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INTRODUCTION


WHEN I SET about creating a range of kitchen pottery made in Stoke-on-Trent thirty years ago my mind was teeming with ideas for the shapes; I had a burgeoning plan for the technique I planned to master, for the decoration of these functional wares; and I simply assumed that I would have no trouble producing as many patterns as I needed to make each season fly. It’s such a strange feeling, looking back and realising just how utterly unready I was for what lay ahead. But ignorance, enthusiasm and huge energy, coupled with a very pressing need to generate an income for myself, all combined with the input of a procession of people who have worked with me over the years to turn my plans into reality. Emma Bridgewater shapes are distinctive, and I’m proud of them, and I continue to add to the range steadily, but the demand for a stream – no, a river! – of new surface designs is an unavoidable, undodgeable commercial reality. And I think that maybe I would have failed this challenge dramatically, dismally, if Matthew had not appeared, tanned, sockless, in tennis shoes and a slightly stained but definitely stylish double-breasted suit, down the aisle of the trade fair where I was accustomed to showing each new collection. 


That was a gift fair called Top Drawer, which at the time was held in the old Derry & Toms building in Kensington High Street. It was itself a new venture, creative and informal; it provided a springboard for a number of start-ups in the early 1980s and the organisers were very kind to me. My stand was always noisy and busy, as my instinct was to throw a party, so there was always plenty to eat and drink, and customers often had to fight their way in through my enthusiastic friends and family, there in hordes to provide moral support. Matt liked the look of me, and my business, and he laid siege. My assistant Antonia immediately spotted that he was the one, and she arranged with him that I’d meet him for lunch at the Chelsea Arts Club. It went well, she was right, and we were married ten months later. 


We didn’t immediately throw in our lots together as far as work was concerned. We waited a further eighteen months before we started working with one another, but since then it has been shoulder to shoulder all the way. As a trained designer, a really good painter and illustrator, and an unbelievably prolific worker, Matthew has been a vast creative powerhouse in the company. And to cap these formidable contributions, since 2008 he has run the company. This is all by way of explaining why I have dwelt heavily (but not exclusively) in this book on the hand-printed patterns known as spongeware, which are mostly my work.


But that’s as may be – Matthew and I work closely together, and we interfere ceaselessly in each other’s ideas, never hesitating to proffer unsolicited advice, despite having worked out that there is nothing less welcome in one’s working life; so it’s often hard to say exactly who did what, who thought of this or that detail. But as a rule of thumb, spongeware is liberating for me in the same degree that it is constraining for him. The thing about printing a pattern using a piece of sponge cut into a simple shape is that less really is more – a subtle or detailed design can very easily look fussy, and lack impact. By the same token a struggling draughtsman such as myself has to think hard, eliminate complexity, and push for simple and punchy effect, and the technique suits these traits. Matt says that I think out a design while he draws one out, and I think that’s about right.


The look of my early trade fair stands was created by using deep-coloured photographer’s paper to line the booth, bringing a rug from home to cover the nylon carpet provided, filling galvanised buckets with whole trays of flowers from Covent Garden market. But the key was Margaret Martin’s ingenious shelving system. She made me two sets of step-ladders, with shelves that slotted onto the steps and bolted together in the corner for stability. She is a genius.


In planning this book I sat down to look back over the company’s history of design. That pointed out the first challenge – the design archive can still only be described as a work in progress. We have always focused upon the present; we have kept scanty records and, in the early years at least, a very thin and somewhat random selection of samples of past designs. The back catalogues are helpful, and I have frequently felt extremely grateful to Steven Jenkins for the hard work that he put into chronicling the company from its inception up to 2006. But there was no master list of all Emma Bridgewater designs, and until 2000, no digital records of any of the products. Because of course, for the first ten years there were no computers anywhere in the business; everything was on paper, and such records as survive are often scattered and tattered … So you may picture me, busy with lists and lists, and lists of lists, feeling fairly challenged by my self-appointed task of creating a worthwhile and telling overview of Emma Bridgewater designs from the early years to the present day. 


Once I had a list of all the Emma Bridgewater patterns in existence, I realised that I had to make a selection, for fear of a major overload. So I tried out various selection principles, and what came through was a clarifying decision: I would chronicle a completely personal selection. I chose my personal favourites, spotting the designs which come with stories worth telling. Many of the patterns really are more Matt’s than mine, and to write about them well, I would need his collaboration, so I have not included, for example, the Birds range, as it is so completely based on his knowledge and his love and feelings for British birds. 


