
ISSUES & COMMENTARY 

Postmodern Heretics 
It is no coincidence, the author asserts, that the majority of artists attacked in recent years 

by the religious right share a Catholic background. 

Despite the fact that the modernist creed was 
often framed in quasi-theological terms, con­

t.emporary artists have tended to be squeamish about 
religion. Professions of religious belief have seemed 
somehow antithetical to the individualistic, socially 
progressive mentality that pervades the art world, 
an antithesis apparently confirmed by the virulent 
"culture wars" between artists and Christian funda­
mentalists. Polemical language aside, few art 
worlders would disagree with the dichotomy 
assumed by Pat Buchanan when he railed against 
the "nihilist, existential, relativist, secular humanist 
culture" and opposed "those who believe in absolute 
values such as God and beauty" to "those who 
believe in existential humanism."1 

So what are we to do about the fact that so many 
of the political and religious right's favorite examples 
of "secular humanist culture" were raised as 
Catholics? Andres Serrano, Robert Mapplethorpe, 
Karen Finley and David Wojnarowicz, all vilified in 
public controversies initiated by right-wing politi­
cians, come from Catholic backgrounds. Of course, 
what distressed the self-appointed guardians of 
American morality was not these artists' Catholicism 
per se, but their focus (inspired or reinforced, it will 
be argued here, by that religious background) on the 
body and its processes, on sexuality, carnal desire, 
transgression and death. If one casts a wider net, 
beyond those who have been demonized by the 
Christian right, it turns out that quite a few other 
artists of similar sensibility share a Catholic or partly 
Catholic background, including Mike Kelley, Kiki 
Smith, Janine Antoni and Joel-Peter Witkin. 

ls there something about the Catholic perspective 
that pushes certain artists toward the corporeal and 
the transgressive? And if so, does that fact cast a dif­
ferent light on the culture wars? What would happen 
if the battle were redefined not as a standoff between 
believers and atheists, but between a Protestant, 
puritanically inclined fundamentalism and a more 
sensual and complex Roman Catholic-based culture? 

A stress on the physical body has long been a 
key element in Catholicism. While Protestants 
view the kingdoms of God and Man as essential­
ly separate, Catholicism stresses the continuity 
of the divine and the human.2 All the major mys­
ter ies of Cathol ic ism-the  Immaculate 
Conception, the Crucifixion and Resurrection, the 
Transubstantiation of the Host into the Body of 
Christ, the Ascension and the Assumption of the 
Virgin Mary-emphasize the role of the human body 
as vesse.l of divine spirit.3 In his famous study of the
sexuality of Christ, Leo Steinberg recognized a con­
nection between Catholic doctrine and the focus on 
the physical body of Christ in Renaissance represen­
tations of the Madonna and Child. Steinberg argued 
that the many images of the Vtrgin Mary pointing to 
or otherwise emphasizing her child's penis were 
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intended to stress the Catholic doctrine of the 
humanity of Christ.4 Given this history, it's no won­
der that art made to convey Catholic doctrine should 
represent the human body with such explicit physi­
cality; and it's no wonder that such physicality has 
served as a source of inspiration for many contempo­
rary artists. 

This article will examine how the residue of a 
Catholic upbringing influences the work of four high­
ly visible contemporary artists: Andres Serrano, Kilci 
Smith, Joel-Peter Witkin and the late Robert 
Mapplethorpe. It ,viii a.lso suggest that such new 
interpretations have implications for current political 
debates over religion's place in An1erican society. 
None of the artists under review are ( or, in the case 
of Mapplethorpe, were) practicing Catholics. 
l.nstead, Catholicism pervades their work as a more­
or-less-conscious undercurrent. Frequently it
emerges in a mixture of the sacred and profane
which may appear as blasphemy or sacrilege to fun.
damentalist viewers.

