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A new church for Bow Common ð but ð do we NEED a church? If so,  WHY ? 
 

Everything was now in place and the process of arriving at a final design for the new church was well 
underway from 1956 with the first stone being laid at the very end of 1958 and this will soon be 
described. 
 

Maguire and Murray were now on the map of architectural practice and there was growing interest in 
what they were up to. Bob Maguire describes an early exercise in ôgoing back to basicsõ:  
 

26 ôIn 1958, Keith Murray and I put on a sort of  double-act audio-visual show at a Theological Conference at 
Swanwick using almost entirely every day, secular images to sketch out, as it were by tangential lines, the idea 
of set-apart space as a deep need of the human psyche.    As we were addressing theologians, we started 
with the statement: òThe Church does not need buildingsó.  
 

We said that if you want to celebrate the Eucharist, what you need is a loaf of bread, some wine and a cup and 
perhaps a trestle-table; but a rock or a tree stump will do as well, according to whether you are doing it in the 
school hall or the desert or a field. All you need for baptism is some water: that's all there was, after all, at the 
most famous baptism ever.  
 

We then went on to say that if you are keen to build a church, you are setting apart a place  (like Sunday is - or 
was - the setting apart of time). Otherwise, we said, build a community hall, and bring out a trestle-table. We 
then went on to consider the nature of set-apart places; and that essentially was the analysis, and then the 
synthesis, that went into St Paul's, Bow Common. 
 

Now the fact that lots of Christian people are keen to build a church seemed to justify the activity - but why? The 
conclusion we came to was that the Christian community needed a domain, a place peculiar to itself that reflected 
its own nature and in some way re-formed it as a community constantly; a place consecrated to God; whence it 
is sent out into the world. You will see immediately the distinction - this the place of the Christian Body, and 
although public it is not secular.õ 
 

In 1995 he re-iterated: 
19   ôNow, the Church does not need church buildings. What it needs is, simply, people. The people do need to gather, 

but they can gather in school halls and other such places. For the Eucharist, What they will need extra is some bread 

and some wine and some kind of cup, and preferably a table. But you can do this thing on a tree - stump in a þeld, a 

rock in a desert, a dining-table in a house, a trestle-table in a gymnasium. You do not need a special building called a 

church. 
 

So if you decide to build a church ñ and people do keep deciding to ñ you have to see that you do it for a reason 

beyond mere practicality. You do it to set apart a place for worship, to consecrate it for that purpose, to make a holy 

place, set apart from the rest of the world. The idea is analogous that of Sunday, which is set apart in time. People have 

always done it. Stonehenge is a setñapart place. The idea is not particularly Christian.õ 
 

At the heart of the manifestation of a ôset-apart placeõ in church architecture was the notion of a centrally-
planned space. In 1998 Elain Harwood said this: 
 

24   ôóWe all know the purpose of a church, which is a simple one in that it is þxed and unalterable and therefore does 
not involve the architect in a search for improvements in the programme he is initially set as a factory often does, or a 
hospital."   So claimed J.M. Richards when writing of the new Roman Catholic church of St. Basil by Burles, Newton 
and Partners at Basildon, in March 1957.  But it was not a good year to make so sweeping a statement. Having evolved 
in a continuous process from 1870, there were at last signs of change in the design of churches of all denominations. 
The reþned, abstracted Perpendicular style evolved then by G .F. Bodley and George Gilbert Scott junior had informed 
church architecture for the next ninety years. 
 

In part this was due to its universality and adaptability, in part it was because of the longevity of leading practitioners 
such as Sir Ninian Camper and Sir Giles Gilbert Scot - both of whom died only in 1960. Long-term projects like 
Liverpool and Guildford Cathedrals conþrmed the supremacy of this tasteful tradition. With hindsight a subtle 
evolution can be seen in the planning of churches by Comper, Scott, H. S. Goodhart-Rendel, N. F. Cachemaille-Day 
and others, but by 1957 a younger generation was chaþng to revolutionise church architecture just as they had other 
forms of building since the war. This revolution was not merely one of style.õ 
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24 ôThe new generation of church architects explored the fundamentals of what the denominations required, at a 
time when these were being questioned by the clergy and their commentators. Though the architecture parallels 
the development of the New Brutalism in secular work, the fundamental changes made to the religious service 
gives churches an underlying discipline which makes their study most rewarding. This was the Liturgical 
Movement. 
 

Richardsô piece prompted the þrst appearance of the Liturgical Movement in the architectural press. This was a 
retort from Robert Maguire, a young architect then working for Richards on the Architects Journal, and Keith 
Fendall, a pseudonym of the designer Keith Murray with whom Maguire went into partnership in 1959. ôThe 
purpose of a church is not simple é.  Requirements have changed in the past and are still changing. ô 
 

In October 1957 there was a broadcast on the Third Programme by Peter Hammond, which was subsequently 
published in The Listener and the New Churches Research Group was founded. Within þve years the Liturgical 
Movement had brought about an entire rethink on church planning in Britain, most vocally in the Church of 
England, most profoundly in the Catholic Church and with some of its effects imparted also to the Free Churches.  
By 1969 the Council for the Care of Churches could claim that all the denominations were searching for a ôcommon 
liturgical expressionõ. The result was that the late 1950s and early 1960s were an exceptionally inventive time 
for church architecture. 
 

In the middle years of the twentieth century the Liturgical Movement was a major international movement aimed 
at popularising Christian worship. Though it centred on the Eucharist, it embodied within the Catholic tradition 
a nascent evangelism that has been far reaching. The word ôliturgicalõ is a product of the Greek ôlaosô(people) and 
ôergonõ (work). In origin it meant any kind of public duty, and it must be stressed that the Liturgical Movement 
is concerned not just with the form of the Eucharist, but it is about the relationship of the congregation or 
ôbrethrenõ individually and collectively, to each other and to God.õ 
 

In October 1962, in an article for ôChurch Building,õ Bob Maguire had writ ten: 
 

6 ôA church building exists to serve the life of the Church . This is a statement of function. Analysis of the 
function of the church building formed the basis of the design of St. Paul's Church, Bow Common : we 
tried to gain an understanding of the life of the Church in this place in order that the building should be creative 
in that life.õ  
 

There are interesting echoes here of the student project in which he showed ôfunctionõ in the 
movements of all the participants of the liturgy on his plan, which wasnõt understood by his examiners 
and he was subsequently failed! And yet the irony is that here he is creating a ground-breaking church 
on exactly these foundations  of actuality and not  potential ð of what actually  does happen  in a church 
and not what we might permit  or prefer to happen!  
 

He continued:  
6 ôTo that extent, our approach to the design of the church may be described as ôfunctionalist'. But any attempt to 
arbitrarily limit the concept of function, purpose or need to physical comfort and convenience destroys its value 
as a creative discipline. This we believe to be so for the design of any kind of building. It becomes particularly 
destructive when the building is a church.  
 

The liturgical movement has shown the dangers that exist in the failure to appreciate the relationships created 
and conveyed by the form and arrangement of a church. It has demonstrated that bad churches are destructive of 
the life of the Church. It was this recognition that convinced us that a radical approach to church design was 
essential. But we were also convinced that for the building to be creative in the Churchôs life, it should 
grow out of the actual life of the real local Chr istian community whose needs were the reason for its 
existence.õ 
 

 And so this community was not an external factor to be analysed and provided for, but played a necessary and 
creative part in the design process. The particular character of the building is due to the fact that it grew out of 
the life of this particular community at a particular time and in this particular place. Quite as much as it was 
conditioned by more tangible external factors such as the site and the money and techniques available.õ 
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6 ôWe have met with strong criticism on this very matter of particularity but we are still sure that a building 
which ôlives' now for and because of the local Christian community will continue to be ôalive' for others who 
follow precisely in the way that good churches built in the past still have this quality.  
 

