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Dear Reader, I confess that I am unable to consider Natalie Sirett ’s work objectively. 

For I have known her almost as long as I have known myself – in fact, since before I 

knew myself, for the artist played a major role in my own self -realisation. We attend-

ed the same school and studied Fine Art in the same year, at the same university. 

You could say we grew up together and have weathered our respective existential 

crises in tandem; we have travelled an intense journey. I see this excursion and all its 

delights and perils in Cautionary Tales.  
 

Although this is not my own work, I cannot extract myself from it or her interpreta-

tions of a very personal narrative. Not only this, but the body of work she presents 

here, represents the narratives of all of us. Her interpretations, like carefully crafted 

dissections, pick over the bones and marrow of Every Body. They are beautiful, they 

are painful, they are messy, they are true. They are autopsies of tales told and be-

l ieved and lived for centuries. Tales we still re -enact day after day, now after now, 

after now. They are the fabric of our lives; the synapses of our psyche; the finely knit 

net of our cultural DNA. We are compelled to keep living them, as if, despite all our  



PERSEPHONE,   
BARTERED BRIDE, 

intellectual sophistication, we are still under a spell more powerful than any 

knowledge or understanding.  
 

In Cautionary Tales, unlike the Disney versions of fairytales we ’ve known and loved 

for their smoothed-out imperfections, block colours and lack of chiaroscuro, we do 

not see happy endings. We are not even sure happy endings exist and, if they do, at 

what price? There is no certainty that good overcomes evil.  
 

Perhaps, like the protagonists of Sirett ’s narratives, we are framed, perpetually, in the 

centre of our own story. This is our present. We are fixed in the now, trapped in the 

boney thorns, backed by a wall of knotted string, or hidden and revealed by lace that 

prickles and stifles. Yet Sirett ’s works are not merely stage-sets for the characters 

with which we identify; these are the fabric of which the characters are a part: the 

pattern in each case is the web of their story, their time, their programming, their 

fate. The individual and the space they inhabit are knitted together in her paintings.  



 ‘….The front pattern does move – and no wonder! The 

woman behind shakes it…  

 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women be-

hind, and sometimes only one, and she crawls around 

fast, and her crawling shakes it all over. ‘ 

 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, THE YELLOW WALLPAPER, (1892)  

We too feel enmeshed - by our lives, beliefs, values and responsibilities. Where did 

these come from? Our time and our situation, our mental and physical state, all that 

is behind us, and all that is ahead of us, is caught in the moment. Like the narrator of 

Charlotte Gilman ’s tale of deepening mental distress, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper ’, we are 

all, at some level, the prisoner of our gender, of our time. According to Clarissa 

Pinkola Estes, in Women Who Run With The Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild 

Woman Archetype , (1992), “This explosive psychological 'sneaking' occurs when a 

woman suppresses large parts of self into the shadows of the psyche ”. Sometimes we 

are in the foreground of our own story. Sometimes we are creeping about in the 

background, navigating twists and turns, the complexities of our own unraveling:  

CHILD BRIDE (detail) 



Sirett offers insight into her work,  “My practice explores the tales we tell, to ourselves 

and to each other; those stories embedded deep within our culture that reveal so 

much about what it is to be human. I am intrigued by feminine icons from the mon-

strous Medusa to Cinderella and Barbie, using the narratives and iconography of 

these notorious females to reflect on a woman's place in the modern world;  a drag-

king bride distancing herself from her femininity while the drag -queen seeks to em-

body his… 

 

The iconicised (my word) are, of course, invoked for a reason. More often than not, 

the implicit moral judgements within their tales just constrain us and this constraint is 

not accidental. There are enormous social pressures on women to embody a feminine 

ideal and so many suffer in the pursuit of this impossible standard. Journalist and au-

thor Laurie Penny expresses the snares of perfectionism with devastating accuracy:       

         

In some ways we cannot extricate ourselves from our storylines. Just as sure as  

Persephone ’s hair draws her to the heavens, our blood on the key to the truth betrays 

our will, our curiosity, our independence, our desire to be free. There is no escape. Is 

there hope? We shall see.  