The Catholic question haunts writing about 
Mapplethorpe. But although commentators have 

long acknowledged that the artist's Catholic back­
ground is important to an understanding of his work 
(Mapplethorpe's parents were church-going 
Catholics, and religion classes played an important 
role in his upbringing), they seem unable to pinpoint 
exactly why that might be so. The rutist himself was 
not terribly fortl1coming on the subject, though in a 
1988 interview with Janet Kardon he acknowledged 
the formal impact of Catholicism on his work: "I 
think ... that being Catholic is manifest in a cer­
tain symmetry and approach. I like the form of a 
cross, l like its proportions. I arrange things in a 
Catholic way. But I think it's more subconscious at 
this point. "5 In the same catalogue, Kardon argues 
that Mapplethorpe's flower photographs offer the 
greatest evidence of his Catholic background. 
"Because (Mapplethorpe's] flowers are presented in a 
state of absolute perfection," Kardon writes, "they 
suggest a realm more sacred than profane. These 
blossoms seem to emerge from a rarefied atmosphere 
in which Nature, like Heaven, is in array."6 The quest
for perfection Kardon perceives in the flower pho­
tographs is also visible in many of Mapplethorpe's 
figure studies in which he seems to promise his sub­
jects (Lisa Lyon, Thomas, Ken) a kind of 
photographic immortality through images that 
emphasize the magnificent perfection of their bodies, 
which he lights and poses like pieces of classical stat­
uary. Later, their bodies will decay, but these glossy 
prints have preserved them in a modern version of 
eternal life. 

In his interpretation of Mapplethorpe's Catholicism 
in 1'lie invisible Dragon: Four Essays on Beauty, 
Dave Hickey seems closer to the mark when he sug-

gests that Mapplethorpe's "X Portfolio" (1978) 
demands of the viewer an "aesthetic submission" anal­
ogous to sexual and spiritual submission.1 Arthur 
Danto, in his 1995 study of Mapplethorpe, finds 
Catholic content, as well as form, in one of 
Mapplethorpe's most notorious photographs. Danto 
analyzes the infamous image of Jim and Tom, 
Sausalito (1977), a triptych depicting one man urinat­
ing into another man's mouth, in terms of the Baroque 
theme of "R-0man Charity" in which a daughter gives 
her breast to her shackled father so that he will not 
starve. Despite the initial incongruity of the two 
themes, Danto's comparison allows us see how the 
daughter/fatl1er pairing of "Roman Charity," a scenario 
not without its share of transgression, is strangely 
refracted in Mapplethorpe's tableau of unorthodox sex­
ual pleasure. Danto strengthens the argument for 
linking Mapplethorpe's work t.o the history of religious 
art by noting how the triptych format in this photo­
graph recalls traditional altarpieces. He also points to 
the near Baroque theatricality of the light in which Jim 
and Tom, Sausolilo has been shot.8 

Both Hickey and Danto have seized on important 
pieces of the puzzle but, u.ltimately, such formal and 
iconographical interpretations alone do not fully 
explain the impact of Catholicism on Mapplethorpe's 
art. Danto points beyond iconography when he 
reminds us that on being asked what was sacred to 
him, Mapplethorpe once replied, "sex," an answer 
which Danto insists must be taken completely seri­
ously. 9 He's right: sexuality was so sacred to 
Mapplethorpe that he allowed it to subsume his rep­
utation, his art, his life. And here we arrive at the 
radical collapse of the spiritual and corporeal realms 
that is the ecstatic essence of Mapplethorpe's work. 

This collapse deserves the label "radical" because 
it exhibits a brand of ecstasy that runs counter to so 
much in American spiritual life. A number of factors 
have tended to undermine our recognition of the 
ecstatic side of religion. These include America's 
Puritan heritage, with its focus on self-control and 
self-denial; the persistence of utopian ideals which 
"rationalize" religious life by locating the extremes of 
good and evil outside the ordinary human condition; 
and the secularization of daily life. Despite some 
notable exceptions ranging from Southern Baptists 
to Hasidic Jews, American religious practitioners 
tend to shy away from the release of intense emo­
tions. Nor do they seek the dissolution of individual 
consciousness into a larger oneness with God, 
nature or the universe. What America, at least funda­
mentalist America, finds impossible to tolerate in 
Mapplethorpe's work is not just his celebration of 
sexual practices which embrace physical pain, sub­
mission and degradation, but the state of 
quasi-religious ecstasy that his subjects appear to 
thereby achieve. 