The alternative is a building founded on generalisations about people and their worship and created by the 
architect in isolation and we have found that because such buildings are not ônear to the needsô of anyone in 
particular, they are not meaningful to people in general ; they remain unendearing.õ 
 

In a lecture in 1995, Bob Maguire spelled out a basic principle: 
 

18   ôNow most discussions about planning for modern liturgy start with assertions about seeing well and hearing 

what is going on; and so, proceeding within the classic modernist rational disciplines, churches usually end up 

without columns (which are said to get in the way of the view) and often with plans which are wedgeñshaped 

like lecture theatres, or halfñround or nearly so like an amphitheatre, or of course (Liverpool Roman Catholic 

Cathedral being the most ÿagrant example) circular. 
 

Liturgy, however, is not lecturing, nor theatre, nor is it a circus. And if one produces a building whose spatial 

characteristics have been developed for one of these uses, liturgy will tend to be forced down that road ñ it can 

easily become, through misunderstanding, a kind of lectureñseminar, and in particular, theatre. Throw in a 

fervent choir and an ambitious organist, and parish worship aspires to the Albert Hall. The nature of Christian 

worship is otherwise, and the Eucharistic liturgy, as I have said, properly involves complex relationships 

between all present (and of course I include God in that) . 
 

This is not solvable by rational means é the thing cannot be worked out like the production process in a factory 

to produce an optimum layout (although the converse is true - you can easily make such a hash of it that it is 

hopeless). There are some simple rules. The presiding minister cannot greet people who are behind him: that rules 

out central altars, those images of perfection beloved by those who have read Wittkover too hastily. And you do 

need to keep down the distance between the two people furthest from each other. 
 

None of this generates architectural form. And returning to observation as oneõs recourse, these complex 

relationships actually seem to look after themselves ñ the liturgy itself being the dynamic relationship 

generator ñ in certain kinds of interior space which, we observed, possessed a deþnable character. The trouble 

has been to þnd the words actually to describe this deþnable character.  
 

I have opted for ôinclusive spaceõ. Inclusive space is a space within which, wherever a person is situated and no 

matter how many others are also in the space or where they are situated, that person feels included in whatever is 

going on.õ I remember þrst having this conviction about an interior architectural space in the Pazzi Chapel, which 

also probably rates ñ and of course it is an absurd statement really ñ as my favourite building.õ 
 

Maguire and Murray had declared their manifesto and laid out their stall!  
So what did they see going on  already, with a congregation  without a church? 

 

In 2000, Maguire said:  
 

26 ôWhat we were trying to do at Bow Common was to create a space - to set 
apart a place - in which the congregation could come to perceive that they were 
one Body, the Mystical Body of Christ. We were concerned not to frustrate, 
through an inappropriate setting, the intentions of Eucharistic worship. I think 
it was this frustration we had felt, because of so much indifference in the 
buildings and churchmanship we had experienced, that gave rise to our anger.õ  
 

A fter the old chu rch had first been damaged in the bombing late in 1940, 
the congregation of St. Paulõs, Bow Common was displaced and by the 
time Fr. Kirkby arrived in 1951 they were worshipping in various places, 
including the damaged but functioning neighbouring church o f St. Luke, 
Burdett Rd. When the War Damage Commission made its decision about 
rebuilding St. Paulõs church, the St. Lukeõs buildingõs days were 
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numbered, and it was very cold in winter, and it was later demolished. The congregation had been camping 
out in  the church hall at St. Paulõs Lodge. Here, very much led by Fr. Kirkby, they experimented with 
worship in ways allied to all his thinking, and that of the Liturgical Movement. It was here that Maguire 
and Murray first met them and observed their experimen tal and provisional liturgical life and this 
became the template for the rationale of their design of the new church.  
 

In a paper written to me in 2013 Bob Maguire said:  
 

30 ôIn 1954, when I was asked by Father Gresham Kirkby to design the new St Paul's, and my friend & close co-
worker Keith Murray commissioned to design & execute the mosaics, the community of the parish of St Paul with 
St Luke still reflected the traditional (social) structure (of the East End). Gresham's parishioners were a sizable, 
tight-knit group of people totally committed to the Church in that place and to their leader, Gresham. They had 
completely lost both their churches in the bombing, but they still had their church hall &  the parish school, both 
of them worn-out Victorian buildings which they took in hand and used creatively for radical experiments in 
liturgy & education respectively.  (They would have been utterly amazed had they known at that time that it 
would be their very experiments which later would lead to revolutions &  reforms in both fields directly 
through the inspiration they imparted to the design of the two buildings they commissioned .) 
 

Gresham and his people had a free hand in arranging and re-arranging the furniture for the services in the hall. 
You are not allowed to do this in a parish church, except in minor detail, without being granted a Faculty from 
the Vice Chancellor, via the Diocesan Advisory Committee. A hazardous business. None of that applies to a 
church hall. Gresham had come from a ôschoolõ of radical theological thinking within the Catholic tradition in the 
Anglican Church, and was putting into effect his social convictions and his insights into the nature of liturgical 
worship; both endeared him to a faithful and enthusiastic congregation.  
 

At 25, I was a dissenting, reformist Roman Catholic campaigning for Mass ôfacing the peopleõ and in the 
vernacular tongue, like the avant-garde in France and Germany, and for radical rethinking of church design to 
match; it was possibly the mutual recognition of revolutionary tendencies that sealed my appointment é But in 
the õmain-lineõ Churches in Britain, habits of worship died hard. There was no concept of dialogue, of liturgical 
participation. The congregation were effectively reduced to private prayer occasionally performed in unison (as 
in the Creed). The usual physical stance of a member of the congregation was sitting or kneeling bowed forward 
with forehead resting on joined hands, often as low as the top of the pew in front. This may serve, I think, to put 
the radical nature of what Gresham & his people were doing into a proper perspective. For me it was a wonderful 
breath of fresh air, to meet not just a priest, but his whole congregation, inspired by the Holy Spirit to worship 
together as explicitly, demonstrably, the People of God. 
 

It really is for this reason that St Paulôs was revolutionary. That was all, already, in place, in the hall in which 
they had been worshipping. Where we came in was to interpret that extraordinary understanding of what it was 
all about, in terms of the physical reality of a building.õ 
 

The ôFirst Designõ of the new St. Paulõs, Bow Common 
 

When I first learned about it I was intrigued by the fact that there had been a ôfirst designõ which was 
so near and yet so far to the building we now have. The only place where I found reference to it was in 
Edward Mills Book of 1956, already mentioned, ôThe Modern Churchõ and in 2009 I corresponded with 
Bob Maguire about this.  
 

He wrote this in response: 
27 ôThe arrangement was that I would design and supervise the contract for building the church, and Keith would 
design and execute £8,000-worth of glass mosaics, also to be paid for by the WDC in lieu of the stained glass of 
the bombed church. £8,000 was an immense commission then ñ the whole church was valued at £50,000.õ 
 

We then had to convince Archdeacon Michael Hodgins at London Diocesan House that I could do the job. He 
agreed provided I went into association with a þrm experienced in the þeld. When I left the AA my þrst, 
temporary, job had been with Carden & Godfrey, a þrm I had previously done vacation work with to support 
myself; Andrew Carden had been one of my tutors at the AA. So I went back and asked them, and they agreed to 
support me ñ for a cut of the fee ñ and graciously undertook not to interfere with the design. That is why the 
ôFirst Designõ is credited to me ôin association with Carden and Godfreyõ. 
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27 ôKeith is also credited as ôconsulting designerõ under his artistõs alias Keith Fendall, as we were naturally in 
constant discussion on how to produce a building that would carry that huge amount of mosaics we were 
intending as an integral part of a space for Eucharistic worship. It was important to us both that the mosaics 
should not feel ôtacked onõ but to be part of the total concept. 
 