‘Being a good girl, a perfect girl, can kill you fast or it can 

kill you slow, flattening everything precious inside you, the 

best dreams of your one life into drab homogeneity, ’   

 

Laurie Penny, UNSPEAKABLE THINGS, (2014)  

There is a connection in my practice to traditional icon painting. I work towards a 

place where object and meaning, substance and symbol, unite. My interest in the 

symbolic qualities of materials leads me to incorporate metal leaf and clay relief into 

painted works. At times, I tell my tales across series' of two -dimensional images, at 

others, I make them around and within my signature ‘Story Boxes ’ .”   

         Natalie Sirett, (2017)  



FITTING, 

Some Fairy-tale sisters and Other Brides are portrayed as if looking in a mirror, their 

faces passive, expressionless as if resigned to their respective fates, presented as their 

current and perpetual condition. However, there is also a proactive girl in blue and 

white who inhabits and energises the Scenes from Cinderella series. This Cinders lives 

in a version of the tale we are rarely told and here the artist gives us back our faith in 

the possibility of all that is good: birds help Cinders with grueling and pointless tasks 

set by her step-sisters; the humble hazel branch that Cinders plants on her mother ’s 

grave, grows into a wishing tree, like an open heart, providing what the heroine needs 

to find herself and her happiness.                                                                                         

There is something quite terrifying within the delicacy and the detail of Sirett ’s visions.  

Danger lurks in the atmosphere. Her protagonists are caught in the confines of their 

frame, and held there by an intricately woven web, a noose, a cage, or a trap. The terror 

of such things lies not only in their literal menace, but also in the fact that these horrors 

are manufactured from within. We are Pandora. You are Ophelia. I am Miss Haversham, 

both hidden and revealed by the clinging skin of my decaying wedding gown, my  

evidence of loss, the proof of my rejection that I can never let go.   

ALL THE BIRDS OF THE AIR 



There is no doubt that we create our own stories, our own nightmares and, most  

crucial of all, our own truth. This, the artist knows and is bound to speak it. There ’s no 

escaping the mesh of meanings inherent in the symbolism of these works. What is a 

ribbon, becomes the thread of a story, a strand of hair, a lifeline, an umbilical cord. 

Beautiful red dancing shoes become the bloody end of a girl ’s dreams to be her  

passionate self. She is forever the lamb, slaughtered – not innocent, but seeking her 

authenticity. When a good woman dares to be, the consequences are grisly and dire.   

 

These works are both personal and universal histories of women and their place in 

their world, real and imagined. In some parts of the globe, being raped is still  

tantamount to having committed adultery. In others, FGM is a right of passage. 

Meanwhile, labiaplasty is the fastest growing trend in cosmetic surgical procedures. 

The idea of women cutting off their toes or heels, so that they can fit into their  

crystal Jimmy Choo ’s and win their prince is not only plausible, but probably  

happening somewhere not far from you. Grimm indeed. We are all little girls wanting 

to be Disney princesses - perfect people - even as we feel like ugly sisters, fair 

enough of face, perhaps, but black of heart. We are never quite good enough; we 

must be rotten inside:  

WISHING TREE 



I hear you're counting sheep again, Mary Jane  

What's the point of trying to dream any more  

I hear you're losing weight again, Mary Jane  

Do you ever wonder who you're losing it for?  

 

Alanis Morrisette, MARY JANE, from Jagged Little Pill, (1995) 

 

Lived experience has a weight and a thickness to it, and so all these works are  

loaded - materially and metaphorically - like strange contemporary icons, or  

portable altarpieces. The boxes, in particular, assume preciousness and promise 

magic. Exquisitely coloured, layered and crafted, they draw us in, entice us, as do 

jewels. They are like fetishes, suggestive of obsession, some including an  

assemblage of effigies, others suggesting the power of charms.  

