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At The Critical Fish we believe culture belongs to 
everyone and have just started a ‘young person’s section 
of our website. Our current experience of lockdown 
brings frustration and opportunity. We may not be able 
to venture much further than our immediate 
neighbourhood but we can go anywhere in our minds and 
with our imaginations. The Critical Fish would like to 
invite new writing and art work from artists and writers 
under the age of 21 (there are 3 age categories). 

In our everyday lives we routinely turn words into 
pictures and pictures into words. When we read a passage 
from a book we often conjure up images of the 
characters or places described, and when we look at 
pictures we think, analyse and discuss them with words. 
In this competition we want to explore this journey 
between words and images. 

There are 2 briefs:

Words and Images

Either, working from a painting:
Look carefully at the two paintings, ‘In the Studio’, by Fred Elwell 
(1913) and ‘Single Seed Head across Yorkshire Wolds’, by John 
Sprakes. (These are presented at the end of this document). Choose 
ONE of these as a starting point for your own piece of original 
writing. We have selected one figurative and one abstract image for 
you to choose from. You can respond to the painting as a whole or to a 
particular part of it. Your writing can be descriptive, issue based (a 
report or essay); or a creative response such as a poem, short play or 
story. You could write about people, places, gender, colour, texture or 
composition; but begin by spending time looking at and getting to 
know your chosen painting.

Or, working from a poem:
Read Mary Aherne’s poem ‘Heirloom’ carefully. (Again this is 
presented at the end of the document). This poem is the starting 
point for you to make your own image. Again you can respond to the 
poem as a whole or to a particular part of it. Your work can be 
figurative or abstract and in any medium – photographic, digital, 
illustrated, painted, collaged, embroidered etc.



Further questions?
If you have any questions or would like some advice about your 
work drop us an email and we can arrange a call with one of our 
team. We have artists, writers and curators who are happy to talk 
to you about the progress of your work. Contact us on 
hello@thecriticalfish.co.uk

Competition details
There are 3 age groups:

In each age group there will be a prize of £50 for the best art 
work and for the best piece of writing. There will also be a prize of 
£100 for the overall winner. The judges will be looking for 
imaginative and resourceful responses to the chosen starting 
point. This is an opportunity for you to explore your own ideas 
and personal style. There is no wrong or right way to respond – 
have the courage of your convictions, create something you want 
to make, experiment, take risks and above all enjoy the process!

Details

Under 14 14-17 18-21

Submission details
If you are submitting an image you should send a good quality 
photograph as a JPEG file. This should be titled with your name and 
the title of your work

This should be accompanied by a word doc. to include:

Your details  - name, address, email and tel. number,

A short personal statement (up to 300 words) to include details 
of where and what you study (or where you work) and a short 
reflection  on why you entered this competition and what you 
have learnt or gained from it

If you are submitting a piece of writing this should be as a word doc. 
titled with your name and the title of your work. 
The word limit is 1,250 words

This should also be accompanied by another word doc. with your 
details and a personal statement as above

All submissions should be by email to: hello@thecriticalfish.co.uk 
with 2 attachments (the art work or writing, and the personal 
statement and details). 
The headline should be your name and ‘Young Person’s Prize’. 

Closing date: 15th May 10pm



What’s Next?

What next?
The judges will ‘meet’ and select a winner for writing and art 
in each age category. We aim to announce this by the 
beginning of June. 

The winners will have their work showcased on The Critical 
Fish website as well as on Art@Ert  (a new site featuring art 
on the East Riding Theatre website). A selection of work by 
‘runners up’ will also be showcased.

In the future
We will hold an exhibition of the prize winning work and 
runners up at The East Riding Theatre, on the ‘Lord Robert’s 
Wall’ – once they are open again. A selection of the writing 
will be read by a professional actor at one of the Sunday 
poetry sessions. Could we ask that you keep the original art 
work safe alongside any research, preparatory sketches or 
designs you made along the way. 

There may also be opportunities for a print issue of 
The Critical Fish featuring some of the work submitted.

Thank you so much 
for your interest
and good luck!
Mentors and Judges include: Jill Howitt, Lauren 
Saunders and Evan Chapman (The Critical Fish); artists 
Emma Garness and Esther Cawley; curators Helena 
Cox and Sarah Hammond, and poet Mary Aherne.

And lastly…
The decision of the judges is final. Please ensure your submission 
is all your own work. The Critical Fish reserve the right to use your 
work on our website, in a print issue, for promotional purposes 
and in any exhibitions we hold. By submitting work for this 
competition you agree to these conditions.

Closing date: 15th May 10pm



Further information 

Fred Elwell
'In the Studio', 1913

Painted by Fred Elwell, showing his fiancée Mary in 
her studio in Beverley. Fred was a well-established 
artist based in Beverley and London. This portrait 
was painted a year before Fred and Mary married in 
1914. Mary was widowed the previous year. The 
painting celebrates Mary as an artist in her own 
right, sat next to her paints and palette, with 
several paintings on the wall behind her. The Elwells 
lived together in the Bar House in Beverley for 
many happy years. Mary remained active as a 
painter for the rest of her life, exhibiting all over 
the country.

This painting is on display at Beverley Art Gallery



Further information 

John Sprakes
‘Single Seed Head across Yorkshire Wolds’

Acrylics on canvas, 100 x 100 cm.

This painting featured in ‘Journey Into Abstraction’, 
a temporary exhibition at Beverley Art Gallery that 
opened just before lockdown. This was a 
retrospective exhibition showcasing the work of 
John Sprakes covering 60 years and his journey 
from realism to abstraction. More information can 
be found here: 

https://www.eastridingmuseums.co.uk/museums-o
nline/journey-into-abstraction/



‘Heirloom’ was written by local poet Mary 
Aherne. Mary wrote the poem to celebrate 
the opening of the Hornsea Pottery trail. 
This public art project, designed by Adele 
Howitt, celebrates the history of the 
Hornsea Pottery and some of Mary’s poems 
feature on the trail which winds around the 
streets of Hornsea.

Further information 

Heirloom

After he died we found boxes of the stu�
gathering dust in the loft, mouldering in his cluttered shed.
Ashtrays, bowls and dishes, jugs, planters, boots and clogs,
mugs adorned with birds and fishes, posy vases, posy troughs.

Relics of a lifetime spent labouring in the pottery,
the pottery in the garden, the pottery in Edenfield.
Tea-time talk was of blungers, pugmills, jiggers and jolleyers
while Nan loaded the Heirloom plates, seconds from the factory shop,

with meat and tatty pie and gravy. Hard graft, a forty-five hour week
mastering moulding techniques, the art of screen-printing, squeegees
pulling the glaze over the screen, pushing the glaze through the design
positive onto the bisque-fired pots. Fired at 1100˚C or more, hotter

than liquid lava, Grandad said. Laughed at how Hornsea’s clever
resist print was discovered by some fluke, how the glaze
had rolled and pooled in driblets and globs like some Plinian eruption,
produced a glaze-resist invention deep in the craw of the tunnel kiln.

I claimed the hoard of mismatched Heirloom, teak-lidded jars, 
spray-glazed dinner plates, stackable cups, a D-handled co�ee pot
the greens, the blues, the browns, rich and dark as the earth they came from
throbbing with glaze and metallic oxides –
red iron, cobalt, celadon, antinomy, chrome.


