May Day May Day May Day
Shane Enright

[t required two risk assessments and a letter designating my travel to be “essential” in
order to be able - indeed, allowed - to journey to Emilie Taylor’s studio in Sheffield. I
have come to preview the work for Emilie’s upcoming solo show at Rugby Art Gallery
and Museum. “May Day” means many things, but there is a sense of SOS lingering
somewhere in the exhibition’s triple title; a plea for rescue; for salvation, I reckon. It is
the farthest I have been beyond my London corner shops during this winter’s long
lockdown. The train is eerily empty. I wonder when or whether audiences will be able

to see the works in person. It feels privileged - but also peculiar - to be on this journey.

This is Taylor’s third major solo show and comprises entirely new work. As with her
Edgelands exhibition which toured from Oldham to Stoke on Trent, Birkenhead and
Farnham in 2017-18, and 2019’s Beating the Bounds in London, the new body of work
continues a narrative focus on the lives of women and girls, but weaves around the

storytelling open ended streamers for interpretation and conjecture.

The centrepiece is a sequence of tall paired cylindrical vessels, intricately decorated
with animated scenes. The ground is soft washes of pastel colours or stencilled floral
patterns in cream or umber tones. Over these Taylor has drawn - with extraordinary
finesse in the soft clay - animated scenes populated with women and girls in liminal
landscapes somewhere at the edge of town, or in domestic flock-wallpapered interiors.
One pair shows women dancing around Maypoles, in another two we see single
mothers, hallowed with gold leaf, holding or corralling infants. Other vases show
groups of girls, on the cusp of womanhood, in animated movement with flailing arms
and acrobatic postures. [ am not entirely sure whether they are anxious or ecstatic.

think of Stevie Smith’s “not waving but drowning”.

Before I wonder about what these might say, [ ask Emilie about how they are made. All
originate with scale drawings, which are in turn drawn from photographs of posed
sitters. The approach is precise and premeditated but can look insouciant. First time

round, the clay slips fuse softly like watercolours to the body and her scratched imagery



is fixed in the kiln. A second firing bonds a transparent glaze and yet a third is required
to fix the gold transfers which - Icon-like - halo her figures and add lush cornfields or
scrubby plants to her landscapes and in-between places. Technically this is

exceptionally difficult, in Taylor’s hands the results are virtuoso.

Accompanying these monumental narrative vases are some other series of works. I see
half a dozen milk bottle-sized vases each showing a woman Morris dancing, at the
height of animation, lost (or found) at the cusp of action, movement and perhaps grace;
gold-hallowed in her concentration. I wonder whether we are looking at the same
dancer, or whether the whole group forms a troupe. Never mind. These are the Boss

Morris dancers shamanistically exorcising or consecrating some place or some moment.

A particularly pertinent pair of wide rimmed jugs are under construction at the time of
my visit: with underlying floral and heraldic slip patterns, these will illustrate and
compare the school catering provided by Chartwells, a company that has been
contracted by the government to provide food parcels for free-school-meals children
during the pandemic. One vase will show the meagre rations supplied: baked beans,
three potatoes, half a loaf of bread and processed cheese slices etc; while the other will
illustrate the fresh fare, seasonal vegetables and delicacies served up by them to the
exclusive private schools that they also cater for. [ hope the contrasting pair will be kept
together whatever their eventual destination. These take the tradition and imagery of

Harvest Jugs into entirely new directions.

Myth and ritual intertwine with the everyday in much of Taylor’s storytelling: in
Edgelands the works were constructed around the Greek myths of Persephone, goddess
of fertility, and her mother Demeter. I ask Emilie about this. Here the characters are
recast as Horae; originally the ancient greek personifications of the seasons, but later
coming to embody the female forces of natural order and social justice - elemental
binders of family and community, tasked with protecting ritual, traditional customs and
social order. Emilie speaks of “everyday Madonnas” and I think of the challenges of
home schooling, remote working, of the child rearing and caring in a time of pandemic.

There is a laundry basket on one of these vases. Some of her interiors are



claustrophobic, some of the landscapes are bleak. Bunting billows threadbare in one

backdrop. These are remembered stories and lived lives, brought vividly before us.

[ am a trade unionist so for me May Day of course conjures solidarity; the pageantry,
tradition and struggles of International Workers’ Day; the fight for the eight hour day;
for fair pay and job security. I think about today’s precarity; the zero hours gig
economy; the under-recognition of women'’s domestic labour, (and of their paid labour
too). It is interesting to learn of Emilie’s own activism as an art therapist campaigning
alongside her fellow workers to challenge the fragmentation and privatisation of
substance abuse and therapeutic services in her community. She mentions a project in
2019 with a group of ten adults who were going through profound personal changes in
their lives. She and they made pots, and talked, and discussed. And together they built a
wood fired kiln in a Sheffield estate. They fired the kiln on the feast day of Beltane, the
pagan day of fertility - May Day - and came together for a collective meal using their
self-made crockery. | imagine the craft, the ritual, the performative role of stoking the

fire; something elemental about taking clay and making it their own; unique but shared.

The sensibilities of “May Day May Day May Day” come together most intricately, it
seems to me, in the Maypole vases. Here we see her young women dancing and criss-
crossing - once again on that ecstatic brink - around ribbons garlanded with slogans.
This is Taylor’s take on Walter Crane’s famous The Workers’ Maypole print of 1894 and
his Garland for May Day of the next year. I look closely: “Production for use not for
profit”; “employers’ liability”; “cooperation not competition”. These ambitions, vividly
foregrounded by allegorical female figures in Crane’s graphics, are as relevant today as

they were at the time he illustrated them. I ask Emilie if she has added slogans of her

own. She mentions two: “domestic labour is labour” and “no-one is illegal”.

Walter Crane is a good place to reflect on the richness of this new body of work. He was
a purveyor of a particular kind of Englishness, one associated with medieval, rural, and
religious allegorical tropes. He is often taken as a symbol of English socialism - a
socialism distinct from its fiery continental counterparts - and one that looked instead

to a pastoral, pre-industrial past.



In Taylor’s own allegories of the Horae; of the Morris dancing; of food and the harvest as
either want or plenty; and particularly in the portrayal of her female characters as
persons with agency engaged with and labouring to recognise and realise their worlds,
Emilie Taylor emphatically affirms both struggle and solidarity. This is a beautifully

woven, bravura and necessary endeavour.
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