 It was Keithõs idea that they should depict the Heavenly Host in constant adoration, and surround the Christian 
people, and this seemed to go well with the idea that I had developed of a wrapped-around colonnade deþning an 
ambulatory enclosing the central space on all four sides and this seemed to go well with the idea that I had 
developed of a wrapped-around colonnade deþning an ambulatory enclosing the central space on all four sides. ô 
 

The ôFirst Designõ of the new St. Paulõs, Bow Common ~ Compromise!  Compromise!  
 

When I first learned about it I was intrigued by the fact that there had been a ôfirst designõ which was 
so near and yet so far from the building we now have. The only place where I found reference to it was 
in Edward Mills Book of 1956, already mentioned, ôThe Modern Churchõ and in 2009 I corresponded 
with Bob Maguire about this.  
 

He wrote this in response: 
27 ôThe arrangement was that I would design and supervise the contract for building the church, and Keith would 
design and execute £8,000-worth of glass mosaics, also to be paid for by the WDC in lieu of the stained glass of 
the bombed church. £8,000 was an immense commission then ñ the whole church was valued at £50,000. 
 

We then had to convince Archdeacon Michael Hodgins at London Diocesan House that I could do the job. 
He agreed provided I went into association with a þrm experienced in the þeld. When I left the AA my þrst, 
temporary, job had been with Carden & Godfrey, a þrm I had previously done vacation work with to support 
myself; Andrew Carden had been one of my tutors at the AA. So I went back and asked them, and they agreed 
to support me ñ for a cut of the fee ñ and graciously undertook not to interfere with the design. That is 
why the ôFirst Designõ is credited to me ôin association with Carden and Godfreyõ. 
 

Keith is also credited as ôconsulting designerõ under his artistõs alias Keith Fendall, as we were naturally in 
constant discussion on how to produce a building that would carry that huge amount of mosaics we were 
intending as an integral part of a space for Eucharistic worship. It was important to us both that the mosaics 
should not feel ôtacked onõ but to be part of the total concept.õ 
 

27 ôIt was Keithõs idea that they should depict the Heavenly Host in constant adoration &surround the 
Christian people, and this seemed to go well with the idea that I had developed of a wrapped-around colonnade 
deþning an ambulatory enclosing the central space on all four sides & this seemed to go well with the idea 
that I had developed of a wrapped-around colonnade deþning an ambulatory enclosing the central space on 
all four sides. ô 
 

It was quite remarkable that 
two such untried young (but 
gifted) men should be 
entrusted wit h such a 
commission. It was clear that 
this inexperience would be a 
factor when approval to build 
would finally be granted by 
the Diocesan Advisory 
Committee (DAC) and Bob 
Maguire was wise to heed 
advice given to him that he 
would do well to compromise 
on some of the details of his 
vision for the building.  
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He says this:  
 

27 ô(in designing the spandrels for the mosaic 
Heavenly Host)  ... there was slight compromise in the 
þrst design because the corner panels were not wing- 
spread shaped, but many, many other things were 
worse compromises! This was because Andrew 
Carden and Emil Godfrey gently but þrmly warned me 
that the DAC contained Prof Corþato and Sir Albert 
Richardson ñ both of them extremely vocal classicists 
ñ and Walter Godfrey, father of Emil and a convinced 
Gothic man, and that the one thing these eminent 
architects found they could agree on was that new 
churches had to be in an historic style.  
óYou have to take account of them, Bob, otherwise 

youõre outó, they said, òso decide what it is 
thatõs most important to achieve, and go for it, 
then wrap it up in something you think they 

might approve! The þrst 
design is the result.  
 
It was as far as I thought l 
could go, and the ômost 
importantõ thing was the 
plan and the internal 
relationships it and the 
section and the overhead 
lighting would encourage.õ  
 

It was essentially designed as an interior, somewhat but not entirely compromised by the external 
appearance. But it worked; it got DAC approval.    At this point Iõm yielding to the temptation to throw 
in the remark made by John Betjeman when he þrst saw the design for Coventry Cathedral, which I think is 
apposite here: ôThe spirit is willing, but the ÿeche is weak!õõõ 
 

1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

27 ôThe þrst design also received Town Planning consent. At the time the whole district had been scheduled as a 
(CDA) a Comprehensive Development Area under the Abercrombie Plan for the London area, and a great ôgreen 
wedgeõ was planned, stretching from outside London down to the docks, a vast park on the other side of Burdett 
Road, of which the present park is a pale shadow. 
 

The London County Council area Planning Ofþcer for the CDA was a woman named Anne McEwen, and she 
was the wife of a new colleague of mine at the Architectural Press, Malcolm McEwen. Malcolm and his sister 
Sheila Wheeler had been journalists; they both came to the AP and Sheila became my PA ñ the perfect PA, no-
one to match her since. Of staunch Presbyterian stock and moral principles, trying hard to be an atheist, so you 
can imagine the interesting conversations we had. Sheila being my PA enabled me to do the job of Buildings 
Editor of the Architects Journal half-time and so start an architectural practice with St Paulõs.õ 
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The illustrations and titles above are from Edward Millsõ book, ôThe Modern Churchõ 1956. This is 
the only book in which these two schemes for a church can be found. But in correspondence with 
me in 2009, Bob Maguire was very clear that he did not endorse at all where Mills was ôcoming 
fromõ! In a handwritten note prefacing a photocopy of an extract from Millsõ book, he wrote: 
 

1 ôThis is emphatically a ôpre-liturgical-movementõ book, voicing all the opinions, sentiments and confident 
directions I was vigorously opposed to. It was largely ghost-written by Benita Cramer-Roberts, who had been 
a keen fellow student of mine some 3 years before its publication in 1956. Benita came to me in 1955 saying 
she was hard up for any really ôprogressiveõ material from Britain, and knew of my Fourth Year scheme for 
a church. She couldnõt publish a studentõs scheme (Mills would not allow it) but could I design a hypothetical 
ôProjectõ for inclusion? The result was the scheme on p 97 (as shown above) é Benita just had time to 
include it before submitting the final stuff for publication.õ 
 
 

The Abercrombie Plan ð the New Church to be integrated with Post -War rebuilding Plans.  
 

27 ôAnne greeted the 
First Design with 
enthusiasm - just 
what was wanted on 
that corner. The 
surrounding redevel-
opment was to be 7-
storey ÿats in 
horizontal blocks 
enclosing planted 
courtyards, and l had 
consulted with her at 
an early stage to make 
sure that the scale of 
the church was in relation to that. The distinguished Town Planner, Sir 
Patrick Abercrombie, had been appointed to prepare the County of London 

Plan (more usually known as the Abercrombie Plan)õ   
 

The first two pages are shown here with a glimpse on the 2nd page of the huge challenge which 
this Report of 1943 had to address. 
 

Beneath this view of a ruined street the Prime Minister, Sir Winston Churchill wrote  an 
introduction : ôMost painful is the number of small houses inhabited by working folk which have been 
destroyed.  We will rebuild them, more to our credit than some of them were before. London, Liverpool, 
Manchester, Birmingham may have much more to suffer, but they will rise from their ruins, more healthy, 
and, I hope, more beautiful In all my life I have never been treated with so much kindness as by the people 
who suffered most.õ 
 

In fact, plans had been drawn up as early as 1935 to rebuild 700 acres of Stepney, Shoreditch and 
Bethnal Green, in a corridor a mile and three-quarters long and three-quarters of a mile wide 
between the London Docks and the Regents Canal. After the War the need here for slum clearance 
was exacerbated by extensive war damage.  
 

