
   
 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 



   
 

   
 

Manifesto – Penny Tristram 
 

Declaration 
 

1. I will be a fierce champion of the decorative 

2. I will keep making images 

3. I will shamelessly indulge in the cute and the gorgeous 

4. I will hone my craft 

5. I will harness the potential of colour 

6. Integrity of materials is integrity of craft 

7. My work can make a positive difference. 

 

Manifesto Point One: I will be a fierce champion of 

the decorative  

 

The Decorative: Context and Scope of Enquiry 
 

There are two decorative objects that 

entranced me in the home as a child. The first 

is a tapestry of an “oriental” scene that I 

watched my mother make over the course of 

a year in about 1987. (Fig.1) The second is a 

chimney pot mosaiced with pieces of broken 

ceramic, used as an umbrella stand, that my 

great-great grandmother made in about 1890. 

(Fig 2.) The broken ceramic pieces are a 

perennial obsession as each year when fields 

were ploughed I would spend hours 

searching for treasures; buckets worth of 

ceramic, dating several hundred years would 

be unearthed, along with musket balls from 

the civil war, clay pipes, and sometimes more 

valuable items like jewellery. 
Fig.1: Bray 1987. Oriental tapestry. 



   
 

   
 

I do not come from a family of professional 

creatives or academics. In fact, I grew up on 

commercial dairy farms in Devon and Somerset 

I remember my mother taking a decorative 

approach to the home with fabrics and 

wallpaper by William Morris and Laura Ashley. 

My maternal grandmother has also always kept 

a beautiful home with many antiques (mostly 

from Britain, China and Japan) and well-tended 

houseplants.  

 

Folk Art: Context and 

Scope of Enquiry 
I’ve begun to examine my early life and 

ancestry with the intention of finding out if I 

can make folk art which is inspired by my 

actual heritage. I’m keenly aware of the 

problems inherent in white artists (like me) 

being overly “inspired” by the folk art and 

visual traditions of areas such as South Asia, 

Africa and South America and taking financial 

credit and praise for these styles while the 

originating population is unlikely to benefit in the same way. So, while I greatly admire these 

traditions and take some inspiration from them, I am choosing to examine European folk art in 

more depth, looking at British folk art in particular, so that my style may derive more from these 

visual cultures.  

 

At the same time, I’m aware that there has been massive historical intercontinental cross-

fertilisation of styles in folk art and other visual forms. My wish is to understand and be aware of 

the way this has happened and the impact it has had on populations. For example, I feel 

compelled by the stories of Chinoiserie styles and their accompanying perspective: Orientalism. 

On a surface level, it is interesting to note how Dutch and then English ceramicists borrowed 

heavily from Chinese blue-and-white styles from the 1600s onwards, followed by Chinese 

ceramicists making their own versions of these European Chinoiserie pots and selling them back 

to Europe to meet demand. (Victoria and Albert Museum 2012) (Ferguson 2019 (Le Corbeiller 

1968) However the craze for Japonisme and Chinoiserie which originated in the 1600s and 

carried on at full steam until the late Victorian era hints at amore sinister fact - that of the 

“othering” of people of colour and their traditions. (Nochlin 1989) (Said 1995)  

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 2 TRISTRAM Circa 1890. Mosaic chimney pot. 



   
 

   
 

There are two folk art items which I 

remember keenly from childhood. The 

first are the corn dollies that my mother 

used to make. (Fig3.) The second is a 

skull and crossbones with an hourglass, 

carved into the stone wall opposite the 

church in Burlescombe, that used to 

terrify me every Sunday morning when I 

was a small child. (Fig. 4) 

 

 

 

 

I have recently looked into my family heritage by 

asking questions and using Ancestry.com. It seems 

like on the paternal side, my family lived, farmed and 

married within a small area of Devon at least back 

until the 1600s, and members of my family tell me 

that our ancestors moved from France to that area of 

Devon during the Norman Conquests and just kind of 

stayed there. So it feels authentic to look at folk art 

from this area of the world. However, exploring this 

side of myself has been highly confronting as I 

survived many years of child abuse and my father’s 

side of the family has seen a share of violence and 

suicide. Ultimately though, it has been an 

enlightening experience both artistically and 

psychologically. 

 

Figure 4 Skull and crossbones carving at St Mary’s 
Church, Burlescombe, Devon. 15th century. 

Figure 3 Corn Dollies made by my mother. 



