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Eastenders top the creative r

Lorraine Shah explores how
some of East London’s
poorest boroughs have been
transformed into a world-class
artistic and design hub
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How times have changed. It wasn’t so long
ago that the East End of London was
synonymous with poverty, gangsters and a
rather depressing BBCTV soap opera.
When it came to creative dynamism, people
looked no further than the capital’s
western boroughs.
However, in the same way that the Isle of
Dogs has thrown off its down-at-heel past to
become one of the world’s greatest banking
centres, the East End – or, as it is more
formally known, LondonThames Gateway –
has reinvented itself by metamorphosing into
an internationally renowned hub for the
creative industries.
The renaissance dates back from the 1960s,
when London artists and art schools,
increasingly priced out of theWest End,
became aware of the potential of turning
run-down property in the East End into
studios.Then, in 1968, a group of artists,
styling themselves as SPACE, took over an
empty warehouse in St. Katharine Dock to
turn into temporary, low-cost studios.The
co-operative now has premises throughout
the East End.
“An abundance of cheap and spacious ex-
industrial spaces in the East End was what
first attracted artists here,” says SPACE’s Mat
Jenner.“Then a whole creative community
started to be generated.”
Thanks to SPACE and other such pioneers,
many more artists and artistic organisations
established themselves nearby. As a result, by
the end of the 20th century, the East End, and
notably Hackney, housed the largest
concentration of artists in the world – many
of whom have gone on to enjoy major
success, both in the UK and overseas.
“Pretty much every major artist in London
has probably worked in East London at one
time or another,” says Mat.“There are seven
Turner Prize winners currently living and
working in Hackney, and a few more in other
parts of the East End. Big names include
Tracey Emin and Gilbert and George,while
there are also a lot of young, up-and-coming
artists. It’s a very exciting time.”

COOL CLUSTERS
As well as artists and galleries, London
Thames Gateway,which will be the epicentre
of the 2012 Olympics, is also home to an
ever-increasing number of architects, fashion
designers, furniture makers, advertising
agencies, digital media firms,music companies
and filmmakers – a trend that started with

the inner-city revival campaigns, the Cool
Britannia phenomenon and the dotcom
boom of the late 1990s/early 2000s.
Borough councils and local government
organisations, such as the London
DevelopmentAgency and the London
Thames Gateway Development Corporation
(LTGDC), have been enthusiastic in their
support of creative organisations and
initiatives. As a result, previously no-go areas,
such as Hackney,Hoxton, Shoreditch, Brick
Lane andWhitechapel, are now considered
among the most fashionable and creatively
successful districts in London.
In attracting even more creative businesses
to LondonThames Gateway, there is a focus
on the creative clusters that have already
evolved and grown across the region.
Creative businesses favour being located
close to similar companies, seeing the
positive benefit of face-to-face contact with
suppliers and customers, access to skilled
labour, suitable properties in terms of cost
and size, and the potential to share premises
and technology.
As well as spawning firms that deliver
strong export sales, LondonThames
Gateway’s status as a vibrant creative
powerhouse also plays a major role in
helping to attract overseas inward
investment to the area.
“Creative hubs such as that in the East End
attract domestic inward investment,which is
part of the first phase towards larger
investment from overseas in the future,”
says Mat Jenner.“In 2006/07, SPACE, for
example, helped to attract £680,000 of
inward investment [from both domestic
and overseas sources] into the borough
of Hackney.”

DESIGN DUDES
Internationally successful design companies
based in the LTGDC area include
Whitechapel’s BarberOsgerby,which
specialises in the design of furniture and
products.Notable overseas projects have
included designing bottles for Coca-Cola and
helping to design Stella McCartney’s first
store in Manhattan.The company has an
ongoing relationship with UKTrade &
Investment, having participated in the
DesignUK initiative in Japan,which
showcased the best of up-and-coming and
established British design talent.
Similarly, BenWilson is a Dalston-based 3D
industrial designer,whose recent overseas
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