Can You See Me Now - 

We are evolving landscapes…[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Quote from Bernie Masterson in an Arena Interview ‘Drawing on the Body’ (22-04-2010)
‘The ageing process is an unavoidable part of any life cycle’ quote Dr Maeve O’Regan in catalogue; 2010 Drawing on the Body
See  extensive interview  between Helen O’Donoghue and Bernie Masterson 2021
https://institutomesa.org/revistamesa/edicoes/6/portfolio/bernie-masterson-helen-odonoghue/?lang=en
See contextual text 2021
https://institutomesa.org/revistamesa/edicoes/6/portfolio/helen-odonoghue/?lang=en
For more detailed information on Bernie Masterson’s work 
Visit her website-https://berniemasterson.com/

] 

 

I grow old ... I grow old ...
I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled.

Shall I part my hair behind?   Do I dare to eat a peach?
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.
I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.

I do not think that they will sing to me…

When watching Bernie Masterson’s latest video work, these lines from ‘The Love Song of J.Alfred Prufrock’ by T.S Eliot run through my head. I recall learning this poem in 6th year in English class for my Leaving Certificate and I loved the rhythm of the words as they poured across the page and into my consciousnessand it has stayed with me ever since.
I loved the visuals that were evoked by the words and the metaphors describing the passage of time. 
It has come back to me as I begin to reflect on Bernie’s latest artwork -Can You See Me Now and seems fitting to use it as a springboard as I write this short response… 
Growing old, like the tides, creeps up on you. The ebb and flow of the sea as waves come closer on each rhythmic movement, then recceeds …leaving its trace on the sand …

Is a person’s lifetime like this, I wonder, and what are the traces that are left on the surface that are
markings of our interior world?


This new artwork asks us to pause and look, very intimately at two people, a male and a female, (both strangers to this writer) as they fix you with their stare, reminiscent of the childhood game- Peek A Boo.
The soundtrack creates its own resonance, building slowly, fading in and out, a soundscape that is an unsettling accompaniment to the visuals. Its composer, Karen Power, creates her powerful sonic landscapes from a mix of found sounds, redefining the traditional musical score to create an atmospheric soundtrack to Bernie’s visuals. She described this as ‘The composition uses an array of recorded body sounds as its starting point. From there, it expands and connects with a variety of less obvious real and living everyday sounds that I feel offer depth, texture and tones to the on-screen bodies. The sound aims to offer an array of positions, from which to experience this whole work.’
Can You See Me Now continues Bernie’s exploration with film as begun in 2020 with Flight. Her film making is deeply informed by her ongoing parallel practice as a landscape painter. She has referenced  the classic painters, Rembrandt, Rubens, Vermeer and Caravaggio, and their studies of the human condition through both self-portraiture and portraits of their sitters as influences, while her cinematic influences include David Lynch’s soundscapes and, Derek Jarman. 
As in Flight, we are confronted with a very intimate viewpoint of the ‘sitter’ framed very tightly and with minimal movement of the camera lens.  It could be a mirror reflecting back at us the viewer.   This brings to mind Bernie's longstanding work when teaching, using self-portraits as a medium to explore identity.  As with Flight she has filmed with minimal camera movement. She previously stated that  ‘… I didn’t want to distract from the stillness…I wanted to capture the vulnerability by focusing so closely.’ She positions her current practice as collaborative, and she has developed this over the last few years with various artists and most predominantly the poet and writer Máighréad Medbh.  The collaboration on this occasion is with the two sitters and the composer, Karen Power.
Can You See me Now had its genesis in her seminal project in 2010, that emerged from the very intimate caring of her dying mother. 
Bernie said of this process at that time-
	‘For years I kept my own needs as an artist separate. But a change has happened, unwittingly, in recent years, I took time out to care for my mother in her later years. This led to a collaborative project between my mother and me, called Drawing on the Body, presented by Tallaght Community Arts and shown in Rua Red in 2010. It was a very emotional experience.’

Bernie was caring for her mother in the last few months of her life and with her permission made a series of drawings of the surface of her mother’s skin… as she did this, they discussed the scars, etc and what had in her mother’s lifetime caused them to be imprinted on her skin… birthing, surgeries, falls as a child… hidden emotional traumas that leave their mark…

This current work is an evolution of that process.

Underlying this ongoing work is her exploration of the complexity of identity.

She stated in 2010 that  …’ identity has always featured in a variety of ways, from cultural and national identity, to personal identity such as my project Drawing on the Body exploring the relationship of mother and daughter. We are not just one identity and exploring that offers many insights in to the human condition and the evolving self.  My current work is also about exploring identity, but in this case, it is about not letting one identity define us.’
Can You See Me Now? turns its gaze towards identity in later life and as Dr Maeve O’Regan said in her Drawing on the Body catalogue essay in 2010, ‘The ageing process is an unavoidable part of any life cycle.’ Can You See me Now? …is at times a disquieting experience and the viewer is placed in the intimate space of unnaturally close proximity to the two subjects asking the viewer (or is it wider society?) to make visible the invisible and to maintain respect for our evolving identities as we age.  

Returning to TS Eliot and the refrain in The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock 

‘...there will be time…Time for you and time for me,’


Artists have always called our attention to the existential questions in life and with this work, Bernie Masterson continues to draw our attention to their importance stating that 

‘... the work does not remain in absence. It insists on visibility, on a presence that will not be diminished, absorbed, or made to conform. In its unfolding, it becomes a gesture of liberation: a celebration of individuality, resilience, and the right to be fully seen.’ Artists Statement Bealtaine commission
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