From this point of view, the emphasis in 
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Serran.o: The Church (Soeor Jeanne Myriam, Paris), 
1991, Cibachrome print mounted on Plexiglas, 
60 by 49 ½ inches. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery. 

"The Morgue" (1992). These extreme close-up frag­
mentary views of the corpses of people laid low by 
such grim ends as drowning, rat poison, gunshots 
and AIDS, are infused with a gorgeous luminosity. 
Many evoke religious paintings of the Renaissance, 
and all the images radiate a beauty that may have 
eluded their owners in life. "I never saw the bodies as 
cadavers or corpses," Serrano says. "I called them 
my models, my subjects. I was interested in the way 
they still had a human presence, that something of 
their soul was still intact." 

While it is impossible to deny the eleme11t o f  
provocation in Serrano's choice o f  subjects, the 
power of his work derives largely from his ability to 
take the basest of subjects-body fluids, abandoned 
corpses, Klansmen, homeless people--and enact an 
esthetic transformation which lifts them into the 
realm of spirit. 

W
hile Serrano, having left behind the anger of 
his early work, seems to have made peace 

with his Catholic heritage, Joel-Peter Witkin mounts 
a rad.ical challenge to the Christian belief in resur­
rection and an afterlife, bespeaking a spiritual 
despair. The child of an orthodox Jewish father and a 
Catholic mother, Witkin was raised as a Catholic 
(although he has retained a fascination with aspects 
of Jewish mysticism). Witkin has been extremely vol­
uble about the influence of Catholicism on his work. 
His master's thesis for the University of New Mexico, 
completed in 1976 and reprinted in the catalogue for 
his 1995-96 retrospective (seen in Italy at the 
Castello di Rivoli, Turin, and in this country at the 
Guggenheim Museum), is titled "Revolt Against the 
Mystical." It chronicles Witkin's desire to "bring God 
down to earth" by creating photographic images that 
make the invisible visible.11 

Unlike Mapplethorpe, who sought to capture an 
eternally frozen perfection through photography, 

Witkin uses the camera to enthusiastically depict the 
deformities and inevitable decay of the physical body. 
Instead of flawless physiques, he prefers models who 
are deformed, maimed, tattooed, obese, insane. He is 
particularly fond of bodies which suggest dual 
realms-hermaphrodites, Siamese twins, fetuses, 
corpses. Witkin's work stakes out the threshold 
between life and death, which for a Catholic believer 
provides the ultimate border between the human and 
the divine. 

From a Catholic perspective, there is almost too 
much material in Witkin's oeuvre. An early series 
from 1974 carried the title "Contemporary Images of 
Christ" ( one of the photos addressed the theme of 
"Christ Mocked" through a Christ-like figure wearing 
World War 11 kamikaze goggles and women's high 
heels), and Witkin has frequently based works on 
Christian iconography, albeit bizarrely transformed. 
In one photograph, a crucified nude man, masked 
and pierced with what appear to be threads, is 
flanked by two smaller crucifixes suspending the 
bodies of dead rhesus monkeys, tattooed for labora­
tory experiments. The work is entitled Penitente, 
New Mexico (1982), an allusion to the New Mexico 
sect which every Easter reenacts Christ's flagellation 
and crucifixion. Another work, which shows a man's 
severed head on a plate, refers unmistakably to the 
martyrdom of John the Baptist, while an image 
depicting a hooded nude woman surrounded by tor­
tu re devices is titled Choice of Outfits for the 

Agoni.es of Mary, SanPrancisco (1984). 
Yet for all its profusion, such iconographical evi­

dence does not firmly establish Witkin's interest in 
Catholic themes-the images could be seen as a 
subset of his larger interest in re-creating motifs 
from Western art history, as in his hermaphroditic 
version of Botticelli's The Birth of Venus. Instead, 
the key to Witkin's despairing, pessimistic 
Catholicism seems to lie in the ambiguous course of 
his search for the sacred. In his 1976 thesis, he tells 

