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The exhibition is about masks and how we wear masks for different purposes in different situations. The artist Gillian Wearing says we are all wearing masks. For her, masking is a performance allowing us to be a more confident version of yourself (Dinsdale, 2021). Similarly, Surrealist writer and photographer Claude Cahun wrote; “Under this mask, another mask”, challenging the idea of a fixed identity and authenticity (Johnson, 2015).

According to research (Ekman & Friesen, 2003; Feder, 2021; Marschall, 2022) people mask to fit it in.  This is particularly prevalent amongst people who are disabled or neurodivergent. “Masking refers to when an individual hides or suppresses symptoms, behaviours, or difficulties they are experiencing.  While it can happen intentionally, it often occurs unconsciously over time as an individual receives negative feedback for their authentic presentation” (Marschall, 2022). As well as masking neurodivergent behaviour there are various other reasons for masking, such as pretending to be okay when they are not or being in poverty but ‘putting on a face’ to hide their struggles.  There is a general stigma in society against people who are struggling or are different (Marschall, 2022).

The exhibition will acknowledge that masking is something that has affected everyone at one time or another, but it will focus on the difficulties of everyday masking as experienced by people who are neurodivergent, disabled or have mental health difficulties. The exhibition will focus on masking and performance by artists with different backgrounds and cultures. The purpose is to address the idea of social masking, which will be discussed as part of the exhibition. Masking and wearing a physical mask are similar, as both involve performance, hiding who you are or becoming a difference person. The main difference between the two is that physical masks can be worn for safety, fashion, art, hiding, disguise, or heath.  Whereas masking is hiding, fitting in, performing, confirming to peer pressure, or to manage mental health.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300757]Figure 1: Advertising poster for the exhibition


We normalise masking in society.  Historically, people have masked their indicators of autism, ADHD, reading difficulties, hearing difficulties, pain, emotions, poverty, sexuality, gender identity and even race in some cases (Feder, 2021). Although, there is far more acceptance today, and people are more open about their sexuality, disability or mental health than before, there are still expectations to fit in, there is still a lot of sigma and only certain portions of society are accepting of difference. This is why this exhibition is important as it exposes the difficulties that some people face when feeling the need to hide who they are every day.  


The chosen venue for the exhibition is Volcano in Swansea.  This is a spacious, ground-floor area with accessible access.  Due to the topic of masking, the exhibition will be curated in a way that is accessible to account for different abilities, sensory issues, anxiety and other concerns that people may have about going to a gallery.  In his book, Lefebvre bridges the gap between the mental space and the physical space, which is similar to the goal of this exhibition. The mental space refers to our minds, but the intention of the exhibition is to transfer some of these thoughts into a physical space, to show that masking is something many people deal with (Lefebvre, 1994). To engage the visitor there will be information presented in text and audio, so they can choose the format that appeals to them. There will also be restricted numbers at once to avoid overwhelm, crowding, and allow visitors to view and contemplate the works at their own pace. The works will be presented around the space with enough room between to move around.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300758]Figure 2: Mock-up model of layout




As people enter the venue, they will be able to move freely around space to view the pieces they are interested in or sit on the seats to look around and absorb the atmosphere. There will be mp3 players available to give audio descriptions and commentary on all the pieces and the artists, as well as leaflets with the same information. This is so people can choose the format that is more accessible to them.  There will also be a library space at the back containing books about the artists, so people can read more about them while they are there. The books will be available in large print, braille, or as audio books.
The visitors will first see some work by Polina Osipovo, which will be scattered around the venue.  They can walk around in any direction to view what they are interested in, but the next artworks in the main area will be by Gillian Wearing. They can make their way to the back to view films on loop by Farah Al Qasimi where there are some seats for people to rest, and then continue through the venue to see gold masks by Colette Lumiere. There will also be works by Maria Ignacia Walker on plinths around the venue, and a mask by Charles J. Goodall will be in the corner.  In another area of the venue, the audience will see works by Cindy Sherman, and finally another film displayed on a screen, by Japanese artist Sin Wai Kin. 
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[bookmark: _Toc135300759]Figure 3: Floor plan


Main artists

Polina Osipovo 

Polina Osipovo is a sculptor based in Moscow who uses pearls as her medium. Her work expresses femininity and fierceness, and criticism of mass surveillance used in her country of origin (Naeem, 2023). The jewels she uses are beautiful and delicate, yet are symbolic of harshness such as blood, injury and surveillance cameras.  Using masks to critique surveillance could indicate that people are unable to be themselves when constantly being watched, so they need to hide their true self and put on an acceptable character.  These will be displayed in mannequins scattered around the venue.  
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Gillian Wearing

Gillian Wearing is an artists who uses photography, installations and videos to express how people participate in a daily performance of acting in a certain way in certain situations. “We’re all born naked, and the rest is drag” (RuPaul cited in Guggenheim Museum 2022). This means that we assimilate to our cultural or social surroundings to fit it and present themselves in a way they would like to be seen.  Wearing shows the masks we all wear, but this is often heightened for people with disabilities or mental health conditions.  

