More Than Meets the Eye
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Contempbrary religious art remains Iarg\y preoccupied with abstract visions of the “spiritual” or “transcendent”. This has
become an hermetic industry with its own self-referential codes, tricks and conceits. The recommendation by the
nineteenth century symbolist poet, Stéphane Malarmé, that “everything that is sacred and wishes to remain so must
envelop itself in mystery,” has been adopted as the unofficial manifesto by this artistic establishment. Abstruse symbolism
and the blending of world religions into a spiritual smoothie combine to make a religious art that may be palatable to a
society stripped of prayer and sacraments, but is theologically insipid. In this aesthetic climate, Brian Whelan is a dissident
whose work stands outside such current orthodoxies and challenges them.

Whelan'’s art rescues the rich treasury of Catholic iconography from the fog of syncretist, solipsistic thinking. His is a
preferential option for the narrative and figurative over the purely conceptual and symbolic; the emotional and carnival over
the cerebral and puritanical; the forging of an egalitarian religious folk art over the elitism of esoteric impenetrability. The
largely neglected tradition of pre-Reformation religious art fires Whelan’s imagination and provides him with a visual store
of references that he raids, appropriates and reinvents for his own purposes. Each painting is an attempt to find a modemn

Floating above the city in Transmetropolitan, like some image that has escaped from the world of magical realism, is a
boat with bearded passengers, lowering an anchor to catch on the cross of a church dome or a tower block satellite dish.
This is an allusion to the ancient Irish legend that the brothers of the monastic city of Clonmacnoise, founded by St Ciaran
in the sixth century, were once at prayer when a curragh appeared above them, its anchor snagging in the altar rails of
their chapel. A man climbed out of the curragh and unsuccessfully tried to free it. Seamus Heaney concludes the story in
his poem Lightenings:

“This man can’t bear our life here and will drown,”

The abbot said, “unless we help him.” So

They did, the freed ship sailed, and the man climbed back
Out of the marvellous as he had known it.

The Enlightenment project of finding a fixed category for all human experience is found wanting. By returning to the
miracle at Clonmacnoise, both the poet and the artist agree that when we dissolve the artificial barriers erected between
the mundane and the marvellous, when we remove the laboratory labels and allow the human situation to breathe and
pray, then surprising vistas of the real and eternal world materialise. “Art indicates what the character of a spiritual
situation is,” writes the theologian, Paul Tillich, “it does this more immediately and directly than do science and philosophy
for it is less burdened by objective considerations.”

Such ideas are further explored through another Irish saint, St Brendan. His life provides Whelan with a rich seam of
inspiration. Brendan, “The Navigator”, sails out in search of Tir na nOg, the Isle of the Blessed. Drawing on his family’s
history, Brian Whelan interprets this perilous journey as one which generations of Irish have made, trusting in God to find
them waork and a hetter future for their children Manv of the earlv Irish saints — Columha Ciaran Patrick and Rrendan -



were migrants, moving from one place to the next with the gospel message while simultaneously making the spiritual
journey from this earthly life into the eternity Of God. These saints are representatives for all those who find themselves
wayfarers or at sea and longing to return home. An experience that is the primary expression of our spiritual condition, as
beings who alone are made for communion with God and, in the words of St Augustine, remain restless until they rest in
Him.
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Such saints were explorers of the natural and supernatural world, travelling to places that initially appeared godless and
desolate. In these unchartered territories, they set up base camp and from there, reported back to humanity signs of God's
presence and sightings of His angels. Brian Whelan has staked his corner in the urban landscapes of post-modemity and,
following his artistic and saintly forebears, reminds us that there is more than meets the eye.