Serra.no: The Morgue (Gun Murder), 1992, 
Cibachrome print mounted on. Plexiglas, 

how, at age 17, he sought out a rabbi who was report­
ed to have seen God. In what would prove the first in 
a series of failed efforts to make direct contact with 
God, Witkin found only "a tired, sleepy, little old man 
sitting in a corner of a large dusty study."12 

The black humor which runs through Witkin's 
work is an expression of the artist's rage at God, who 
not only refuses to show himself but dispenses death 
and defonnity among mankind. In his master's the­
sis, Witkin alluded to his feelings toward God-a 
"love-hate would manifest itself in all the visual work 
I would create."13 By reveling in the monstrous and 
repulsive, Witkin mocks God's supposed mercy and 
challenges the promise of universal redemption. 

W
omen who partake of a Catholic sensibility
often seem to approach Catholicism in a very 

different way from men. The sources of such differ­
ences have been elucidated by historian Caroline 
Walker Bynam, who holds that the Western associa­
tion of woman with flesh and man with mind or 
spirit, equations whose vestiges continue to haunt us 
today, was tempered in medieval Catholicism by an 
identification of woman with the body or humanity of 
Christ. Bynam offers this symbolic identification as 
one reason women were more susceptible to mysti­
cal visions. 14 She also cites the connection of women 
and Christ's body in explaining medieval 
Catholicism's hospitality to religiously inclined 
women. This corporeal symbolism is especially strik­
ing when compared with later, Protestant versions of 
Christianity which relegated the human body unam­
biguously to the realm of base matter, carnality and 
sin. 

For certain contemporary women artists, 
Catholicism's vision of continuity between the corpo­
real and the divine seems to offer an alternative to 
'70s-style feminism with its insistence on what now 
seems a false dichotomy between female and male, 
body and mind, nature and culture. The legacy of 

49¼ by 60 inches. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery. 
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Witkin: Head of a Dead Man, Mexico, 1990, gelatin silver print with 
em:a.ustic, 25½ by 32½ [nches. © Joel-Peter Wilkin, courtesy 
PaceWildensteinMacGiU, New l'ork, and Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco. 

While Smith feels deeply con­
nected to Christian symbology, 
she also shares her mother's ecu­
menism and willingly draws 
imagery from other belief systems 
into her pantheon. Thus, her 
Fawbush "chapel" show also 
included figures drawn from 
European folklore, Classical myth 
and the Old Testament. For 
Smith, these forms, which includ­
ed an assortment of faeries, the 
Greek nymph Daphne and Lot's 
Wife, embodied different kinds 
of "female God attributes." 
Appropriately, she found a differ­
ent material for each sculpture: 
the Faeries were small winged 
figures of tin, the plaster figure of 
Daphne sprouted branches of 
blue glass, and Lot's Wife was 
made of plaster and salt. 

As in the work of the other 
artists discussed in this article, 
iconography doesn't tell the whole 
tale. Smith's Catholic roots are 
most strongly revealed not in her 

Catholicism's female mysti1:s also offers an alt.erna­
tive to more recent feminist stances which assert 
that gender is simply a construct and that represen­
tations of the female body are merely reinforcements 
of patriarchal power. Such notions dissuaded a gen­
eration of theoretically inclined women artists from 
considering the body as a �ource of knowledge and 
meaning. The work of Koo Smith provides an exam­
ple of a woman artist who has found a middle way 
between these two extremes. Not surprisingly, one of 
her sources is Catholicism. 

