
Why Paint Landscapes? 

 

The intangible quality that people love about landscape often makes it a self-contradictory pursuit.  

Successful landscape painting is less about pictorial representation and more about a process of 

translation through the poetic language of paint.  Bernie Masterson’s gift is fluency in this language.  

The key to her fluency is a skilled handling of the medium tempered by restraint and control which 

allows her to render the essence rather than the detail of Irish landscape.  Nothing of value is lost in 

translation. 

 

In this and previous bodies of work Masterson’s landscapes are unmistakably Irish and often 

recognisable for their locations in Wicklow and Kerry. In them she has demonstrated a sophisticated 

and confident manipulation of paint that is vital and poetic yet deferential to the intrinsic beauty of the 

subject.  Her use of colour – ochres, umbers, greens, soft purple, pink, cream and oatmeal is sensitive 

without sentimentality and is redolent of the earth, grass, heather and foliage that we are familiar with. 

Most importantly her fluid mark making – scrawls, daubs, and swishes bring to life a kind of 

resolution that holds on to the spirit of a place - it’s smell, humidity, temperature and light - in ways 

that is felt more than is recognisable pictorially. Unlike other landscape painters whose interpretation 

of the landscape changes it into an ‘entity’ of painting, Masterson creates images that convey the 

subtle aspects of the landscape through paint. 

 

Weather, is a new departure in Masterson’s work. She has supressed her confidence with paint in 

order to resolve different and new challenges  – scale, drama and narrative. In these works her unique 

facility for expressive mark making is camouflaged in favour of pictorial realism.  While retaining 

sensuality they have a compelling cinematic quality that changes the focus of what the landscape 

means to her, to us and why she has painted it.  In previous work the viewer is huddled down into a 

rolling landscape, embedded in the textures and scents of heather, grass, earth and bog. The images 

are framed in square supports and the foreground feels close, intimate and familiar as multiple horizon 

lines unfold gently into the distance. In Weather the viewer is standing upright facing a low lying 

horizon surrounded by vast tracts of land under a colossal sky. A new dynamic is established. 

 

In her personal notes to this new work, Masterson describes as her objective  to ‘poeticise’ the 

landscape in much the same way as early19th century artists such as Turner, Jacob Ruisdael and John 

Constable did, who in her words  ‘made wild nature acceptable as a subject matter in its own right’. !!

Their sometimes unorthodox approaches could be likened to cinematographers who used paint as their 

film stock, seeking to capture a kind of  mobile realism rather than the established pictorial one. It was 

about representing the recripricol relationship between man and nature. In a similar way Masterson is 

seeking to represent the living and consequential relationship between weather, landscape and 



humanity and how landscape is bound up and implicated in the social condition of man.  This has 

particular resonance in Ireland where land has a cultural significance that is imprinted in the minds of 

generations, shaped by taught and spoken histories of  plantations and disspossesion, famine, 

nationalism and now, previously unspoken horrors. Masterson describes landscape as being ‘layered 

with time, place and memory’ and speaks of ‘something intrinsic between the Irish and the weather’.  

It seems for Masterson, in those skies, along those distant horizons and in the shadows of trees and 

ditches an unfathomable Irishness has been moulded.  

 

When seen in reproduction these paintings appear  vast and panoramic. Up close they emphasise 

Masterson’s finesse for restraint, are painterly yet understated.  The rectangular format expands the 

potential of composition from domestic to sublime. By widening the horizon and moving it lower the 

depth of field changes and the supremacy and autonomy of the landscape emerges. Paintings such as 

Distant Hail Shower, Sudden Downpour, Creeping Fog and Low Cloud depict the mercurial nature of 

Irish weather and evidence an accomplished ability by Masterson to render illusion without losing the 

emotion that underpins her impulse to paint.  In Sudden Downpour, Masterson gracefully translates 

the scale and volume of the sky and the weight and density of a dark cloud rolling across a summer 

landscape.   In Creeping Fog and Low Cloud she captures the uniquely Irish phenomenom of weather 

as a rapidly unfolding spectacle so close as to be able to reach out and touch it.  The three dimensional 

quality is uncanny and a considerable technical acheivement that she embeds inperceptibly without 

fuss. Flood Fields depicts townlands around the Shannon devastated by rising water levels and 

climate change.  Relentless and unforgiving a dense white sky falls low and bleaches out a distant 

horizon of trees.  It is a beautiful painting that manages with intelligence and tact to indicate human 

culpability in the deteriorating cadence between man and nature.  

 

Evening Sunset is an iconic and utterly recognisable image of the end of the day in late Summer or 

early Autumn. Like all Irish sunsets it looks to the west, and in doing so triggers an involuntary 

emotional acknowledgement of something inexplicable - a non-verbal internal Irish sensibility.  

Perhaps more than any other place in the world, Irish landscape is a repository of history and heritage 

that runs deep and belongs to everyone and no one.  It can be melancholic, ethereal, dark and 

witholding, magical and beautiful. Evening Sunset and other paintings in this show invoke most 

vividly how we recognise it.  They remind us of the origins of Bealtaine, Lunasa and Samhain, when 

pagan ritual defined existence through the rhythm of the land and cycle of seasons.  As we Irish 

question ourselves and the profound changes that have altered the fundamental social, economic and 

cultural integrity of who and what we are, perhaps now more than ever, is the time to paint 

landscapes. 
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