CAUTIONARY TALES: BLUEBEARD’S CHAMBER  



Cautionary Tales are all self-portraits, of course. They show a woman painting her 

own mind. The sophistication of myth and legend gives way to the artist ’s deeper 

concern to tell of how things are. It is as though we are witnessing music and 

dance and performance at the front of a stage and when the curtain comes down, 

all artifice is stripped away, smoke and mirrors are revealed for what they are.  

They have substance and weight. They appear ethereal in spirit, yet have mass, a 

heaviness; referencing ghosts of the past, while firmly rooted in the now. In a way, 

these are all boxes with the potential for being Pandora ’s. We are seduced to in-

vestigate each further, not knowing whether what we will find is a scene of horror, 

remedial salvation, or unspeakable beauty. Our curiosity may be rewarded by the 

stuff of wishes, or of nightmares. Have we the key to treasures such as Plant  

Remedies and Soul Bird, or a bloody mess we can never clean away, as in  

Bluebeard ’s Chamber? Which of these dreamscapes lives within us?  

SOUL BIRD  



Earlier, I asked if there was hope. Redemption, like wickedness, comes in many guises 

and the myths and fairytales, which still bewitch us and always will, rely on the fact that 

we can never really know how a tale will end. It all depends on who is telling the story.  

When it comes to telling our own we are probably the least best placed to say. Sirett ’s 

Cautionary Tales are a reflection on the possibility that one ’s management of the jour-

ney, and not the nature of the destination, make the chapters that matter.  
 

Libby Anson 

(October 2017) 

….. You know it was white lace I was chasing 

Chasing dreams 

Mama's nylons underneath my cowgirl jeans 

She told me first you get the kisses 

And then you get the tears 

But the ceremony of the bells and lace 

Still veils this reckless fool here… 

 

Joni Mitchell, SONG FOR SHARON, Hejira, (1976) 

Pictorially, on one level, Cautionary Tales appear deceptively straightforward. However, 

their symbolism and surrealism present haunting visions of a resistance to both em-

powerment and to repression, as played out through reference to the threads of age -

old narratives, reinterpreted once more. They suggest that despite knowing the illu-

sions under which we live as women, somehow we remain drawn to play these out:  
 



OTHER BRIDES 2016/17 

1. PERSEPHONE, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cmx75cm 

2. OPHELIA, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cmx75cm 

3. BLACK MADONNA, oil & copper leaf on wood, 60cmx75cm 

4. MISS HAVERSHAM, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cmx75cm 

5. BARTERED BRIDE, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cmx75cm 

6. BERTHA ROCHESTER, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cm x 75cm 

7. DRAG KING BRIDE, oil on wood, 30cm x 30cm, 

8. DRAG QUEEN BRIDE, oil on wood, 30cm x 30cm, 

9. BARBIE BRIDE, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cm x 75cm, 

10. CHILD BRIDE, oil & gold leaf on wood, 60cm x 75cm, 

 

SCENES FROM A PRE-DISNEY CINDERELLA 2015/16 

11. HAZEL BRANCH,  oil & copper leaf on wood, 90cmx 150cm  

12. FAIR OF FACE : BLACK OF HEART,  

         oil & copper leaf on wood, 90cmx120cm  

13. WISHING TREE, oil & copper leaf on wood, 90cmx150cm  

14. ALL THE BIRDS OF THE AIR,  

          oil & copper leaf on wood, 90cm x 120cm   

15.     FITTING,  oil & copper leaf on wood, 90cmx 150cm  

 

A SERIES OF CAUTIONARY TALES  2014/15 

16. BLUEBEARD’S CHAMBER,  

         oil & gold leaf on wood, 55cmx30cmx9cm 

16. PANDORA’S BOX,  

         oil & gold leaf on wood, 55cmx30cmx9cm 

17.   THE RED SHOES,  

       oil & gold leaf on wood, 55cmx30cmx9cm 

 