Abercrombie and Forshaw recognised that, "There is abundant evidence that for families with 
children, houses are preferred to ÿats. They provide a private garden and yard at the same level 
as the main rooms of the dwelling, and þt the English temperament. ò  
 

But the area was too small; if only houses were to be built (and not overcrowded), then two -thirds 
or three-quarters of the people would have to move out. The planners would have liked half 
houses, half ÿats, at 100 dwellings to the acre, but even this would have created a major overspill. 
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This poster advertising a public meeting to learn more about the London Plan shows a kind of ôbefore 
and afterõ view with (interestingly) the likely kind of 7 storey housing being planned for our part of the 
East End and which Maguire consciously took account of in making his first design.  
 

Bob Maguire in a paper to me (2013): 
 

30 õThe Abercrombie Plan envisaged green ôcorridorsõ wending 
their way from the centre through the urban landscape to meet 
up eventually with the Green Belt outside the city. Between 
these parkland corridors, new housing would be planned on 
modern principles, a mixture of houses and low and high flat-
blocks with much open space. It was a Utopian strategy, and 
involved consideration in minute detail of every local area to 
decide exactly what, of what had been left after bombing, to leave 
intact & what to demolish & start again.õ 
 

However, to achieve this Plan communities would have  to 
be dispersed and there were reservations which Bob 
Maguire also shared: 30 ôIt was also a strategy which could 
involve the force of governmental authority to dictate the 
fortunes of local people in unacceptable ways, for the re-
arrangement or often abolition of streets necessitated the moving 
of cohesive communities while building to rehouse them. At that 
date, it seems, the extent to which the street community was the 
essential support group for the family and the individual was 
unappreciated, and moving it most often meant uprooting and 
destroying.õ 
 

The London Plan gave rise to estates such as the Lansbury Estate in Poplar still there today. It also 
included a more careful definition of the ôGreen Beltõ; a strip of land encircling London that is made up 
of parks, farmland and recreation grounds, and subject to strict regulations concerning building and 
development. Further out, Abercrombie proposed the construction of satellite towns around an ôOuter 
Country Ringõ. In fact, many Londoners moved out to the eight ôNew Townsõ such as Stevenage and 
Harlow after the war.  
 

In London the first 10 -storey council housing block opened in Holborn in May 1949. High -rise housing 
ð another Abercrombie recommendation - was touted as the solution to Londonõs growing population, 
replacing housing lost during the war and Londonõs slums. By the 1960s, over half a million new flats 
had been built, many of them in tower blocks.  
 

Bob Maguire continues: 
30 ôGradually, it became obvious that the strategy was not working, but causing serious breakdown of the cohesive 
structure of working-class society which had sustained it so beautifully during the years of blitz. 
 

é Soon after the completion of the (final design of the)  church, the Abercrombie Plan was virtually abandoned, 
the pressure to build homes caused politicians to go for more expeditious, piecemeal planning decisions. The wide 
urban park on the other side of Burdett Road was slimmed down to its present size, and suddenly a previously 
unplanned tower block appeared alongside the church, after the clearance of most of the local street housing.  
 

People were rehoused far away from their home patch ñ many as far away as Basildon New Town ñ & the 
indigenous, internally supportive community was dispersed. Many people lost their sense of identity; a whole 
society was broken. Gresham lost his parish people. He, with a few others, had virtually to start again from 
scratch.õ 
 

These were tough times and hard for us, living no w many decades in a socially and demographically 
unrecognisable East End, to imagine the huge challenges involved immediately post-War in getting a 
church built here at all, and subsequently maintaining one and adapting its life and function as times 
changed so dramatically.     
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Maguire makes this reflection:  
 

30 ôWhen I sit back and take a long view of the vicissitudes of St Paul's, and of the ways in which God's hand 
has been upon it, its people and its two unusually anointed vicars, of the extraordinary Christian work that 
has been, and is being quietly done there, I find again the only word to express my refreshed astonishment: 
Alleluia!õ 
 

Bob Maguire continues:  
 

27 ôThe park and the 7-storey ÿats all went out of the window ñ if l remember rightly, because of Local Authority 
reorganisation, political changes and the resulting abandonment of the Abercrombie Plan. What happened 
generally during the late 50s, the 60s and later was that tower-blocks were seized upon by politicians as a quick 
vote-catching solution to the shortage of housing, because you could demolish a small patch of old housing and 
quickly put up a very high density replacement. 
 

Architects, l am ashamed to say, colluded in this and many had delusions that they were creating something like 
the Ville Radieuse of Le Corbusier. Of course they were totally mistaken because the inspired town planning 
input was lacking, the necessary parkland setting never appeared and the thing was random and opportunist.  So 
Anne McEwenõs carefully considered plan for Bow Common was discarded and the church received surroundings 
alien to the context it was designed for.õ 
 

In his MA Dissertation of 1995 Donald Williamson makes this reflection:  
 

20   õNow, looking back at his first scheme, Maguire describes how he felt that the place of worship should be òa 

place apart from the rest of the world." Entry was though a modest door into a memorable baptistery, where the 

pool-like font served not only for baptism but as a sharp reminder of the need for each to be baptised first before 

(literally and metaphorically) òentering the church, òwith the assurance of redemption. Once inside the main 

body of the church, Maguire points out that (unlike the "sacred" classical temple) the columns were within, 

supporting the roof and creating an ambulatory. Maguire placed his altar in a radical manner with seating on 

three sides away from the east wall and more towards the centre of the church. His lighting was through clear 

glass (not stained glass - Maguire does not believe in òover-manipulating the congregation"). With regard to 

historical inÿuences, Maguire avoids what he calls the compartmentalising Gothic ways, where e.g. the 

celebration of the Mass is removed from the people. He draws from Byzantine ways, where liturgical and spiritual 

focus and purpose are fused and centralised. Robert Maguireõs student project was a church devised to create a 

new community atmosphere and òto open up possibilities". ô 

 
The First Design is abandoned ð the way is clear for the church we now have.  

 

Gerry Adler comments:  
 

29 ôThe association with Carden and Godfrey established Maguire's professional bona þdes, while the design in 
its vaguely Festival of Britain pitched-roof manner persuaded the DAC members, classicists Hector Corþato and 
Albert Richardson, as well as the Gothicist Walter Godfrey, that it would give the appropriate ôecclesiasticalõ 
stylistic signals. More important for Maguire than the disguise of stylistic clothing was the radical plan he 
successfully smuggled through!õ 
 

Bob Maguire was well aware of the cost of obtaining acceptance for the first design with its many 
compromises which constrained his fuller vision. But what should have been a crushing blow became 
(in his words) a ôsmall miracle!  
 

He continues:  
27 ôNo sooner had Planning consent come through (for the first design) than the Archdeacon received news from 
the WDC that they had had to revalue the payment on St Paulõs: it was now to be Ã40,000, not Ã50,000. My 
rather hazy memory of the reason given was that the part which related to St Lukeõs had been wrongly valued 
because the Victorian building was of a far lower grade of Gothic revival than St Paulõs. (I may be wrong.) Michael 
Hodgins rang me and asked if I would go over to Diocesan House immediately to discuss what was to be done.õ 
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Gerry Adler tells us:  
 

29  ôMaguireõs ôday jobõ at the time was at the Architects' Journal as Buildings Editor Working with quantity 
surveyors, he had been developing the practice ñ so familiar to us today ñ of cost planning, where there is a 
breakdown of different parts of buildings into elements so that adjustments can easily be made to the budget. 
Maguire was able to rejig the design, simplifying its external form, removing the spire and other features, thereby 
realigning the scheme with his original design intentions. The Archdeacon believed in Kirkby's vision, and this, 
combined with a simple card model, propelled the project through to completion.õ 
 

Bob Maguire: 
 

 27 ôNow, I had been working at the AJ on a new and very sophisticated method of controlling the cost of buildings, 
both during design and then throughout construction. Iõd been doing this in collaboration with a small team of 
quantity surveyors mostly from the Ministry of Education, who had started the idea in order to control 
expenditure over the vast programme of post-war school building. It consisted of breaking the budget down, 
allocating it to each separate element (foundations, external walls, waste plumbing etc.) on cost-per-sq. ft. basis 
so that recent buildings (my bit as Buildings Editor) could be analysed to inform the design of new buildings, 
irrespective of size.  It meant that you could, say, decide to have a very cheap ÿoor in order to achieve a more 
wonderful than usual ceiling. You were obliged to consider what you wanted from each element, do a balancing 
act and make the bottom line equal the budget þgure alter allowing for inÿation and inevitable hazards. We called 
it Cost Planning, and I applied it to the design of St Paulõs (and every building since). 
 

