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‘In the Presence, Paintings for a New Season’ hosted by York Minster early in
2011 was the first time paintings done over five years had been seen together.
Alison Thistlethwaite’s exhibition of some 40 works drew much interest from
visitors of many cultures, as well as local people and schoolchildren.
‘The exhibition was a real success. The work seemed to stir something inside our
visitors and many connected with its spirituality, finding peace and comfort within it. It
provoked a sense of reassurance and calming in what have been very difficult times
both politically and economically’. Vicky Harrison, Collections Manager, York Minster

It’s Red (2010)
7 by 9 feet

Alison helped to make her abstract paintings accessible by careful
labelling, to give people a starting-point for their own viewing.
For example, ‘Bursting Out’ (right) is a painting of evident energy. The
label reads:
‘Jesus ‘burst out’ of the tomb, and we too can burst out of
our boxed-in thinking, to see God’s love in Jesus for all the
world.’

This helps us ‘read’ the painting as an expression of
explosive power, indicating the breaking out from
any confinement in our thinking or our churches, in
love towards the world, with the same power which
burst Christ from his tomb. ‘Bursting Out’ was
bought, appropriately, to auction for a children's
charity in South Africa.
Bursting Out 2010, 48” x 36”

Music and Meaning
In understanding Alison’s pictorial language
it is helpful to bear two things in mind.
1) First is the importance of music, following
an unusual training in improvised singing.
After a foundation year at St Albans Art
School, Alison pursued music, and did a
music degree with singing, followed by a
diploma in music therapy. This training set a
high value on improvisation, because of the
need for spontaneous musical interaction.
Years later, as a singer in a church worship
group, Alison helped develop the practice of
spontaneous improvised song in the power of
the Holy Spirit. At that time she also began to
Safety in the Father’s Arms, 2010-11, move from landscape and flower painting to
48 x 36 ins
painting abstracts. In these a sense of
improvised flow in the presence of God became like a counterpart of singing.
However it is worth noting that spontaneity does not imply a lack of art. This
form of creativity is in no way unspecific, random or undisciplined; on the
contrary it is focused in intention, aiming to reflect faithfully precise spiritual
perceptions. It has nothing to do with some abstract art influenced by ideas of
‘automatic writing’, in which the mind is set aside. Rather it is the fullest
possible engagement of a person with a meaning as it is intelligibly unfolded.
It is a process of coming to understand something fresh, or what was only
dimly perceived before, and conveying it in visual language. Music has always
been used in church as a vehicle to bring sacred truth into the heart: and for
those who become attuned to it, painting can do the same.

Meaning and Process
2) Second, alongside spontaneity and improvisation, there is process. This
makes a painting different from song. A song is on the air, then gone. A
painting is the realisation of an impulse or perception, but in time, and it is in
time that the understanding of the original impulse develops. This makes a
difference to how we ‘read’ the paintings.
It is true that in rare cases a painting will ‘arrive’ all at once. However in many
instances, the process of painting has been like an unfolding story. This is
perhaps most notably true in the painting ‘Forgiveness’. The label reads:
“This painting started as ‘white wedding’: it’s obviously not so white now and that is
the essence of its story. After the stillness
of the white, pain comes to the surface, as
it often does in marriage. But in some way
it links with Jesus’ pain, and he gets
involved, and the married couple find they
are not alone. The energy in this painting
represents the determination to fight
through to the place of forgiveness from
which love can be renewed and flow.”

As we look at the painting we can see
that the white has been muddied, and
even that there are names (to forgive)
inscribed across it. The red of raw
pain is also symbolic of Christ’s
redemptive blood which ‘covers’ the
bad words until healing can be found.
The process of painting was a
discovery of grace surmounting pain.
Forgiveness, 2007-9, 33 x 24 ins

Interpretation and intention
Another difference between abstract paintings and song is that songs are
verbal and paintings are not. A painting cannot communicate the truth ‘God
loves you’, as a song can, because that truth is a statement. What it can do is
convey the atmosphere of God’s love, in which there is beauty, freedom, a
sense of possibility, of plenitude and wholeness. Within this atmosphere it
may well happen that God himself communicates his love.
Therefore it does not matter whether or not we understand the painter’s
intentions in the work. If she has realised the emotional force of the subject
she has been tackling, then some of that will be conveyed to the heart. It is as
if one has felt and recalled the truth-bearing presence of a speaker, long after
his words have gone.

How the paintings are made
Alison’s studio is next to open countryside in
the Cotswolds where, except for sheep, birds
and the occasional car it is very quiet.

Paintings are made on canvas, in acrylics of the same
quality as the finest oils, but with several distinct
advantages. Acrylic can be diluted with water, allowing
for big broad washes . This s helpful for making
transparent layers of colour and suits the continuity of
feeling in large canvasses. Acrylic also dries quickly, so
that an idea can be advanced quickly through several
stages. The latest artists’ acrylics are also very beautiful,
carrying fine pigments luminously.
detail of Impressions
of Glory, 2010, 7 x 9ft
Generally, Alison works privately, after tea, dog walking, worship and
prayer, all four a necessity! But she has on occasion done painting
demonstrations, in which she will create a new work from scratch, talking
through the process as she works. The value of this is that it demystifies a
method which she is keen to open up to everyone and make as intelligible
as possible. Sometimes she welcomes groups to the studio for painting and
prayer, in which people at every level of skill can work abstractly or from
imagination to realise their thoughts. It is quite normal to find a release of
creativity and with it a sense of
peace and wholeness, as prayer is
made physical and practical through
art.

Objectives
There is no doubt that our world, so increasingly unified through language
(American English!) and the internet, is also beset by cultural and religious
divisions, so that the very words intended to bring love and understanding

can separate and offend. How shall we convey that which means most to
us, the saving love of Christ, leading to an inner knowledge of the
Fatherhood of God through the indwelling Spirit? These things, so real
when known, can sound opaque when described. And yet it may not be
enough to do ‘good works’ or to preach; we will want to answer the
question ‘what is knowing God like?’ To convey what things are ‘like’ often
requires an artistic answer.
Paintings done in the presence and power of God are a way of, so to speak,
tasting God’s goodness. The language of abstract art has
shown a remarkable capacity to transcend cultural barriers
and to appeal across generations. Many people for whom
traditional art represents a cultural barrier respond
instantly to the directness of emotion in an abstract work.
It is true that much current art reflects the brokenness and
scepticism of the postmodern era, or the hardness of
Hope 2009, 16 x 12”
materialism. But abstract art can also reflect the existence
of faith. Alison’s painting is an indication that the good things of life,
colour, passion, beauty, truth, are not accidental impressions on our brains
but really have been intended for us, and have a definite, enduring, and
knowable source. These paintings can function as tokens that the goodness
of God is a sphere we can live in, just as we can use them to decorate our
homes or offices. Alison once watched an icon painter at work in Greece;
strikingly her prayerful work was being done at the table of the restaurant
that she owned and ran. That became to Alison a metaphor for how art can
bring the knowledge of God into the marketplace, not as something
churchy or religious, but as something normal, that belongs where it is
most desired and needed.
David Thistlethwaite © 2011

www.alisonthistlethwaite.com

ali.thistle@gmail.com

