An Angel in the East End of London

This is a very personal account of how one of the largest works of public art in London at the time

came to cover 850 sq. ft. of the exterior of a remarkableiconic modern Anglicanchurchi n London
East End in 2004. Thi s Amgels 00 a t esitepspecife installation by artist, Rose Finn-
Kelcey (19452014) which, in the first half of 2004, glittered and shimmered gloriously through

85,000 shimmer discs over a busy and gritty East End parish.

| have now retired from active ministry but from 1995 8 2013 | was the Vicar of that church and

parish and in that time | can truly say that art transformed the identity and culture of that church
community in totally unexpected ways, freeing attitudes and creating an openness to new things
which would have seemed i mpossible in the first

In 2007Angeldat St . Paul 86s, Bow Common was the jfr nt
GArt in a Religious Context & And then, in November 2013, just a week after | retired, the church

itself was formally recognised as the most significant modern church in Britain as Winner of the
National Churches Trust Diamond Jubilee Award for the UKO&Be st mo d €l958) ( p
churcho (photo below). There were over 200 nominations and a very prestigious short-list of 10
notable buildings. The judges were from the National Churches Trust, the 20t Century Society and

the Ecclesiastical Architects and Surveyors Association.

liturgy 6 . They further weist
building is the embodiment of the ground swell of idg
about Christian worship, loosely termed theirgical

after the Second World WarAccording to this
thinking, the church as a building is first and
foremost a liturgical space - a house for the
performance of the liturgy and the gathering of the
community .0
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It is a little unexpected,perhaps, t hat Britainds best modern chur
a very O6unprestigi ous & Farithe gearoif whichhl &new iand forsaine ¢ a |
years before, the parish of St. Paul with St. Luke, Bow Common was the 4" poorest parish in the
Diocese of London on the UK Index of Multiple Deprivation. Indeed, from the earliest days of this

being a populated area, this was not a prosperous area, though fortunes have varied since that

time. The fullest account so far of this remarkable building and a history of the area can be found

on t he c¢ hurhth/6vsw.sipaulssoiwcobremon.org.uk/heritage/detailed -history/ *.

Since 1998 this building has been used internally as a remarkable space for art, starting with the
relocation in expanded form of an exhibition which had just been shown at the Victoria and Albert
Museum and which was as startling a revelation of the unexpected genius of the buildi ng for this
kind of use to those of us whose church it was, as to anyone else! But none of us had imagined that
with the right artistic eye and mind even the exterior could become stunning gallery space. It was
artist Rose Finn-Kelcey who had that remarkabl e eye and mind and instinct and who, in 2004,
brought her GAngel 6to dwell and shimmer for a while in our small corner of the East End.

None of this was obvious or even possible when Robert Maguire and Keith Murray created this
extraordinary spacein195860 t o repl ace the bombed out Victor
Bow Common. C h u rao laredsackjthers $o nathing uméxpected there. But they do

now 9 or some of them do - and many of them could host art installations but have never thought

to do so! When Rose came into our lives she was commissioned byArt and Sacred Places (ASP)

and with the alsoremarkable Rachel Steward of Artwise as curator. As we approached the turn of

the millennium we were witnessing to the now not uncommon close partnership between art in

its many forms and sacred spacesd mostly Christian churches - which were never built with such

things in mind and whose members may possibly have been aghast at such a use when first built.

The Back Story

Angel did not just dppeardin Bow Common. It could never have appeared without a very
particular back story which took the church from a much
guarded sacred shrine, resistant to such alarming innovations,
to becoming an ideal and wonderful gallery space for a variety
ofart. Indeed, every O6sacred spaced
embraces art wil/l have its 0
tracing how such a thing had come to be. Classically,churches
have b e e mafe {placed wh i eohe woutd ever have
dreamed o f 60 me s s i n gnowativd Wwafs, éven for
community or aesthetic use. Even though churches have long
been sponsors and péatrodnsno
remarkable artistic interpretations of religious themes, they
have had a singular use for liturgy and worship alone and not
as exhibition space.

But, as society itself has evolved postWar and religion has lost
its once guaranteed speci al
been a greater freedom to exploreand innovate and risk new
uses of once very singularly defined sacred spaces. This does
not just apply to Christian
Common was part of a OMill €
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http://www.stpaulsbowcommon.org.uk/heritage/detailed-history/

synagogues and a mosque as well asa number of churches, each displayed a single art work and
together formed a contemporary artistc 6 Pi | gri msd Way® across Lond
exhibited Nigerian artist Sokari Dougl as Camp?o:
murder of 19 year old Stephen Lawrence in Eltham in south-east London in April 1993. The view

above shows this work in the church with Rt. Revd. John Sentamu, then Bishop of Stepney and

now Archbishop of York . (This is a very appropriate juxtaposition as Bishop Sentamu was one of

the Advisers to the Stephen Lawrence Judicial Enquiry.)