   
 

   
 

The Decorative: Insights Gained     

 
My aesthetic explores decoration, cuteness, nostalgia, and ideas of beauty. Watching the two 

videos in the “resources” for week one I started off resignedly miffed and ended up relieved. The 

first video quotes Adolf Loos: “Decoration is a crime.” Using colour and decoration in a joyful 

way are how I work, but the word “decorative” was a dirty one both on my BTEC and BA 

courses. However, I now feel more equipped to defend the “decorative”, especially from a 

feminist standpoint. But, imagine my relief when watching Lakwena’s video where she talks 

about the importance of decoration to her practice. The conceptual and visual contrasts between 

these two videos were really useful in helping me start to define my practice. 

 

The following is an excerpt from “The History of Craft” by Paul Greenhalgh. The excerpt 

centres around a discussion between two members of a committee appointed by the London 

School of Design, during an 1846 meeting. (Design 1847) 

 

‘For Cockerell, in order to be a truly disinterested vehicle of artistic ideas, a genre had to be 

severed from perceivable use-value. For this reason, he positions architecture alongside the 

decorative arts.  

 

For Redgrave, utility was irrelevant. The intention behind the creation of the object was the key 

to its status as art…He was arguing that art was a quality that could be applied to any object 

and was not genre-specific. Poetry could manifest itself anywhere if the conceptual will was 

there. For the rest of the century, discussion on the status of the decorative arts revolved around 

this point. Either art was specific to the genres allocated the status of fine art, following the logic 

that ‘designing, decorating and the like, each have their important functions... but no sane man 

ever claimed for them a very high place in art,’(James Stanley Little n.d.)  or it was a quality 

capable of emerging in any form of practice, a universally applicable quality that could make 

‘poetical impressions on the mind.’ (Dormer 1997) 



   
 

   
 

 

My feeling is that by the time I was studying fine art at 

Camberwell in 2003-2006, the idea espoused by Cockerell had 

morphed into the belief that art not only could art exist without 

decoration, but that it should exist without it. Art without 

decoration, or even without the encumberment of any physical 

form, became the ideal. I have learned from this that while I 

might love ideas, I feel like a hollow shell if I am not making 

things with my hands that feel beautiful to me.  

 

Folk Art: insights gained 
Like Stewart Easton, I would not claim to be a folk artist. But 

my style and concepts will be informed by historical iterations 

of this genre. I feel as though genuine contemporary folk art is 

most likely to be digital - smartphone photos posted to social 

media are perhaps the most pertinent form of folk art we have 

now. 

My interpretation of folk art is likely to involve an exploration 

of “modern folk art” styles, learning the skills to emulate and 

create my own versions of them, while being informed by my own folk history. Artists whose 

work will inform me include Rob Ryan (fig. 5), Dinara Mirtalipova (fig.6), and Flora Waycott 

(fig.7). 

 

 
Figure 6: Mermaid Illustration by Dinara Mirtalipova                   Figure 7: Stove illustration by Flora Waycott        

 

Fig.5: The Book of Lost Things. Cover 
illustration by Rob Ryan. 



   
 

   
 

Manifesto Point Two: I will keep making images 
 
This is a simple and solemn promise to myself not to take on projects which are wholly based on 

theory or admin. If and when I do my PhD, I will need space for image-making alongside it, 

unless it is practise-based. 

Manifesto Point Three: I will shamelessly indulge 

in the cute and the gorgeous 

 

The Cute: Context and Insights Gained 
I will freely admit to being addicted to “cute”, and the imagery created by artists like Beckycas 

who I looked at in one of my case studies. I indulge in this addiction with an awareness of its 

context and inherent problems. Most cute “stuff” is made fast, in factories, and mostly of plastic 

and its textile derivatives. I will never forget a university housemate who was a meat eater going 

absolutely gaga over a plush kawaii cow who 

lived in my bedroom. Eating the actual one and 

going wild with parentally protective cute 

response over the fake one seemed symbolic of 

something very rotten at the core of either 

fundamental human nature or its current 

iteration. 

 

That doesn’t sound very shameless. But what I 

mean is that I will indulge in the cute and the 

gorgeous without worrying that I should be 

making work that is more conceptual, less 

colourful, less pretty or less accessible.  

 

The Gorgeous: Context and 

Insights Gained 
 
My own ideas of the beautiful and the gorgeous 

inevitably draw on the past and on the quality of 

nostalgia so I felt it was important to examine 

my relationship with this. In his 2016 book The 

Ministry of Nostalgia, Owen Hatherley explains 

what he finds troubling and manipulative about 

the nostalgia industry. Namely, that it reifies a 

time in history which never existed as the nostalgia machine depicts it, and that this false idea of 

history is used to politically manipulate people in the present. 
 