The daught.er of a nonpracticing Catholic father 
raised by Jesuits and a mother who converted from 
Anglicanism to Catholicism and later became 
involved with Hinduism, Smith freely admits her 
attraction to Catholic imagery . and themes. She not.es 
that many of her works draw on religious iconogra­
phy. "One reference for the body parts is the 
reliquary," she remarked in a recent interview. "And 
the fluids I refer to-blood, milk and tears-are 
made holy in Catholicism. And, of course, once I 
started making sculptures of whole bodies rather 
than just insides, my main models were dolls and 
religious statues." The impact of religious statuary 
was evident in her fall '95 show at PaceWLldensf.ein 
Gallery in New York, where one of the exhibited wall 
sculptures, a female figure with ext.ended arms, was 
based on traditional representations of Christ's 
descent from the cross. Other Catholic subjects that 
Smith has taken up ine.lude Mary Magdalene (shown 
covered with hair and attached to a chain to reflect 
her status in German art as the wild woman of early 
Ch.ristianity), the Holy Spirit rendered as a glass 
dove and the Virgin Mary. The latt.er two figured in 
her 1993 New York exhibition at Fawbush Gallery. 
Envisioning the gallery spaee as a chapel dedicated 
to the Vlfgin Mary, Smih cent.ered the show on a life­
size bronze depiction of the Virgin with her skin 
stripped away. Speaking about this ecorche figure, 
Smith says she was thinking about how Mary's role 
as a bodily vehicle for God's will essentially robs her 
of her own flesh. 

borrowings from art history, but by her attitude 
toward the body as a vessel of the soul While Smith, 
like Serrano, has made works dealing with bodily flu­
ids, she seems more int.erested in the problems of the 
flesh. Underlining this point, she observes, 
"Catholicism is a ritual religion, and as such it 
romanticizes the pain of flesh." There is a markedly 
visceral character to her late-'80s representations of 
body fragments, works which include red-soaked 
paper shells resembling flayed fragments of human 
bodies, severed hands made of latex, as well as 
bronze and ceramic replicas of internal organs 
(wombs, h<'.arts, stomachs). Despit.e the almost clini­
cal tone of such works, the delicacy with which they 
are fashioned out of diverse mat.erials precludes any 
suggestion of the medical school or the operating 
room. While insisting on the corporeal basis of our 
common humanity, Smith's sculptures are touched 
with both pathos and a peculiar allure. 

Smith also draws upon what she calls the "pagan 
side" of Catholicism: modern survivals of belief in the 
magical power of faith such as the wearing of medals 
and scapulars to ward off evil, votive candles lit for 
the dead, money left on the statues of saints as a 
plea for heavenly intercession, crutches thrown away 
at pilgrimage sites. In a sense, she sees her works as 
carriers of this kind of magical force. Just as the 
human body, fragmented or whole, is a vessel of tran­
scendental spirit, the work of art preserves the 
miracle of creativity. "I'm an idol worshiper," Smith 
says; "I believe objects hold power, that they retain 
the energy you put into making them. That's why I'm 
an artist."15 

W
hy should we care about Catholic references
or themes in the work of these four artists? 

There are several reasons to insist on its significance. 
First of all, it helps us understand why works lik'C Piss 
Christ and the "X Portfolio" were considered so 
intla.mrnatory. In Catholicism, the continuum between 
body and soul, earth and heaven, human and divine, 
suggests an L11evitable corollary-a link between the 

Is there something about 

the Catholic perspective 

that pushes certain artists 

toward the corporeal and 

the transgressive? And if 

so, does this fact cast 
a different light on 

the culture wars? 

sacred and profane. Earthly pleasures may be man's 
downfall, but they also allow glimpses of heavenly 
ecstasy. Although by no means the exclusive domain 
of Catholics, such themes as the extremes of human 
sexual expression, the horrors of decaying flesh and 
death, and the forthright depiction of the body's 
excretions and physical processes are especially weU­
suit.ed to the Catholic imagination. This is not to deny 
the social and political conservativism of the Catholic 
Church as an institution or its stand against abortion 
and homosexuality, as well as pre· and extramarital 
sex. The point, rather, is that Catholicism encourages 
a multilayered view of the world, a view that tends to 
persist even if an individual has discarded the 
Church's orthodox doctrine. 

Smith: Mary Magdalene, 1994, 
cast silicone bronze and forged steel, 
60 by 20½ by 21 ¼ inches. 
Courtesy PaceWildew,tein Gallery. 
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