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In 2020, House of lllustration received 70 applications for its 2020 Residency. After a
competitive shortlisting and interview process, the selection panel (Olivia Ahmad-
HOI Artistic Director, Matt Alagiah-/t’s Nice That Editor-in-chief and YiMiao Shih-HOI
lllustrator in Residence 2019) appointed Peony Gent.

Peony Gent is an illustrator, installation artist and poet based in London. She
graduated with an MA in Visual Communication from the Royal College of Art in
2019 and from Edinburgh College of Art with a BA in lllustration in 2016. At the heart
of Peony’s practice is making experimental comics in which she explores the
interplay between text and image and celebrates seemingly ordinary everyday
moments that might otherwise be forgotten.
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Image from experimental comic HOOK, Peony Gent 2017

Peony began her residency in December 2019. She proposed to use King's Cross,
the area immediately surrounding House of Illustration’s then-building, as her area of
research. Peony planned to gather observations and collected ephemera into “an
archive of the everyday” that would become the source material for new installation-
based works to be exhibited at House of lllustration from June—October 2020.



Unfortunately, plans for the 2020 residency were disrupted by the COVID-19 crisis.
From 23 March 2020, Peony was unable to attend King’s Cross to undertake
research due to the nationwide lockdown, and the subsequent permanent closure of
House of lllustration at Granary Square (from July 2020) and ongoing restrictions
meant that the residency took place in a new context.

Despite the challenges she faced, Peony remained committed to the residency: she
produced an ambitious body of work and online education resources over a six
month period, and House of lllustration remains committed to sharing the outcome of
her residency as soon as it is possible to do so.

Outcomes to date

From December 2020—March 2021, Peony visited King’'s Cross, recording her
observations, both seen and heard, as drawings, photographs and fragments of text.
Peony explains her interest in the area:

| always try to focus on easily ignored bits of ordinary life, but it was particularly
interesting doing this in King’s Cross, an area I'd almost entirely seen as a through-
fare or transitory place to pass through on the way to somewhere else.

From March-May 2020, Peony was unable to visit King’s Cross in person, which
presented challenges for a project so rooted in a sense of place. However, the idea
of places existing both in reality and as memories provided her with further
inspiration for her residency work. Peony explains:

Having to be physically away from the area got me thinking about how places like
King’s Cross even exist. They exist partly in the present but also in the past and in
the imagination, the connections we make with them and the memaories we have of
them.

In a way, each place exists differently for each person. For example St Pancras Old
Church yard might be a through-fare, a place of respite or holy ground. For the poet
Aidan Dunn, it was a site of revelation; for William Blake, it was the New Jerusalem.
For most people it’s probably a place to walk your dog, smoke a cigarette or escape
the noise and bustle of the train station.

That ability for a place to be so many things for so many different people, that
simultaneous invisible layering, is what | began to really focus in on. Rather than
responding to the site itself, | started responding to the way we remember and
reconstruct that site.

Peony’s responses to King’s Cross have taken a number of forms, including
observational drawings of very different parts of King’s Cross; from new gentrified
spaces to long-established market stalls. Peony sees these as something of a map
of transitional moments.



Peony also recorded her
extended observations as two
comics: Piano, a retelling of a
chance conversation with an
elderly man who visits St Pancras
station from Nottingham each
week to play the public pianos
there, and Push, a more abstract
comic based on Peony’s
reflections on facadism, the
demolition of all but a building’s
frontage, and the construction of
a new building behind.

this frantic search for authenticity

there’s a piano at the centre




Alongside her image-based work, Peony created a collection of ‘public poetry’.
Peony recorded overheard conversations and fragments of text from social media,
packaging and adverts and combined them with her own poetry. Many of these
poems were based on Coal Drops Yard, a part of King’s Cross that has seen a
radical transformation from the site of infamous nightclub Bagleys, to a parade of
high-end boutiques. Peony’s poems were intended for installation in the parts of
King’'s Cross that they were inspired by. Peony explains:

| love the idea of removing something from its original context and it becoming
transformed by the individual experience of the person viewing it, where it becomes
fresh and unique for each new set of eyes.
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Over the lockdown period, Peony was unable to host in-person creative workshops,
however, in collaboration with our education team, she created an online activity that
supports people from ages 11 upwards to create comics based on their memories.
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External outcomes

As a direct result of the residency, Peony was commissioned by East London
Comics & Arts Festival to create two online resources aimed at 11-14 year olds:

-An Introduction to Comics which explains comics as a diverse literary form that

encompasses autobiography, journalism and poetry along with a guide to

understanding visual storytelling devices.

-Comics in the Curriculum a resource for teachers of KS3 English, including

suggestions for creative classroom activities.

Peony is now working part-time as a member of the ELCAF team on online projects.
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what a character is
saying or thinking. !

Peony’s residency was also the subject of an article on leading creative arts platform
It's Nice That, and her work has subsequently been featured in other articles on the
site. Peony was also the subject of a full-page article in Artists & Illustrators

magazine.
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Who needs Google Earth
when you can walk the
streets of London with
Peony Gent

Currently finishing up her residency at
London's House of Illustration, our Grad from
2016 updates us on what she’s been working
on.
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https://elcaf.co.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/IntroductionPanel-to-Page.pdf
https://elcaf.co.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ELCAF-KS3-Resource-Pack.pdf
https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/peony-gent-house-of-illustration-illustration-010520
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Future Plans

Due to the impact of the pandemic, House of lllustration was unfortunately unable to
mount the planned exhibition of Peony’s residency work in summer/autumn 2020.
However, both House of lllustration and Peony remain committed to sharing Peony’s
residency work.

House of lllustration plans to launch a new website in summer/autumn 2021. We will
host an online exhibition of Peony’s residency work on our website by the end of
2021. With current lockdown restrictions in place, it is not known when we will be
able to mount a physical showcase of Peony’s work. However, we remain
enthusiastic about doing so, and are exploring opportunities for showcasing Peony’s
work in King’s Cross.