“The ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ poster was never mass-produced until 2008...Even during the height 
of the [financial] boom [of the mid 2000s], the Blitz and the Victory were frequently invoked, made 

Figure 8 The Ministry of Nostalgia by Owen Hatherley. Cover 
design by Keith Dodds. 



   
 

   
 

necessary by ‘the need to get back to the place or moment before the country lost its moral and 
cultural bearings’.  
 
When Thatcherites and Blairites spoke of ‘hard choices’ and ‘muddling through’, they often evoked 
the memories of 1941. It served to legitimate regimes which constantly argued that, despite 
appearances to the contrary, resources were scarce and there wasn’t enough money to go around; 
the most persuasive way of explaining why someone (else) was inevitably going to suffer." 
(Hatherley 2016)  
 
I experience the decorative, the kitsch, the nostalgic and the cute as methods of escapism. Each 

of these comes under valid scrutiny and criticism, but I intend to indulge in them shamelessly 

anyway. With nostalgia in particular, I am aware of its problems while taking great enjoyment in 

images and objects with a nostalgic quality. I think where escapism goes too far is the point 

where we believe that everything really was better “back then”, and that we even should try to go 

back (see Jacob Rees-Mogg). I suppose my attraction to nostalgic objects like teapots does 

reflect a yearning for a simpler time, and yet I am not under the illusion that such a time ever 

existed. I think what draws together my indulgences in the cute and the gorgeous are the idea of 

a kind of fantasy world full of interesting objects and cute creatures where everything is 

gorgeously coloured. This is an environment I am working towards creating in my own home 

and garden. 
 

Furthermore, I realise it would be useful to learn more about concepts of beauty by exploring the 

philosophy of aesthetics. 

Manifesto point four: I will hone my craft 
 

My Craft: Context and insights gained 

I was good at art and encouraged to pursue it as a child and teenager. I often got good grades in 

art, and sold work as a teenager, so this lulled me into the idea that I would simply do an art 

degree then live out the rest of my life comfortably as a professional artist. I feel the biggest 

obstacles to this actually happening were my experience on my degree, various of my own inner 

art demons, and the sudden and relentless need to rustle up enough money to pay London rents. I 

also identified greatly with Stewart Easton’s analysis of the effect of the internet on our art self-

esteem - suddenly we are comparing our drawings with the world’s very best on Instagram, 

multiple times per day. However, I do feel that my skills in painting could be much improved. I 

recently picked up cross-stitching and was thrilled to discover that I was good at it and could 

make things look how I wanted. I feel this is because I learned the skill of sewing- from my 

mother, when I was a child, and at school as a teenager. Through my many years of art education 

I had almost no instruction in painting, so I often feel frustrated with the process and outcomes. 

How fortunate we are that we can now learn these skills for free on the internet, so that is a goal I 

will set myself over the course of my master’s degree. 

 



   
 

   
 

Manifesto point five: I will harness the potential of 

colour  

 

Colour: Context and Insights Gained 
I began the course feeling frustrated with my inability to create effective colour schemes. I was 

also concerned that there was no cohesive colour scheme across my practice. I was frustrated by 

this as before my degree I found that I had an intuitive sense for colour and was able to juxtapose 

colour effectively without the need to consult colour theory, for example.  Through examining 

my own and others’ work I have noticed that there are already some colour themes in my own 

work. I also think that perhaps my own taste for colour has changed, so that I now prefer pops of 

bright and fluorescent colour as opposed to a full-on visual assault or wall of saturated colour. 

I’m starting to feel more confident about choosing colour and developing a lexicon of colours. 

 

Manifesto point six: Integrity of Materials is 
Integrity of Craft 

Materials: Context and Insights Gained 

As someone who is conscious of the environmental and social impact of the “stuff” in my life it 

is important to me not to perpetuate, through my own use and purchasing of materials, the 

problems I am highlighting. For example, it is common to see t-shirts, embroidery and other 

textiles with feminist slogans. However, in the majority of cases, non-organic cottons and/or 

synthetic materials are used, along with production methods that have not been checked for how 

they impact workers and the local environment and population where they are made. Considering 

that the majority of garment workers are women, (parliament.uk 2019) (Schultze 2015) the 

impact of dyes, the massive pesticide use that goes into cotton production, and the distressingly 

poor working conditions in many factories, (Islam 2017) these products don’t seem especially 

feminist. Nor do street art murals about the environment which are made of spray paint feel 

particularly environmentalist.  