But stop. I know that lots of people read my name, scratch about in their minds, draw a memory blank and wonder, slightly crossly, why they are apparently supposed to know anything about Emma Bridgewater. This often happens, trust me. There I am at a party, and I’m introduced by a kind enthusiastic hostess to a fellow guest as ‘a famous potter’. I share his mild embarrassment, and in hopes of a swift subject change to best recent read, or great terriers he has known – anything! I will murmur apologetically that I am really not a potter, that I am a grubby industrialist, with a factory making useful everyday wares – perhaps he can picture a cosy mug decorated with chickens? Or evocative words about food? He is restless, no gleam of recognition, until I say that our best-seller is a design of colourful polka dots. And the light gratefully dawns. Quite often. And when it doesn’t, I’m more than happy to learn his martini recipe, and see him as proof that we still have exciting numbers of new customers to secure, let alone convert … 


I am pretty sure that Polka Dots has been our best-selling design; certainly it has been very popular – and very widely ripped off, too. This is usually a sure sign that a product has achieved recognition, for a surprisingly huge proportion of companies, especially the large retailers, are unabashed about taking a strong idea from a small company and, having made some minor changes, selling it as ‘the original’. It can be a bit annoying. 


So before I go any further, let me tell you, by way of an introduction to my company and to this book (for you should know that this is a flavour of what’s to come in the rest of it), how Polka Dots came into being.


When my children were starting out at their various primary schools, and tackling the mysterious process that is learning to read, I instinctively reached for the books that I remembered as being the ur-texts from my own childhood, and also influential in the lives of my younger siblings. First up is, without hesitation, Beatrix Potter, whose compelling and stimulating prose is my literary gold; also Maurice Sendak – his Little Bear books, which preceded Where the Wild Things Are, make a whole world, with a very simple collection of words. Miffy, Tintin, Johnny Crow, the Velveteen Rabbit, the Flower Fairies and Ameliaranne Stiggins were just a few of the characters I bonded with from the books that Mum read out loud to me, encouraged me to read on my own and that I read out loud to my little sisters and then to my own children. I never really seem to have stopped reading them; I took The Tailor of Gloucester with me often when I went to see Mum, when she was in a coma in hospital, to keep us both safe, to have something good to read to her.


But I had forgotten all about the utter joy of Ladybird books – that is, until Worstead Village School had a clear-out and de-acquisitioned most of its library, including its huge collection of Ladybirds, in favour of I.T. (don’t start me …). I bought them all for a song, and pretty much rolled about in them in a nostalgic trance of lemon-yellow party dresses, shopping baskets, school caps, autumn landscapes, battles, shipwrecks and coal miners. The especially evocative pictures in The Party and Shopping with Mother are by Harry Wingfield. I love his world. John Berry is another favourite Ladybird illustrator; for example, The Farm has his loving and information-packed illustrations. These books are simple, so simple: they condense a great life into an easy illustrated essay, an account of an industry into a narrative which is readily accessible to a seven-year-old; the experience of a shopping trip, starting at a new school, or a birthday party are conveyed in a tight vocabulary for early reading success, but most of all they have a powerful atmosphere. When I rediscovered them I was back in the room with my four-/five-/six-/seven-/eight-year-old self, and I could almost smell what it felt like to realise that I could read, followed swiftly by the thrill of understanding that reading captured feelings. I was a madeleine, and the slightly murky, pasty, pastel-colour palette of Shopping with Mother last seen by me in 1965 was a whole bath of lime blossom tea in which I bathed until I almost melted.


And when I calmed down, I was still in the grip of a strong desire to bring back that time of my early childhood, to conjure up its atmosphere in pattern: Polka Dots was (eventually, tangentially) the result. The components of the look I was longing for were varied: around the time that my son Michael was born, in 1999, I accelerated my collecting passion for late 50s and early 60s Staffordshire pottery, then one Monday in Aylsham market the melamine and plastic-covered furniture in the lowliest furniture barn struck me as totally covetable, along with charity shop hauls of pale Paisley eiderdowns, crocheted bedspreads and a cocoon of cosy familiar stuff surrounded with which I would find a way back to 1965, to the years, the atmosphere, of my early childhood. From about this time our catalogue shoots were often styled with these nostalgic things as props. 