So when I met the Archdeacon I was able to go along with a new Cost Plan for a hypothetical building of the same 
area, using simpler materials and with less elaboration in the form of the building. I explained this but of course 
I didnõt actually have a design for such a building. He accepted, with some reservation because no church of this 
size had been built to such a low budget to his knowledge (or to mine) but told me that as the DAC had passed 

the þrst design with 
considerable internal dis-
agreement, it had better look 
pretty much the same. I of 
course was looking forward to 
removing all the compromises 
I had felt obliged to make. 
 

It was a fairly quick operation 
to produce the new design, 
because I had already mused 
much about what I would 
preferably have done. I drew a 
plan for the Archdeacon, but 
no elevations because I 
thought all that blank wall 
would frighten him. 

 

Instead, I made a little model in plain grey card. I took these over to him for initial discussion, but he looked at 
the model and said that it really hadnõt changed much and he didnõt think it would be necessary to re-submit it 
to the DAC. So I then took it to Anne and she said she could take the decision ôat ofþcer levelõ.  We were through!õ 
 

I got to know the Archdeacon better later on; he had a reputation for crafty manoeuvring, getting his way by 
stealth. But St Paulõs owes its existence, in its eventual form, to what I believe was his percep-tiveness and 
determination not to have Greshamõs vision messed around with.õ 
 

Archdeacon Michael Hodginsõ clear instinct that Fr. Kirkbyõs vision needed to be realised and that 
Maguire and Murray were the people to do this makes him more one more vital piece of the human 
jigsaw of vision, inspiration and instinct which came together to  make possible the presence of this 
remarkable building in Bow Common. The full  story of St. Paulõs Bow Common relies on people such 
as these, who should never be forgotten. 
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The new St. Paulõs Bow Common begins to be built!  
 

The Minutes of the Proceedings of the Parochial Church Council seem to make very little mention of 
the actual construction of the new church ð in fact none at all during the period of construction. There 
were certain practical obstacles however, such as the demolition of the ruins of the old church and 
whether this would be paid for by War Funds.  
Extracts from the PCC Minutes: 
 

23 March1958 
ôThe Vicar was going to get in touch with the contractors to find out when they would start on the demolition  
of St. Paulõs.õ 
 

11 April 1958 Annual Meeting  
ôNew Church Fr. Kirkby had been in touch with the architect. The position at the moment is that the War Damage 

Commission are (as usual) quibbling over the cost of the demolition 
of St. Paulõs.õ 
 

30 May 1958 
ôThe War Damage Commission had agreed to pay in full for the 
demolition of St. Paulõs. 
 

It would be reasonable then to suggest that work on clearing the 
site began during the summer of 1958 with the Foundation Stone 
laid on 20th December of the same year. 
 

There was a great deal to demolish and take away. As you will see 
from maps later on, it is almost certain that nothing but meadow 
land and open country had ever stood on this site until the first 
church was built by William Cotton in 1858. And now the second 
building was about to be constructed on this spot.  
 

In Maguireõs costings for the project we see him mention that 
some ôextraõ foundations were required, which suggests that the 
old churchõs foundations were used. Iõm puzzled by the mention, 
though, of old ôcellarsõ being found as the series of old maps which 

appears later suggests there were no previous buildings on this site but meadow land or rural 
landscape, some distance to the nearest villages of Stepney and Bow and no more than cottages out in 
the countryside. ôCellarsõ imply grand houses such as were built, indeed, by William Cotton on that 
road but to the north of the church.  The Vicarage was well over to the east of the church so they would 
not have belonged there either. I have never seen any mention of a crypt under the old church but 
maybe there was some underground construction? No records remain. 
 

Commentaries published as the church was being built.  
 

What was being built at Bow Common was of great interest within the architectural community and 
was being critiqued even during construction. In 1958 Peter Hammond wrote this:  
 

  A Lit urgical Brief: Peter Hammond 1958  
2 
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2 ôThe prospect for church architecture on this side of the Channel is at the moment somewhat cheerless. It is 
to be feared that, as the ecclesiastical authorities begin to grasp the revolutionary notion that it is traditional 
to be modern, we may expect to see still more examples of what are essentially medieval churches 
masquerading rather self-consciously in contemporary fancy dress. There are, nevertheless, some grounds 
for hoping that the next ten years will see an increasing awareness of the real character of the problems 
confronting the church architect.  
 

Robert Maguireõs new church at Bow Common may well prove to be of far greater importance than any 
church built in this country since St. Philipõs, Cosham. It is the outcome of a systematic application of 
functional analysis to the problems of church design; the unusual plan springs from an attempt to relate the 
altar to the priest and people in such a way that they can best carry out their functions in the liturgy.õ 
 

This unpretentious parish church promises to be a notable landmark in the development of church 
architecture in this country. One of the main factors in the renewal of sacred art on the Continent has 
undoubtedly been the existence of enlightened ecclesiastical patronage: in France, for example, the 
Dominican Order has played a crucial role. In this country, on the other hand, it may well be that the 
initiative will come from the architect. I see no reason why an informed architect should not exercise upon 
an ecclesiastical client the kind of salutary inÿuence that he has already brought to bear upon the Ministry 
of Education. The new church at Bow Common shows that it can be done, provided the architect knows what 
he is doing. If the principles of the modern movement have any validity they are applicable to the design of 
churches as well as schools. If this were more generally realized in architectural circles in this country we 
should be well on the way to a more rational approach to the problems of church building.õ 
 

Two years later, in his important book, ôLiturgy and Architectureõ 1960, Peter Hammond  wrote:  
 

3  ôST. PAUL, Bow Common, LONDON:  A church of outstanding promise, which is essentially a building 
for corporate worship, by a young architect who has been trying for several years to formulate a functional 
programme for church design, and who is convinced that the new insights of the liturgical movement demand 
ôa complete rethinking of the emblems of church planningõ. 
 

The Plan of this church has, in his own words, ôgrown from an attempt to relate the altar (considered as the 
principal symbol of our Lord in the church) to the priest and people in such a way that they can best carry 
out their functions in the liturgyõ. The plan of the church is extremely simple: a rectangle almost as broad as 
it is long. 
 

 The altar, with its ciborium, is placed beneath a large glazed lantern which provides the main source of 
illumination. The sanctuary is further defined by special paving, as is the processional way which surrounds the 
central space on all sides beyond the colonnade. The congregation will enter the church through the octagonal 
porch in the north-west corner, passing though the baptistery. There is also a processional west door.  
 

Behind the high altar, on the main axis of the church, there is a small chapel for the reserved sacrament. There is 
a Lady Chapel opening off the processional way to the north of the sanctuary, and the organ is on the west wall. 
There will be no fixed seating in the church and the position of the pulpit is to be decided in the light of experience. 
 