 

It is not easy to just switch overnight to using eco-friendly and socially friendly materials, both 

for reasons of cost versus need to experiment, and because of the lack of reliable information. 

Furthermore, one might find a supplier of truly eco-friendly paints, for example, but they are 

located in the United States, so one has to consider the impact of airfreighting them. I have 

started investigating what goes into the materials I use, and how they are made, and have 

discovered a great tangled ball of information threads, some sturdier than others often further 

snarled up by the financial interest of those selling the materials. I would like to start a blog 

where I will record my research in beginning to undo this tangle, and work towards an 

illustration practice that I can feel is truly integral in terms of material and message. I’ve also 

discovered a metaphorical empty shelf labelled “The Environmental Impact of the Art Materials 

Industry” and this is where I hope to one day focus my attention in writing a PhD. 

 

This focus on materials is especially important to me in terms of plastics. We have the feeling 

that perhaps it’s OK to use troublesome materials such as acrylic paints in our art because we are 

one-off producers, hardly a factory churning out thousands of plastic paintings a day. But this 



   
 

   
 

ignores the art materials industry, a booming trade which relentlessly comes up with new, acrylic 

versions of older biodegradable materials.  

Then there is the question of “what happens to all the art?”. During the Dutch Golden Age, 

between 5 and 10 million oil paintings existed in the Netherlands. (Prak 2008: 147) (Jelley 2019) 

(van der Woude 1991: 309) Made to last for many centuries if stored in the right conditions, it is 

estimated that still only 1% have survived. (van der Woude 1991:309) (Jelley 2019) One may 

assume that the rest will either have perished in storage or been discarded and rotted away in the 

soil or the deep waters which make up the country’s historical transport networks. There may be 

the same number of acrylic paintings in today’s Britain, but they will never rot. A strange tension 

emerges because art feels sacred - it feels wrong to discard or destroy it in the same way it does 

with a book. So, we don’t make a painting considering how we will dispose of it responsibly. 

But, most art won’t survive any longer than the motivations to keep it, which may be aesthetic, 

sentimental or guilt-related. So what happens then? The only option for these non-recyclable 

plastic composite items is landfill, where they will linger for millennia. It may be that art and the 

art materials industry are negligible in their impact compared to other activities, but it seems 

important to find out either way. 

 

All of this has to be tempered with the fact that we need to experiment, and if we are worrying 

too much about conserving materials then this impedes the freedom of our process and most 

certainly the quality of the outcome. It would be interesting to see how painters in history dealt 

with this conundrum, working without running water and with the labour-intensive nature of 

extracting their raw materials, and making paint and canvas, plus the eye-watering monetary 

value of some pigments.  

 

Another important consideration is that my materials be vegan. To kill an animal which, like us, 

has emotions, is loved by others, just wants to live, and is already more beautiful than anything 

humans could dream up, in order for us to make something decorative out of its skin, fur or 

organs seems a grotesque perversion. However, animal ingredients are common in the materials 

we use, from gelatine sizing on watercolour paper to animal hair in brushes. Fortunately, the 

current upsurge in veganism is making it easier to determine which art materials do or don’t 

contain animal ingredients.  

 

So if I am looking to avoid animal ingredients but also want my materials to be biodegradable, 

an investigation into the potential of plant based, mineral-based and recycled materials is 

necessary. 

 

Manifesto point seven: My work can make a 
difference  
Activism: Scope of Enquiry/Context 

I’ve been a feminist in one form or other and not eaten meat since I was a child. My family are 

not feminist and don’t share my beliefs on many things. They are also not vegetarians and did 

not raise me as such. They thought that concerns about the environment and climate change were 

unfounded. So, my feelings on these matters emerged from watching the world around me as a 

child and noticing the ways that women lived and were treated and the ways that animals lived 

and were treated.  



   
 

   
 

 

Activism: Insights Gained 

I have long struggled with the idea of how I my existence on earth can make a positive 

difference. I think that making effective art about “issues” is challenging and it easy to make 

work which is too literal. So, I will dip my toe in the water of craftivism and using my art for 

causes. After this module I will be making a cross-stitch pattern to sell or circulate to benefit 

Extinction Rebellion. I am also contributing a digital painting to an Extinction Rebellion zine. 
 