Unlike traditional masks, A lot of Wearing’s masks do not have eyes, making them appear less human.  This could imply that the authentic person has been stripped away, leaving a mask in its place. Wearing claims that “we never get to know ourselves.  We are forever changing and contradicting ourselves.  We’re always evolving… Behind this mask, another mask” (cited in Howgate, 2017).  These will be displayed as photographs on the wall when entering the venue.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300761]Figure 5: Gillian Wearing: Me as mask, (2013)




Farah Al Qasimi 

Farah Al Qasimi uses vivid photography and video to explore identity and representation.  A lot of her work shows the balance of power and vulnerability.  Her work is important for this exhibition because she uses her cultural identity as a mask to hide behind (Mille, 2019)

Growing up in the United Arab Emirates and then in America, she experienced masking to fit into her American environment and masking to keep her Arab parents happy (Mille, 2019). She comments on how she constantly feels that she is being watched, by her family and by the government.  This implied presence of others alters how she behaves, acting in the way she feel she is supposed to in each moment. 

The still below from her video ‘How I learned to Stop Worrying and Love My Room’ shows common objects in a typical teenager’s bedroom. In the video, she lists her complaints with the world she is living in, where she is watched and monitored and trying to please everyone.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300762]Figure 6: Farah Al Qasimi, film still

Maria Ignacia Walker

Maria Ignacia Walker is a jeweller and artist whose fascination with the human body led her to create wearable masks from human hair. This exhibition will show works from 2020 series ‘All About Time’.  This series consists of a mask and bodysuit from brown hair woven from different doners. The artwork is about self-exploration (Naeem, 2023).  It could be argued that as masks are included, part of who she is hides behind a mask, or that a mask forms part of her identity.  This resonates with many people who mask socially.    

Maria Ignacia Walker created these pieces during the Covid lockdown of 2020.  Her work is intended to show how in troubling times, “we create new shelters for ourselves” (Walker cited in Naeem, 2023). She goes onto say how her hair masks were designed to “create the strongest of shields, a mantle that will allow me to save myself from the inside” (Walker cited in Naeem, 2023). Her work will be displayed on plinths around the main area of the venue.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300763]Figure 7: Maria Ignacia Walker, Woven Hair (2020)
Cindy Sherman 

Cindy Sherman uses performance and photography to play with identity.  Through wigs, make-up, prosthetics, clothing and poses, she pretends to be someone else, putting on different personas. 

Moorhouse describes persona as “a mask used by a player, one who plays a part, character acted” (ND) This links in with the ideas of masking, as masking involves putting on a persona in order to fit in. 
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[bookmark: _Toc135300764]Figure 8: Cindy Sherman, Untitled 479 ( 1975)


Sherman plays around with shooting photographs as if they were 1950s film stills, capturing single moments.  This mimicking of other people is done in Sherman’s case as an art form that comments on the male gaze of women, but it resonates with people who feel the need to mask in society as mimicking is one way that some people mask. Many people who see themselves as different also feel on show.  Sherman putting herself on show speaks to this aspect of difference.  
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[bookmark: _Toc135300765]Figure 9:Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still 56 (1980)




Her later work addresses the difficulty that women face when they get older and their looks no longer confirm to societal expectations.  This again resonates with people who mask as they do so to conform and be accepted.
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[bookmark: _Toc135300766]Figure 10: Cindy Sherman, Untitled 466 (2008)


Other Artists
Other artists used in the exhibition include Colette Lumiere, Sin Wai Kin, and Charles J. Goodall. 
Colette Lumiere is included as an example of using decorative masks to reinvent oneself.   

There will be a video by Sin Wai Kin called ‘The story changes the body changes (repeating)’.  In the video, the artist uses face paint to create different two different characters called ‘The Storyteller’ and ‘Change’. The video explores the idea that fantasy can manifest new realities.  This resonates with the ‘fake it till you make it’ adage. Even though this is not seen as a healthy way of coping, a lot of neurodivergent people pretend to be a certain way until it is no longer pretend, such as being confident at public speaking (Russo, 2018).

There will also be a mask in display by Charles J. Goodall. This piece was one of many created during lockdown in 2020 as part of his ‘Moving Face’ project.  He made a new mask every day as a way of expressing the impermanence of our identities.  This hints at the idea of identity being changed though wearing a certain mask.  This can be seen as physical representation of masking, where the person masking has a fluid identity to fit into their social situation.  




[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc135300767]Figure 11: Colette Lumiere “The Woman With the Golden Mask” Series/Berlin (2015-2017)
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[bookmark: _Toc135300768]Figure 12: Sin Wai Kin, film still
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[bookmark: _Toc135300769]Figure 13: Charles J. Goodall, Mask 365 (2020)

The pieces chosen for this exhibition use masks to show how people perform, hide and pretend in order to fit in or become someone else.  The images below show how the exhibition will look within the space. 
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[bookmark: _Toc135300777]Figure 21: Second film screening
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