This is a church of far greater importance than its unpretentious character might suggest. It is a true domus 
ecclesiae, planned from the altar outwards. It may well prove to be something of a landmark in the re-creation of 
a living tradition of church architecture in this country. The foundation stone was laid in December 1958, and 
the church is to be consecrated in April, 1960.õ 
 

In December 1960, in a preface to Maguire and Murrayõs article in the Architectural Review Rayner 

Banham said this:  
 

5 ôTo regard the Liturgical Movement as a most promising new source of valid forms in church architecture, is to 
miss its point completely. It is clear that many entrants in the recent Liverpool Cathedral did regard it in this 
light, and adopted what they believed to be liturgical forms. But, as readers of the Reverend Peter Hammondõs 
pioneer article in AR April 1958 will know, even without reading his more recent book Liturgy and Architecture, 
nothing formal or stylistic is advocated by the Liturgical Movement.õ 
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5 ôRather it postulates a complex of spatial and functional relationships between priest and congregation, the 
ritual and the instruments of ritual.  It sees the liturgy as an exchange of actions between priest and people, 
not as a passive spectator/actor relationship such as is implicit in arena planning of the sort often mistaken 
for liturgical. If there is a tendency to centralised planning under liturgical leadership, it derives simply from 
the difficulty of taking an active part in anything if one is too far away from it. The church of St. Paul, Bow 
Common, the þrst notable representative of liturgical planning in Britain, illustrated on the next five pages, 
has a roughly centralised space only, and is planned in concentric zones, within which the congregation can 
almost be regarded as mobile, since the seating is not fixed.   
 

The Liturgical Movement does not offer the architect forms, it sets him a double functional problem to be 
resolved in a single solution: to create a functional space ð part of the usable space of the parish ñ to house 
the priest and congregation in the celebration of the ritual, and a symbolic space ð part of the universal space 
of the kingdom of Godñto house the altar, the symbol of Christõs presence among Godõs people.  This double 
objective might be achieved by applying symbols to a functional structure, but that would simply be window-
dressing. The outcome is only architecture if the functional and symbolical are indissoluble.  
 

The visitor - better, worshipper - can be left to judge for himself how far this is true of St. Paulõs; the reader 
who must judge it by photographs and plans may need some guidance. The building offers a space which 
gives the congregation freedom, but without being imprecise or vague. The structural form which houses the 
space is at one with its symbolic meaning. Thus, the outer ambulatory is defined by the row of columns which 
support the lower roof, and by the brick paving laid to withstand the wear caused by ambulation.  
 

The central space, for worship, is deþned by the columns and the higher roof; the seating is movable, but the 
altar, properly, is fixed within a sanctuary deþned by the hanging corona and the great skylight above.  The 
altar is raised, not only for sight-lines but also on steps that correspond to a liturgical hierarchy, but there is 
no altar rail ð the zone where communicants kneel is indicated by brick paving. Once more, laid to withstand 
the wear caused by kneeling.   
 

Usages such as this accord very well with the dictum that well-designed objects contain, in their very forms 
instruction about their mode or use, and these changes of ÿoor-surface make St. Paulõs   recognisable as a 
well-designed artefact even by those who know nothing of the Liturgical Movement. The point is worth 
making because it underlines once more that the Liturgical Movement relieves the architect of neither 
functional nor formal responsibilities. It sets a programme, and the architectõs task is to make a building to 
satisfy the programme & his building will be architecture, or not, in accordance with the way he satisfies it. 
 

The justifications of the Liturgical Movement are religious. Its interest for the architect lies in the kind of 
brief it will give him when he is asked to design a church ð not vaguely emotive in the recent atmospheric 
manner, not fanatically precise over trivia, as with the Ecclesiologists of the last century, but concerned 
with functions and people .  
 

Such a brief, while in no way impairing the  religious qualities of the buildingñquite the other way aboutñ 
puts the conceptual stages of church design on the same intellectual and imaginative footing as applies in the 
most forward areas of secular architecture at present.  Peter Hammond, in Liturgy and Architecture, makes 
a specific comparison with the post-war schools building programme, but he might, with even greater force, 
have cited the Nuffield Trustõs work on hospital planning and design, where psychological, if not spiritual 
considerations have been given their due at last, alongside the functional and mechanical. 
 

To propose such comparisons may seem shocking to some sincere  churchmen and religious architects, but 
the liturgical approach does enable todayõs architects to tackle church design without feeling ð as has so often 
been the case ð that they are abandoning the moral fundamentals of  their architecture, based on truth and 
honesty in material and function , and elapsing into a theatrical pseudo-mysticism.  As a result, St. Paulõs 
can serve the needs of the Church without ceasing to be a modern building. Modern, that is, not in terms of 
current decorative clichés, structural acrobatics or fashionable formalisms, but modern in the sense of the 
hard core of moral conviction that holds together any number of formal and structural concepts on the basis 
of what Lethaby called ônearness to need.õ ô 
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Following Banhamõs introduction above, this article in the Architectural Review of December 1960 is 

Maguire and Murrayõs earliest account of the building only consecrated some eight months 
previously. Interesting clues are given of the intended and expected context for the church in what was 
clearly intended for a rebuilt post -war neighbourhood:  

 

5 ôSt. Paulõs, Bow Common is at parish church built on the site (in Burdett Road, Stepney) of a Victorian Gothic 
church destroyed in the war. It is within an LCC comprehensive development area, and most of the two- and 
three-storey terrace houses near the church are due to be redeveloped, in part by multi-storey flats, and the fact 
that the church will eventually be over- topped by neighbouring housing was borne in mind by the architect when 
determining its scale and character. The latter is designed to possess some of the toughness of traditional East 
End building and townscape. 
 

The area across Burdett Road from the church will become a public open space and it is probable that St. Paul's 
Way (bounding the site on the south) will at this point be closed to trafþc and remain as a paved pedestrian street. 
Later, a church school will be built to the east of the new church. Leopold Street, at present forming the eastern 
boundary, will then disappear. A new vicarage has also still to be built alongside the church, near the north-east 
corner. ô 
 

The public open space was realised but none of rest of these plans came into being and, some fifty years 
after the church was built much of the surrounding neighbourhood was radically redesigned during 
widespread regeneration. The church somehow seems to hold its own through a second round of 
reconfiguration of its context beyond the intended building programme which never did take place.  
 

They go on to give their earliest description of the new church now built an d in use:  
 

5 ôThe church is designed to suit the requirements of a parish that had already developed a strong liturgical 
tradition and had experimented with various internal arrangements in two buildings which it had previously 
occupied temporarily. The whole shape and character of the interior, considered three-dimensionally, were evolved 
from the church's liturgical practice (see the introductory article on page 400); in particular the placing of the 
altar within the high central space beneath the lantern with seating on three sides of it. This seating is in the form 
of portable four-seater benches, which allow the arrangement to be varied. A small congregation can fill the central 
area and avoid a feeling of numerous seats being empty; larger congregations can expand into the surrounding, 
lower-ceilinged areas as required. 
 

The freestanding sanctuary is deþned by a hanging corona of blackñpainted rolled steel sections, bearing candles; 
also by a change in floor-texture from precast flags to white flint bricks. A path of similar bricks also marks a 
processional way round the perimeter of the building outside the columns that support the clerestory wall.  The 
altar is raised on two steps, creating three levels corresponding to the hierarchic distinctions within the Anglican 
Church and the font is placed in its traditional symbolic position near the entrance used by the congregation. This 
is at the north-west corner, by way of an octagonal porch with a square roof resting on four external pillars. There 
are also large sliding doors at the west for the congregation leaving church and for wedding and other processions. 
 

There are two small chapels (a Lady Chapel on the north side and another on the east), both outside the main 
liturgical space. An organ on the west clerestory wall will later replace the temporary instrument seen in 8 (page 
405), but the console will remain in the position of the latter. The sacristy occupies a low wing projecting from 
the south-east corner of the building. This also contains a parish meeting-room with kitchen recess, lavatories and 
an electrical sub-station. 
 

