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Beauty, Catholicism & The Whip Of Morality 

          How Does a ʻCatholic Aestheticʼ Court Controversy and Contention? 
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ʻThose Catholics, they really nab you when youʼre young.ʼ[Makes gesture of cowpoke searing calf with branding iron.] 
ʻThey sear you. They sear you, they do.ʼ1 

                                                                                                              Morrissey   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 
                                                
1Copeland D.(March 2006) Papal Attraction  The Observer Music Monthly (interview with Morrissey) No.31 pg 59 
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Perfect Unknowing2 

 

I love you: I work at understanding you to the point of not understanding you, and there, standing in the wind, I donʼt 

understand you. How good it is not to understand you. I donʼt understand you with an incomprehension so vast it 

surpasses all my great understanding of you.3 

 

The invaginating process of introspection is one that will rarely offer the benevolent gift of solace. The exercise is akin to 

avoiding the damp patch in the connubial bed; irrespective of which way you turn you will always roll towards discomfort. 

If it were not for the soporific half-light you would avoid the area it at all costs; past pleasure lives in the residual stain of 

desire, the damp afterthought of carnality and seduction. In my work I metaphorically loot and pillage the aesthetic of the 

Catholic Church. I have to now consider how the claims of such a notion as the Catholic ʻincarnational imaginationʼ4 may 

have visually stained mine and other art practices where iconographic ecclesiastical backdrops dominated childhoods. 

Trying to extricate myself from Catholicism in order to examine its aesthetic feels like investigating the fine hairs on the 

back of my neck, they are part of me yet remain unseen and unacknowledged. Grasping the concept of the analogical 

imagination whilst incognizant to its mental pretzels feels like collecting water in cupped hands, it glimmers and for a 

second clarity, but its rapid disappearance leaves only the nameless and the unexplained.  

 

My recent encounter with James Kirkupʼs work The Love That Dare Not Speak Its Name 5 (1976) was somewhat of a 

personal revelation. A poem I had been meaning to look up for the last ten years, but with a combination of forgetfulness 

and a presumed hindrance of access (due to the successful prosecution of Gay News for blasphemous libel upon its 

publication), the poem had eluded me. The necrophiliac content of the work combined with sperm, blood and other 

bodily emissions juxtaposed with descriptions of the dead yet- still - warm - Christ became the word made flesh and that 

flesh was now an inescapable image burnt onto the retinas of my eyes, I clutched metaphoric rosary beads to my chest 

and reeled with horror and revile. By looking at the words I was guilty by implication, a condoning spectator, a willing 

participator of blasphemy and sacrilege. I rued the World Wide Web for its efficiency in locating, that which had 

previously been evasive. I shook with shock; my writer friend (who had read it at the same time) shook with laughter. He 

thought it to be perfectly inoffensive, ill - composed and silly, and suggested my primordial reaction had only arisen 

because of the use of the word ʻChristʼ in this sexual dead / undead context. And then it was obvious; I was clearly an 

ingrained Catholic. I had no critical distance concerning this work, I had bestowed upon it monumental authority for its 

referencing of religiosity. Because the text contained the word ʻChristʼ I couldnʼt read it as a piece of text objectively, I 

had approached it piously as I would have a hymn. I need to find lucidity through other artists and writers of Catholic 

heritage - whom embrace ʻneutralityʼ and court impartiality - to lead me away from the gilded distractions, and 

temporarily curb the dazzling scopophilia and recognize my correlation of visual beauty to the Catholic aesthetic 

structure. 

 

 

ʻIn order to clearly “see”, simply recognizing ones blindness is not enough. Recognizing the factors that sustain the 

oblivion is equally importantʼ6 

                                                
2 Hanson E. (1997) Decadence and Catholicism Harvard University Press pg 108 ref; A Rebours “Preface” in J. K. 
Huysmans Oeuvres Completes de J. -K. Huysmans ~(Paris; Cres, 1928-1934), vol.7 Translation by E. Hanson 
3Cixous H. (1998) Stigmata Routledge Publishing pg. 106 
4 Heartney E (2004) Postmodern Heretics; The Catholic Imagination In Contemporary Art Midmarch Arts Press New 
York 
5 Tatchell P. (2002) Blasphemy Law Is Dead www.petertatchell.net  - (in regards to the illegal reading of The Love That 
Dare Not Speak Its Name on the steps Of St. Martins in the Field, London 11th July 2002 

6 Hwang Moon (2005) Historical Imagination; Leo Steinberg and Modern Oblivion, www.washington.edu. /research 