Meanwhile the Conran Shop commissioned some exclusive designs, way back in 1990, which hung in there for ages – simple Stars and Polos in classic cobalt blue; then, for some designs by Mary Fedden in 2000 and 2001, we added a handful of new colours to our range – and these two strands fused one day, when I asked Helen in the factory studio to try out some simple graphic designs, scattering a single motif as for the Conran Blue Stars, trying out some of the new colours. She came up with a mug (which incidentally bore the legend ‘Happy Birthday’), surrounded with fingerprint-sized polka dots in pale green, deep red, dark green, tawny yellow and lavender.


To give our stand at Birmingham a suitably retro look for promoting Polka Dots I pursued my interest in the look of Marmoleum lino to its inevitable conclusion and had dinner-plate sized polka dots cut out in five colours approximately matched to the polka dot colours set in a cream floor: the result was very pleasing, and I can’t think why I’ve never done it at home.


Her choice of colours was instantly just right and the birthday message pointed to the inherent strength of the simple decoration – what it simply sang out was PARTY. This pattern alone can make a festive atmosphere: I later lent 400 Polka Dot plates to some friends, whose tables bore just white paper cloths with bunches of wild flowers in jam jars – the look was perfect. The following season we put Polka Dots, no added message required, on to a small range of shapes, and the success of the pattern was sealed. Since 2002 I estimate that we have sold something like two million pieces of Polka Dot pottery, across almost every Emma Bridgewater shape, with many messages, in different colour combinations, and alongside a changing cast of coordinating designs such as Hearts, Stripes, Fireworks and more recently Folk Border. Polka Dot Pumpkins is not my favourite pattern, but I love that the concept translates into a beautiful special of scattered cockerels for Howden’s Joinery, or some years ago a design for Polos and Polka Dots for Rachel’s Dairy.
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ONE OF THE very best ways to appreciate flowers is from a car. On neglected roundabouts, on verges all over the country, by the windiest of lanes or a whizzing dual carriageway, and even on the embankments of the motorway, you will see how carelessly, abundantly, beautifully and with no planning at all the wild flowers of England fling themselves about, star the mown grass, tangle the hedges, and most especially how they lavish themselves in utterly perfect ever-changing versions of the best ever herbaceous borders. Of course, the councils and authorities are always intervening, sometimes with benign effects, I will concede, but more frequently with disastrously destructive mowing programmes – for example, slap in the middle of the nesting season, just so that we can all speed slightly more foolishly on to the next thing. 


I know that the motorway embankments are not au naturel, they are strimmed, and also their trees are cut down in swathes just as they come to maturity lest health and safety guidelines might be breached. I am aware of successful municipal planting schemes along our roads – in Norwich the splashes and pools of the crocuses between the carriageways of the ring road in February are an especial pleasure. But notwithstanding these interferences, the wild flowers burst out – they recall the lost bucolic past and they grab their chances wherever the soil is turned over; they redeem the heartlessness of how we live with their boundless grace and loveliness. They constantly heal and restore the land, and make it beautiful.


I was aware of this all over again recently when I had a blow-out on the M25 on the way to my father’s wedding. The event was, as a puncture at speed is bound to be, rather rattling, and as I bundled out of the passenger door and clambered inelegantly over the crash barrier, with huge lorries thundering past in speedy succession, I felt shaky. While I waited for the AA, I walked up and down to keep warm, and soon realised that what I had taken for early flowering oilseed rape, self-seeding in the grass on the bank below me, was in fact a sheet of cowslips coming into flower. I picked a small bunch, marvelling at the slender beauty of these plants, once so plentiful, now quite rare, growing strongly among the roadside litter of cans, bottles and fast-food wrappers. And I realised that now I felt calm, separate for a while from the stress of cars and motorways and burst tyres. 


When you look, these treats are widespread, everywhere: Matthew spotted a bank of brightest pink orchids beside a busy road in Oxfordshire; and between Worstead and North Walsham the natural succession of wild flowers on the verges produces in May a bounty of moon daisies as romantic and dreamlike as any director of a shampoo commercial could possibly wish to find or contrive for his models to skip about in.


