Holy Smokes

by Charlie Whisker

| was sunbathing with my Iguana, prone on a treacherous cliff in Kerry[1], on one of those briefly pleasurable moments
between torrential rainfall. Away from home and mind, polluting myself with nicotine and a nip of whiskey. The closest to
heaven that | will allow myself.

| could see, from his well turned out appearance that he was an English Irishman, far from some city, and in search of
some past.

Fearful that he might be a Christian | confronted him immediately with my suspicions. He was, and remains, evasive on
that issue, but promptly offered bright and agreeable companionship, humour and distraction.

Later Brian showed me his work, which was preparatory and tentative at this stage. More in the head than on the page.
Small, reconsidered religious themed collages, put together from found, lost and dubious materials, purloined from various
sources and keenly worked, like a magpie at his nest. They were fun, smart, mildly sacrilegious and charming. | knew that
he was here to foster ideas and resolve them later at his studio in England.

Throughout those days and nights we laughed and drank and conjured many images. | was painting pictures of the
Titanic, a metaphor for all that had been lost in Northern Ireland. His head was higher, in the clouds, conversing
humorously, with angels, saints and sinners. The results joyfully irreverent and playful. How the world would be if God had
been a Kerryman, if Shane McGowan[2] was Pope.

As an atheist | have never believed in the Power and the Glory, the
divinity or necessity of Christ. In my role as Devil incarnate | coaxed
Brian frequently to the local pub in the village, the car park of which
boasts a disturbingly surreal Marian shrine, resplendent in gaudy
colours and weathered plastic birds. A sense of Hitchcock about it.

Rosie’s Bar is an unsatisfactory place, a kind of Limbo on earth, with
washed up sinners clinging to the counter, whispers of Poteen that
never arrived, and a half peat briquette smouldering in a miserable
fireplace. On a wall opposite the Sacred Heart of Jesus winked

down at us, its filament in the shape of a cross, glowed red, a crass
ANOTHER ROUND. Taken fom Kemry sketchbook 2003 reminder it seemed, of the evils that could be pursued in such an
establishment.

| was there for the warmth of drink and Coronation Street, Brian was there to unearth lies and tales that he might abduct
and make his own.

We stumbled in the pure dark, back to isolated studios at night. | wondered was he kneeling on stones, at his rosary, fresh



nettles and thorns applied to the inside of his pyjamas, sleeping by the door’s draft in penance, whilst 1, already marked
down for purgatory, was draining a last Jack Daniels and firing up another Lucky Strike.

Cheeks sucking in the poison, steadying the Devil's hand as the match is proffered. Lucifer the Angel, dependable like a
Swan Vesta, Bearer of Light. The baleful eye of an iguana monitoring my downfall, basking beneath its heat lamp.

“Holy Smokes” , invokes those times. The portrayal of a good man, who has been cornered and successfully tempted, at a
moment of weakness, by “Old Nick” (“nicotine”). Here is a Saint, an Angel, fresh in and summoned from the Heavens
above Kerry, succumbing to a cigarette and possibly more, in an ale house in Ireland, before the ban[3].

If the Church did offer, as official merchandising, a superior brand of cigarettes, then Christians would be knocking on our
doors and forcing “Holy Smokes” on the faithful, to be divinely enjoyed over Holy Wine and Water. Pews in churches would
be fitted with ashtrays, with outside seating for non-smokers. “Holy Smokes” would be an advertiser's dream.

It remains for me a potent memory of a rich time in the company of a unique artist.

1. Whelan and Charlie Whisker shared a residency at the artist’s retreat of Cill Railiag in County Kerry Ireland in 2003.
Whisker brought with him a pet Iguana.

2. Shane MacGowan. See Stephen Martin’s article ‘Sharman Shane. The Wounded Healer'.
3. The Ban. The Irish Governments no smoking policy in public houses came into force in 2004.

Chatlie Whisker is a painter. Born in Northern Ireland. Living in Dublin, wishing he were in California.