External walls are of load-bearing purple-grey Uxbridge ÿint bricks with recessed joints, laid in Monk bond 
which, with a 13 ½ in. wall, provides continuous rectangular vertical spaces in the thickness of the wall. The 
rainwater drainage is contained in these spaces so that no plumbing appears on the face of the building. The 
internal columns are 12in. diameter reinforced concrete, cast in cardboard tubes. The aisle roofs are also reinforced 
concrete, fairfaced from plywood shuttering in 4ft. squares. These conform to the 4ft. module on which the whole 
plan is based, enabling the 2ft. paving squares, for example, to meet the walls without cutting. The aisle roofs take 
the form of folded slabs 4in thick resting on a continuous concrete sill on top of the aisle wall which also acts as a 
tie. The clerestory beam is an upstand from the aisle roofs and consists of a series of linked double cantilevers. A 
groove in its upper surface takes electric cables with outlets to the nave light-fittings. 
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The nave roof has steel lattice-beams (a diagrid concrete structure was first chosen but steel was substituted in 
the belief that it would be more economical) and a timber ceiling faced with white-painted asbestos acoustic tiles. 
The roof covering is asphalt with marble chips and aluminium flashings. The lantern is of welded steel, painted 

dark blue and double 
glazed. It has a ceiling 
of wood-wool painted 
green and an 

aluminium-covered 
roof. Aisle windows 
are steel, also painted 
blue, with clear sheet 
glass. The porch has a 
frameless plate-glass 
strip between the 
concrete slab roof. 
Heating is by forced 
warm air from 16 
electric heaters in 
eight pits sunk in 
floor, each pit having 
an inlet and an outlet 
grille. 
Consulting engineer: 
Richard Birch. 
Quantity surveyors: 
Fleetwood, Buss and 
Anns. Electrical and 
heating consultants 
Peter Jay & Partners:õ                   

 

A date was set for the laying of the Foundation Stone . This stone can still be seen from the street just 
above ground level at the south-west corner of the church. The local newspaper cutting above reports 
on this just a few days later.  Almost certainly the stone was carved by Ralph Beyer. For me one of the 
Maguire and Murray church buildings which has the nearest feel to St. Paulõs, Bow Common is the 
Benedictine Community Chapel of West Malling Abbey in Kent (1964 -66).  
 

Their much larger Foundation 
stone by Ralph Beyer is very close 
in design to that at Bow Common 
and being protected from the 
elements still shows the incisions 
picked out in paint as Iõm sure was 
the case at Bow Common and is 
recorded as being so, somewhere 
that I have read. The ôsignatureõ 
colour used by Maguire and 
Murray for all on Beyerõs carved 
work at Bow Common, and also 
for the fascia at the top of the 
glazed lantern was called ôBullõs 
Bloodõ! A very evocative name 
and echoing the grittiness and 
hard-edge of the buildingõs 
meaning!   
 

The Bishop arrives flanked by Fr. Kirkby & curate, Fr. John Rowe 
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A sandstone was used for the 
Foundation Stone and it is 
delightful  that when you look at 
it closely you can see some tiny 
fossils and remnants of 
profoundly past ages. For me, 
that too is a deeply connecting 
thing that this radical ônewõ 
creation is actually earthed and 
connected to a far greater 
history than just this passing 
moment. 
 

It was the building company, 
Bovis, who held the 
construction contract. Bob 
Maguire remembers this: 27 ôThe 
Cost Planningõ team who worked 

with me at the Architects Journal included Peter Trench, who was Managing Director of Bovis Ltd., at that 
time a medium-sized þrm of builders who had invented a system of costing buildings in which they gave an 
initial estimate of basic cost, free of proþt, and a fee they would charge for the job. They then kept open books, 
and the client paid the actual cost in labour and materials (being informed at monthly intervals of how this 
compared to the original estimate, so that changes of mind could be made if necessary) and if the cost came 
out greater than the estimate, the fee remained the same. The intention being that Bovis had no interest in 
claims for extras on a contract price. Peter Trench was a person of integrity, and I decided to use Bovis to 
build the church. The system worked.õ 
 

The photographs  which follow  are the surviving record of that day  
Saturday 20th December 1958 at 11 am. 

 
 

The Bishop of Stepney 
who consecrated the 
Foundation Stone was 
the Rt. Revd. Everard 

Lunt , a serious but good 
and godly  man, and it 
was he who, almost 
exactly 6 years later 
would confirm m e at my 
home church of St. John-
at-Hackney in the 
neighbouring borough 
in the East End! 
 

Fifty years to the day and 
to the minute, also a 
Saturday, on 20th 
December 2008 at 11 am 
a small group of us 
gathered to re-dedicate the Stone, mostly current church members but also three people from the 
past including Mary McKenzie, still a church member from those days.  

There may have been a blessing of the whole site of the church  

The building site 
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When I looked at the photographs carefully I realised tha t we still had and were still using certain items 
used on that day ð a holy water bowl and sprinkler, a thurible for burning incense, a processional cross 
and a church banner. These were concrete witnesses to that day and so we used them again 50 years 
later to the very minute.  
 

Before we processed out of the 
church to rededicate the 
Foundation Stone I took the 
congregation to see these 
mementos of that day and 
explained to them what they 
were and that we would be 
using them again.   
 

To my complete amazement, 
one of the past church 
members there, Julian 
Edwards, then revealed that he 
was the young boy of 15 we see 
in the photographs carrying 
the cross! He agreed to carry it 
again to the same spot exactly 
50 years later ð a small but 
amazingly powerful con -
nection to that day of the 

genesis of St. Paulõs, Bow Common! How often in our lives to we ever manage to come full circle to 
doing the same thing 50 years later? 
 

Another similarly resonance event occurred in 2012 when the then current Bishop of Stepney, the Rt. 
Revd. Adrian Newman, who was consecrated a bishop just days earlier, came to dedicate the newly 
refurbished church hall at St. Paulõs, Bow Common. He saw the display in church of the churchõs 
history and noticed that he had brought back to the church the same Bishopõs pastoral staff as used by 
Bishop Lunt (and as seen in the photographs)!  

 
When they knew 
Bishop Adrian was 
going to be 
consecrated bishop, 
Bishop Luntõs family 
made a gift to him of 
their fatherõ pastoral 
staff - and here it was 
again!  

 
Even more extraordi -
narily , as the bishop 
observed the date of 
the consecration of 
our Foundation 
Stone, he realised 
that it was carried out 
on the very day 
before he was born! 

The Foundation Stone is consecrated 

 

            Fr. John Rowe / Bishop Everard Lunt           Fr.  Gresham Kirkby 



- 59 - 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Note the · young Bob Maguire!)    The Stone is set in place 

 

The Foundation Stone is moved into place 
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Fifty years later, to the day and to the minute, we gathered to rededicate the Foundation Stone. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   This · gifted young man was the foreman of the bricklayers! 

The Foundation Stone is finally and truly laid. 
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The four people shown above were present on the day of the laying of the Foundation Stone, 
Mary MacKenzie  (in red) still being a church member!  Julian Edwards  is shown beside her, 
carrying the same cross he carried to the same place exactly 50 years earlier, aged 15! 
The banner carried on that day was also used at the re-dedication of the Stone. Tiny fossil shell 
fragments can be seen in both faces of the Stone itself. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Re-Dedication of the Foundation Stone: Saturday 20 th December 2008  at 11 am 
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ST. PAULõS BOW COMMON IS BUILT! 
 
Alas, there is no record that I have been able to trace of the actual construction  of the church, either 
photographic or written. The larger newspaper cutting above, of December 1958 mentions that the 
building was scheduled for completion in October 1959 whereas the smaller cutting sets the 2nd 
week of October 1960 as the completion target!   The few of our oldest church members who 
witnessed all of this have confirmed that  the church was indeed in use late in 1959, although not 
consecrated until 30th April 1960.  
 
