Edgelands

Emilie has made six new pots for this, her first wholly commissioned exhibition.
Three pots are inspired by a girl who played too far out and went under. Three
pots are inspired by the girl’s mother, who scoured the earth for her lost
daughter. The lost girl pots are flecked with gold. The mother’s pots are the
colour of soil.

*

‘If  had my hoody and jacket on, I could stay out for days.” Emilie remembers
growing up in Sheffield; she and her friends would gather in a city park in
trainers in winter, bare foot in summer. She felt able to move freely and stand
strongly. They were teenagers with everything to live for.

Looking for images for her new pots, Emilie went back to that park. She asked
old friends to meet her by the big tree, in the clothes they used to wear, leggings
and vests and leather jackets, and she took photos of them doing what they used
to, when they played there at the edgelands of childhood.

Teenagers who gather in parks are often told they’'re going nowhere. They rock
back and forth on swings they used to swing high on; spin on roundabouts that
are now too small for them. They hang about, fantasise and experiment. Their
play can go well.

Their play can also go awry. Especially for girls who go off on their own. There’s
a South Yorkshire poem called Woods Beyond a Cornfield by Stanley Cook that
got beneath Emilie’s skin. Cook’s South Yorkshire is brutal - poor, hard - and
beautiful. His poem’s translucent descriptions of the worked countryside thread
through the story of a girl who was murdered by a local man on the day she
played truant from school: “lost for something to do.” Emilie points out that,
‘Even in beautiful nature, cruelty is done.’

No landscape guarantees safety to a girl who wanders. As Emilie started work on
these pots, news emerged about the grooming and abuse of girls in nearby
Rotherham. Emilie - a former drugs worker - has called her Exhibition
Edgelands because she is interested in the ‘people who are existing in gaps.’

The Greek goddess, Persephone, resonates with her. Persephone was the
daughter of Demeter and Zeus. Out playing one day, picking flowers, she was
entranced by a particular narcissus. It was a trick. When she picked the tempting
flower, the earth broke open and she was dragged down, screaming, into the
Underworld. Her abductor was Hades. The modern world that Emilie creates on
her pots is haunted by the Persephone myth.

The three Persephone-inspired pots are called Playing the Field. Emilie calls the
other group of pots Raising Cain. This set are inspired by Persephone’s mother,
Demeter, goddess of harvest. But there is no harvest. Demeter curses the world
with infertility, in order to force Hades to return her girl to her, to the air and the



light. In her furious grief for her abducted daughter, Demeter ‘raises Cain’, makes
merry hell.

The Raising Cain pots are a new colour scheme for Emilie: the clay has
manganese in it that makes it soil-black. She thinks it looks like iron. Onto the
bottom portion Emilie painted an iron rich glaze.

For the main belly of the pots she used a hake brush (as you might use for egg
wash) to splash on a mess of white slip, into which - with a Scraffito tool - she
scratched images, based on the staged photos from the park or traced from
drawings.

The pot was then bisque-fired in the electric firing kiln at 1000 degrees. When it
came out of the kiln, it was glazed with a tea-stainy iron glaze. Then it was fired
again, even hotter - 1250 degrees, to seal the picture.

In the belly of the Raising Cain pots, there’s a landscape of stark and cold 1970s -
80s street furniture: the Council-built shelter, the empty climbing frame, the
delivery van, a brick wall. It’s not a single landscape but a series of scenes,
segmented by lines, like a newspaper layout. Beyond, there is social housing.

In the foreground, three graces - pregnant women - hold an effortful woman's
yoga position, achy and rooted, in their ponytails and hoop earrings. We can see
into their dark mouths. On another pot, three women reach up with their arms,
skywards, as if to Zeus. A loner turns in on herself, resting on a swing. These
women are strong, (‘Rejected and strong,’ says Emilie). They have Demeter’s gift
for fertility, but it’s a gift that is - for this moment - withheld. There’s no golden
crop on the Raising Cain pots.

These three paler pots are flush with lemon and ravey orange, and ripe corn is
scratched into the slip, the lines filled in with iron oxide (rust). Landscapes fold
together; here a cornfield skirts the social housing and corn ripens around the
teeth-gratingly cold iron double bars of a playground, where a girl hangs upside
down, her leather jacket opening like wings. It’s another edgeland, a liminal
place between city and farmland: ‘A stage where rites of passage can take place.’

This girl now opens her arms beneath a big golden sun that hangs beside the
high-rise: she’s letting herself go, dancing, dreaming, like at a rave. She hasn’t yet
yanked her hair into a Demeter ponytail, hers is still worn loose. Nobody has
plundered her yet. Her mother has yet to come after her.

The lustres of these pots needed a final ‘gentle’ 700 degrees for the glaze and
lustre to bond.
All of the pots vitrify and become stone that will be around forever.

The upper part of the pots has a ‘flock wallpaper feel’, a white or yellow slip
pattern, made with homemade stencils and a small brush. It looks domestic, both
claustrophobic and homely. It reminds us that the pots and plates and jugs are



homeware, of a kind, and that slipware is a traditional way for people to
commemorate moments in their lives.



