


§ o
o LORD. HEAR,

s
r
Jd
<
I
|

McCahon’s Scrolls exhibition at Barry Lett Galleries, Auckland, New Zealand,
October 1969.
Photographs by Marti Friedlander.

finishing touches to the work in early 1970.

‘To be honest it was a bit like drawing a Mickey Mouse
cartoon. | grew to love the characters in the story and could
see them as very real people; | felt as they felt. This took a
monumental time to paint and gallons of expensive paint. It
is in one way a dismal failure and in another one of my best
paintings yet. At least | had fun and discovered very much
more about both Christ and Lazarus as well as the sisters.

| became very involved with the thoughtful sister Martha.
Lazarus himself remains a rather distant figure. Mary might
be a bit annoying on occasions and Christ perhaps a little
too over-certain at times — but right. | spent weeks painting
my way over this story, more and more involved realising the
great need for a new kind of painting to happen.’’

The title Practical religion was one which McCahon had
given previously to a group of the Scrolls, the texts for which
had been drawn predominantly from James | and A Letter
to Hebrews. Common to each is practical instruction and
advice to the reader as to how they might lead a Christian

life on an everyday basis. Now McCahon extended the
group of paintings encompassed by the title to include
Practical religion: the resurrection of Lazarus showing Mount
Martha and its successor Victory over Death 2. In the former
painting’s subtitle — the resurrection of Lazarus showing
Mount Martha — McCahon both identifies the story depicted
and, by reference to Mount Martha (a geological feature

in the Central Otago region of the South Island), firmly
grounds the story in New Zealand. Although the use of
text dominates, this work remains underpinned by a vast
landscape motif.

Practical religion: the resurrection of Lazarus showing Mount
Martha is perhaps best characterised as a visual litany; a
meditation on the resurrection of Lazarus with a particular
focus on the faith, obedience and patience of Martha.
Drawing on texts from John 11, the central themes are
doubt, death and resurrection. Reading from the left, the
players in the story, and the events that overtook and
occupied them, unfold across the canvas. Each speaker is
allocated a different sized lettering or typeface, and their
attitudes to the unfolding drama are implied by tonal
changes, the intensity of the colour ascribed to their words,
or the placement of the words in brackets. By so doing
McCahon was able to imply — variously — doubt, assertion,
faith and resolution. To give one example, the text ‘Could
not this man who had opened the blind man’s eyes have
done something to have kept Lazarus from dying’ appears in
the smallest of types and between brackets — as befits those
who whispered their doubts behind shielding hands.
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