesus, blind-folded and handcuffed, is hustled by. 