FLIGHT-BOXED BIRDS 2015 

19. THE CRANE WIFE,  

         Oil on wood, 75cm x 20cm x 25cm 

20. CRANE’S NET,  

          Indian ink on Japanese paper, 50cmx70cm 

20. BOXED PELICAN,  

         oil on wood, 65cm x 40cm x 20cm, 

22. PELICAN’S NET,  

          Indian ink on Japanese paper, 50cmx70cm 

22. BOXED SWALLOW,  

         oil on wood, 23cm x 20cm x 4cm, 

24. SWALLOW’S NET,  

          Indian ink on Japanese paper, 50cmx70cm 

24. CROW’S NET,  

          Indian ink on Japanese paper, 50cmx70cm 

 

DETOXIFY ME 2013/4  

26.    THE CURE FOR MADNESS  

          mixed media on wood, 55cm x 30cm x 9cm 

27. SHOCK  

          mixed media on wood, 55cm x 30cm x 9cm 

28.    PLANT REMEDIES  

          mixed media on wood, 55cm x 30cm x 9cm 

29.     SOUL BIRD  

           mixed media on wood, 55cm x 30cm x 9cm 

 

MORE WISHES & CHARMS 2013/15 

30. LUCKY CHARMS,    

          mixed media on wood , 33cm x 46cm 

31. BROODY, 

          mixed media on wood , 33cm x 46cm 

32. ELIXIR OF LIFE, 

         mixed media on wood , 33cm x 46cm  

33. TREE OF LIFE,  

          mixed media on wood , 33cm x 46cm 

34. PRAYER BOX  

         mixed media on wood , 26cm x 20cm x 10cm 

35. PRAYER BOX  

          mixed media on metal, 25cm x 17cm x 4cm 

36. MAP OF THE WORLD, 

          mixed media on metal, 120cm x 110cm x 6cm 

 

CATALOGUED WORKS  



Natalie Sirett is a visual artist. She studied Fine Art (Painting & Printmaking) at the  

university of  Newcastle-Upon-Tyne (1980-84) and undertaking a postgraduate in 

Painting at The Royal Academy Schools, London (1985-88).  

 

She has since exhibited extensively in  both the public and private gallery sector.  

Upcoming : Solo show MEDUSA & HER SISTERS Peggy Jay Gallery, London 2019 . 

Current/Recent: Solo Show CAUTIONARY TALES Diorama Arts Centre, London, December 2017;   

Opens & Prizes: ANTHOLOGY ART PRIZE 2017 Charlie Smith Gallery, London, long list;  

RSA Open Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh, Royal Academy Summer Show, London,  

BP Portrait Award., London 

 

Natalie is a Stirling Maxwell Fellow for Text & Image Cultures, University of Glasgow and an 

Associate Adviser in Art to the Barnet Partnership for School Improvement .  

 

She lives and works in London 

 

~ 

Libby Anson is a writer, artist, creative and professional development coach and lecturer.  

  

She studied Fine Art (Painting & Printmaking) at the university of Newcastle-Upon-Tyne (1980-

84), before undertaking postgraduate Art Gallery & Museum Studies at Manchester University. 

She has since worked in the public and private gallery  sectors, curating exhibitions and work-

ing as a gallery educationalist.  

 

In 1990 she became a freelance art critic, independent coach and university lecturer.  

She has been a member of the International Association of Art Critics (AICA)  

since 1993 and her writing has been published in a variety of national and  

international art publications.  

 

She is currently based at The Glasgow School of Art. 



PRAYER BOX  
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CAUT IONARY  TALES   
Exhibition of new works by Natalie Sirett , Diorama Arts Centre,  

201, Drummond Street, Regents Place , London NW1 3FE 

December 2017 

 

Nata l i e  S i r e t t  A r t    
www.sirett.com ~ art@sirett.com  