Again, sadly, the PCC Minutes provide no running commentary during this period of building, 
completion of building works and early use up to the Consecration. As mentioned earlier, from 
the time when demolition was probably taking place (July 1958) through to 8 Feb. 1959 there is no 
record of any PCC Meetings and the only buildings -related item briefly mentioned is the possible 
sale of the old organ stored since the bombing in St. Lukeõs Church and then moved elsewhere. 
The sale of it was a vital contribution to the provision of a new organ in the new church.  No Annual 
Church Meeting is recorded for 1959 but the meeting in April has this interesting little fund -raising 
suggestion: 
 
 

24 April 1959 
ôAppeal: It was suggested that we should (go) round the parish selling bricks on Friday evenings and ask the 
people if they would like to have a collection box.õ 
 

As the building nears completion in October 1959 there is this note: 
 

16 October 1959 
ôIt was suggested by Fr. Rowe that we should have a meeting soon after the Bazaar to discuss the interior 
decoration of the church, and ask Bob and Keith Murray down.õ 
 

There are no meetings for the next 4 months and then in February 1960 the Consecration is being 
planned only two months away.  
 

17 February 1960 
 ôAppeal: The Appeal Fund now stands at £919.7s.1d (including Post office account) and we expect to 
reach our aim of £1000.0.0d by the time of the consecration on the 30th April 1960. 
Heating in the new church: It was suggested by Mrs. Walden that we start a fund for heating in the new 
church. Each member of the congregation should give 6d a week towards the fund which will be run by Mr. 
Edwards. 
Consecration:  It is almost certain that the Consecration will be held on Saturday the 30th April 1960 at 
7.00 pm. Invitations are being printed and all those people connected with the church be sent one. It was 
suggested that a leaflet should be printed, and that every house in the parish should receive one. M. Walden 
will design the leaflet. It was also suggested that a week of celebrations should follow the Consecration, and 
that people in the parish would be invited to visit the church on any evening during that week, and that 
one of the members of the congregation should be on hand to answer any questions they may ask.õ 
 

21 April 1960   Annual Meeting ( Nine days before the Consecration) 
ôConsecration: The Bishop of London will preside at the consecration.  It was suggested by Fr. Kirkby 
that there be an all-night vigil of prayer, on the Friday night prior to the consecration. Fr. Kirkby also 
suggested that during the week following the consecration thee should be sung mass on Wednesday and 
Friday evenings. Immediately following the consecration refreshment will be served in the school hall.õ 
 

I have seen Fr. Kirkbyõs own explanation for the date of Consecration ð that the International 
Workersõ Day ð or ôLabour Dayõ - was on May 1st (Since 1955 it was also the Feast of St. Joseph the 
Worker) and h e wished for the church to be dedicated as close as possible to that significant date!  
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In his ôChurch Buildingõ article of 1962, Bob Maguire ended his account of the building with some 
costings and also with a tribute to the work force who built the churc h. 
 

6 ôThis result could have been impossible without the co-operation of an excellent general foreman and a 
building team who entered into the spirit of the work. Among these the foreman bricklayer (who was 24) was 
an out-standing craftsman, and the brickwork of this building is better than any we have seen in recent 
years.õ  
 

For me, as well as the great names we have considered should also be included people such as that 
young foreman of the bricklayer (who is identified in a photograph a few pages earlier). His skill and 
standards were exceptional and the quality of the brickwork wherever you look in the building is its 
(not so) hidden glory. Were the brickwork set to a poorer quality the building could have looked 
shabby or an embarrassment. With such expanses of brick defining its appearance the skills of this man 
and his team were crucial. Both inside and out there is a wonder of uniformity which I admire 
enormously. I had heard stories (I think from Keith Murray) of how, young as he was, he would  have 
no hesitation in taking men off the job who were twice his age if their work did not satisfy his high 
standards.  
 

It is faultless throughout and is of an unusual bond called ôMonk Bond.õ I remember standing outside 
the church with two young visiting  architects, one of whom had a degree of autism. Some people with 
autism have an enhanced visual perception which can be hugely focused on standards of detail. In the 
middle of our conversation he broke off and walked up to the brick face of the church jus t by the main 
doors, laid his arms and face against it and with closed eyes absorbed the perfection of the brick 
patterning in a way the other two of us would be quite unable to do. It was a remarkable experience to 
see the quality of the craftsmanship of the church through his eyes and giftedness. 
 

When we had the major celebration of the 50th Anniversary of the consecration of the church in 2010 I 
twice wrote to Bovis, at high level and also at office level to ask about the whereabouts of the foreman 
brickie, now in his 70õs and (someone who seemed to know told me) still very much alive and active. I 
especially wanted him to see what he had helped create 50 years on and to fete him as one of the heroes 
of the event. Alas, neither letter ever received the courtesy of a reply. Presumably dismissed as some 
strange Vicar barking on about something or after some favour! They didnõt seem to appreciate what 
a credit to Bovis that man had been. Standards change, maybe. 
 

Just two years after completion of the buildi ng, Bob Maguire made this summary of costs: 
6 ôThe inexpensive materials used in the church were a stimulus. They have a part in the relationship between 
this church and the place and people. In trying to use ordinary industrial materials well, we have been 
concerned to affirm the intrinsic value of cheap, good materials and good work. The use of some rich materials 
is part of the same concept; they afþrm by their relationship to the simple materials the value of both. They 
are intended to "sing" together, setting each other off. 
 

Cost.  
 
 

The following are þnal account þgures: 
 

Church, including porch and meeting room   £40,970    
Outside works (pavings, walls, fences, etc.)   £ 2,516 
 

The cost of the building includes some £1,000 for extra foundations due to the discovery of old cellars on the 
site.  
The cost of outside works is perhaps a rather higher proportion of the total than is usual, and is accounted 
for by the very long road frontages:  there are roads on three sides of the site. 
 

The following þgures are in the form used in cost analyses in the Architectsõ Journal: 
 

Total floor area (inside external walls)          9,503 sq. ft. 
Cost per sq. ft. of ÿoor area                             86s. 3d. 
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This view is possibly the earliest 

that there is of the newly built 

church, from either late in 1959 or 

early in 1960. There is no notice 

board on the church as yet and 

also no ropes have not so far been 

fitted to the two church bells ð 

both a sign that the building is 

not yet formally in use.  

It is also interesting to see the 

houses beyond the church which 

would soon be replaced by an 

enormous tower block!  

For purposes of comparison, readers may þnd the following information valuable: 
 

Number of "places"                                          500 
Cost per "place"                                               £ 82 
Floor area of main church per "place"          15.4 sq. ft. 
Cube of total building                                 270,250 cu. ft. 
Cost per ft. cube                                               3 s 
Height to main roof                                        37 ft. 
Height to top of lantern                                 60 ft. 
 

So far as we can at the moment ascertain (there is almost no detailed information published on this) the cost 
per "place" is well below the national average for Anglican churches, while the ÿoor area per "place" is 
considerably more generous than average.õ 
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The Bishop strikes the main door 

three times with his pastoral staff 

to seek admittance. 

The Bishop blesses and 

consecrates the new building 

with holy water.  

The Bishop goes in procession 

around the perimeter of the 

church to bless the building. 

with holy water. 

SATURDAY 30 TH  APRIL 1960 ~ 7 PM 
THE CONSECRATION AND DEDICATION OF ST. PAULõS, BOW COMMON 

BY THE BISHOP OF LONDON,  
THE RT. REVD. HENRY MONTGOMERY CAMPBELL  
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~  The Order of Service  ~  
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~  The Press ~} 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 East London Advertiser 5 th May 1960 