It is my wish to learn more and understand more about women’s history as visual artists craftspeople, and 

to use illustration to communicate this knowledge. I refuse to use the term “Craftsman” to apply to 

everyone as Richard Sennet has done – under that logic then why not use the word “Craftswoman” to 

apply to everyone? There is a fascinating body of literature on the history of women in craft, especially 

around textiles. I think it is fair to say that women have historically been involved with textiles more than 

other arts and crafts, but also that women’s contribution in other areas has often been quite literally 

hidden from history. Kassia St Clair quotes Freud: “‘It seems that women have made few contributions to 

the discoveries and inventions in the history of civilisation. [T]here is, however, one technique that they 

have invented – that of plaiting and weaving.’ He argued that these skills had been honed in response to a 

subconscious feeling of shame and ‘genital deficiency’: that women wove to hide their lack of penis from 

the male gaze. Such is the power of the idee fixee.” (Clair 2018) Fortunately, the idea that women have 

barely contributed to the fine arts and non-textile crafts is experiencing a great unravelling with a tide of 

recent research and publication on historical women artists. (Tsjeng 2018) (Artnewspaper.com 

2019) (Moore 2018) (Stratford 2019)  

 

Practical future outcomes 
My goal is to become an artist-academic. My aim is to progress to a PhD after my masters, and 

long-term would like to focus on a combination of lecturing and practical works. After spending 

time working solo on my art practice and also on my business Hens with Pens, I have felt a 

much-needed sense of belonging after returning to an academic environment, albeit a virtual one. 

This has represented the integration of a problem which I have struggled with since the degree 

course that I graduated from in 2006 - how could I be part of an arts academic system which 

seemed based on largely irrelevant theory? So far on my MA I have discovered how theory can 

be applicable to visual practice and vice-versa, and so I feel excited about the possibility of 

returning to academia long-term. I am also heartened by the upturn in social awareness in 

academia as well as a growing investigation of the relevance of theory vs practice in art 

education, plus the growing recognition of practice-as-research. 

 

I was also encouraged by hearing about Stewart Easton’s practice. He is an illustrator who works 

across multiple disciplines, and I have really struggled with the idea of narrowing my practice. It 

is reassuring to see a professional who is doing well with diverse styles and media.  



   
 

   
 

 
My health prevents me from working full days so 

my intention is to take on speaking jobs and 

possibly run half-day workshops. My business, 

Hens with Pens, is for sale at the present and my 

intention is to invest the money from the sale in a 

manner that will give me a regular income so that I 

can devote my working hours to illustration and 

academia, choosing assignments that seem relevant 

and enriching as opposed to having to take anything 

that comes along. 

 

I have already begun to network a bit to this end 

and have been added to a list of potential visiting 

lecturers for the art department at Aberystwyth 

University. To gain confidence and experience I am 

going to be running some informal workshops for 

an activist group in my home town of Machynlleth. 

I have taught myself to carve rubber stamps for my 

“Snail Mail” mailing list (a physical mailing list) 

(fig.9) and my next step is to get better at carving 

text so that I can stamp my own business cards.  

 

One of my promises to myself is that I will 

keep making images. I find the idea of 

illustrating book covers very compelling. 

Some designers do seem to harness the 

opportunity to make a small work of art in the 

form of a book cover design. The revival of 

print books is heartening and this is no doubt 

much to do with the way that book cover 

designers can “create the want” for the 

physical object through making something 

visually irresistible. Is think it would be 

valuable for me to find an agent as opposed to 

dealing with clients directly. I spent many 

years working as a freelance copywriter and 

then dealing with customers directly at Hens 

with Pens before appointing a manager in mid-2018. Not dealing with customers is a soothing 

balm on my soul. The idea of approaching agents is intimidating but it seems possible. 

Embroidery has turned out to be a craft which is very compatible with fluctuating health, unlike 

painting. This is because, although it is a labour-intensive craft, I can create an embroidery 

pattern while feeling alert, then during rest time when I am exhausted or brain fogged, or just 

relaxing in the evening, I can go about the actual embroidery because it doesn’t involve any 

decisions or deep thought. I can also do it in a reclining position, unlike painting which needs to 

be done standing or sitting upright. I’ve experimented with creating some self-reflexive kawaii 

Figure 10 The Comet Seekers cover embroidery work in 
progress by Chloe Giordano 

Figure 9:. Card made for my physical mailing list using 
hand-carved rubber stamp. 



   
 

   
 

embroideries – one from a kit pattern and one as a kind of “sewn painting” using the same 

technique as Chloe Giordano.(Fig 10)  I plan to create a couple cross-stitch patterns of 

Beckycas’s work and see if she likes them and would like to market them together. 
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