Our gardening efforts to capture for ourselves some of this lavish wonder are, I always feel, poignant at heart, in that they unconsciously show the gulf that lies between our contrivances and the mighty power of the natural world. I love that we struggle on in our efforts to capture and crystallise the beauty of flowers, no matter how inadequate the results – on curtains for caravans and carpets in castles; on summer dresses for skinny young girls or covers for fat comfy sofas; on bathroom tiles and on packaging of all descriptions, from soap to loo cleaner. I am moved by the Islamic belief that the task is so impossible (that is, the challenge of adequately representing the work of the hand of the great creator) that it is sacrilege to make the attempt. But I much prefer our own Christian tradition, because I believe that it’s better by far to try and fail, and in so doing glimpse the discrepancy, than to be forbidden the attempt.
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CHINTZ
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THIS WAS A VERY early pattern (see here), which scrambled into my head fully formed while I was still absorbed in the challenges of cutting out the sponges with which to print my first mugs and jugs. My boyfriend Alex had a breakthrough one day in 1985, while we were still struggling to find natural sponges which retained just enough of their stumpy, denser root so that we could raze a flat surface, barely a couple of centimetres in diameter, into which, using scalpels and nail scissors, we might laboriously cut a simple motif, and thus create a printing tool.


I squeezed and studied natural sponges in expensive chemists and wondered if I should go to Turkey to try to collect the roots of these sponges, presumably on the quays or beaches where the boats landed them, and the fishermen trimmed off and discarded the stems to make a nice round soft pouffe. More practical, Alex’s mind moved along to consider unnatural (by which I mean artificial) sponges, so much more readily available, whose very feel set my teeth on edge. This was an aversion I had to get over; I have been handling chemical foam ever since, with all its associations of toxic black smoke, cheap furniture and general bedsit-ness. Alex managed to find, doubtless in one of the endlessly productive railway-arch-based businesses locally in Brixton, a couple of square cushions of furnishing foam. These had been cured (cooked, basically) in a mould, giving a useful, slightly crisp, flat but slightly textured, even surface on to which we could draw a simple shape. Next, using an electrician’s small soldering iron (I have written elsewhere about how practical Alex is; he is good at solving physical problems), we carved out the design – melting or cutting away the unwanted spaces, after which, as the printing block emerged, we tidied the result with nail scissors. 


This new home-made technology changed the game: I could see how we could now reliably source the necessary supplies as we got busier and the decorating girls needed a regular supply of sponges. Better still, I need no longer confine myself to making designs out of motifs no bigger than two centimetres across. 


As I grappled with my emerging ideas about the pottery – its shapes and their decoration – I swiftly set about clarifying my tastes, and seeking out collections and individual pieces of old wares to broaden my knowledge. I knew the relevant ceramics collections in all the obvious museums pretty much by heart – the V & A in South Ken, the Fitzwilliam in Cambridge, the Ashmolean in Oxford – but ceramics curators have very little interest in the sort of everyday pottery I had in mind, which instead lay in the hands of dealers, who so often had ‘a lovely one like that, but I sold it just last week’, and private collectors – some of them like my mother, who used and broke the pieces I remembered, often before I got there to draw them. I made friends with Richard Scott in Holt, and Constance Stobo off Kensington Church Street. The Lacquer Chest, in the same part of London, was a treasure trove, as were Stephen Long on Stamford Bridge, and Robert and Josyane Young in Battersea. I was diverted when I discovered Rogers de Rijn, a beautiful shop in Chelsea, full of Wemyss ware, whose exuberant hand-painted Edwardian flowers completely gripped my imagination – how might I make something like this? And using Alex’s new artificial sponge I saw that size was no longer a limiting factor; now I could cut sponges as large as I could hold. Moreover, I realised that while I was using old spongeware as my inspiration, I no longer had to replicate its repeating border designs – I was free! Now I saw that I could print big soft, splashy pink roses all over my pottery, something like Wemyss: Chintz was the result.


In the mid 1980s the China Collection in the V & A was almost abandoned; on winter afternoons I would have it all to myself for hours. The wind howled in the roof as I drew shapes and made notes. I adore its refurbished incarnation, but can’t help missing the solitude it used to offer.


All the early samples, including the first dish printed with Chintz, were decorated in Brixton, at Alex’s kitchen table, trying out lots of new sponges, using underglaze stains, ground up on a tile with a palette knife and wetted to a paste as instructed by the staff at Potterycrafts in Battersea. The results were variable, but shared a looseness, a softness and a texture which it has been impossible to preserve intact as the business has grown. The colours we work with now are of course commercially developed, and for sound safety reasons the heavy metal components are increasingly restricted, which is as it should be; and also, there is a desire for consistency between batches so that a replacement saucer closely matches its cup. All these developments are basically positive, but I do miss the watery gentleness, and the variations of the early colours, and most particularly in this pattern, whose charm depends on an impressionistic handling which is at odds with producing ever larger batches. 
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