In the major account of the church which | wrote in 2015 (sedink above)this back story is traced in

the Appendix [Section I, p 314 onwarils The original Victorian building had been destroyed in

World War Il and Government War Reparation funds provided for the rebuilding o f one church

to replace two damaged church buildings -t he near by St, Lukeds, Burde
Bow Common. The bigger site of St. Paul 6s was <choser
new combined parish would henceforth be the @arish of St. Paul with St. Luke, Bow Commona

Key to this back story is the Vicar who came to the Parish in 19516 the Revd. Reginald Gresham

Kirkby who stayed there for 43 yearsuntil 1994 and was succeeded by myself in 1995. Fr. Kirkby

was a remarkable man, a single-minded visionary who took no hostages! He described himself as

a O0Socialist anarchisté and it was his radical
vision. [In the full account seesection Ap 11 onwardp

For centuries, the layout of western churches had continued unchanged. They were essentially

axial buildings with a progression along an east-we st axi s with the Opower
visibly invested in the chancel/sanctuary at the east end of the church with the people v ery clearly

kept in their place to the west. In the sanctuary was the High Altar and also the clergy who, alone,
presided i n t heThighiaackicalafranggémeotwstd codtinues in many (perhaps
most?) church buildings globally. After the 2nd World War much was changing in society and
institutions such as the Church were no longer to hold the kind of preferred status which they had
held until then. 't would be wunthinkable in toc
rebuilding churches, for instance. With the defeat of fascism and the passingof t he 6ol d
ideologies such as thoseheld by Fr. Kirkby were not only more present but began to influence such
things as how church architecture aHef€urchef |l ect e

Butlongbef ore the War there had been earl y sinther r i r
full account* see section A, p 27 onwalddhere had also been cautious expressions of this
architecturally. The Judgeswho awarded the church the National Churches Trust Diamond
Jubil ee Awar d for the -1UKID)s -chaabBnadeitide significahte r n
commen t t hat t he b uthel edhbodigentioftse glowne swelldof ideas about Christian
worship, loosely tened the Liturgical Movement, which swept Europe and the United States after the
Second World Wad.

In fact, the origins of this Mov ement can be found as early as1832 in the Roman Catholic Church

in the French Benedictine community of Solesmes where liturgical scholarship began to lead to
liturgical change, aiming to restore Roman liturgy to its medieval form. In 1903 Pope Pius X
convened a conference in Mechelen in Belgium, now regarded as launching the Liturgical
Movement. Liturgy was to be the means of instructing the people in Christian faith and life. To

enable this the Mass should be translated into the vernacular to promote active participation of the

faithful. It w as argued that worship was the common action of the people of God and not solely
performed by the priest da very significant Opol it tfieddnd i m
hierarchical church governance. In Germany, by the mid-twenties, the debate about church
building was already being drawn into a wider debate concerning the Church itself, its
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nature, its structure, the worship that is its distinctive activity, and its function in the modern

world. This was beginning to provide the radical theological thinking that was so desperately
needed by church architects and church architecture was beginning to be related to theology and

it was becoming clear, thatinordertounder st and the purpose of the
0t hoeushe of the chuwucbb&, wehe, fi ndntpeopl,e 6dsd ohnoenset $i )c, 0
first seek to understandthepurpose of t he 0 ehtselfetlsat tlzedirst hacdssty far h u
church builders was to forget all about architecture and to study the anatomy of Christ's body, the
structure of the temple built of living stones.

This idea of liturgy as an inclusi ve activity, subversive of individualism, while exciting to some,
also raised anxietiesat the Centre. In 1947Pope Pius Xll warned of false innovations and radical

changes, fearirg Opnbteshgo i nfl uencesmovementt t hi n t he
But it was in the rebuilt St. Paul 6s, Bow Commc
i n a parish church in Britain and it was Gresha

led to this. After his arrival in the parish and knowing that there was to be a new church built he
toured Europe to explore what was being built in post -War modernist churches whic h resonated
with his own vision, but he returned unimpressed!

Not far away in Li mehouse is still situated the Royal Foundation of St. Katharine. Now an excellent
conference centre, retreat house and community resource its roots lie in the C12 as a foundation of
Queen Matilda. Just after the War it was relocated to the site of the bombel out St. James, Ratcliffe

and its first Master on that site was another remarkable East End priest, radical and social reformer,

Fr. St. John Groser. He and Fr. Kirkby shared a great deal in outlook and Gresham was a constant
visitor at 1952 Kadridiseandi fumds dvere scarce anda very simple, minimalist

and spacious new chapel was built at St. Katherine@®, designed by Roderic Enthoven. Two years
later Fr. Groser launched a competition to find a designer to fit out the new chapel. It was won by

an untried young artist and designer called Keith Murray , aged only 26 with no previous
commissions under his belt. Thus it was that Fr. Kirkby first encountered a church design which
resonated with his vision for his own future parish church. Just two years earli er Keith Murray

had met an equally untried young architect, Robert Maguire . Bob Maguire himself wrote this:
Keith and I met in 1952 inadvertently at the ya
fundamental common cause in liturgical reformh({eh then seemed a far distant hope) and its implications
for the design of churches and everything in tidem.

Thus it was that Fr. Kirkby met Robert
Maguire and Keith Murray and a meeting of
minds and a common liturgical and
architectural vision was forg ed which led to
the design and buil d
Common from 1958 0 late 1959 and
consecrated on 3@ April 1960. This early
view of 1965 shows how unsparing the
design was 0 a composition of lines and

embellishment beyond the bold statement
around the porch entrance in lettering by - 1 {
Ralph Beyer, who also designed certain = -
features o f St . K a e e s e e N
Chapel.




Again, a full account of all this can be found in pages 178 161 following the link
http://www.stpaulsbowcommon.org.uk/heritage/detailed -history/ . Such a thing as Rose Finn

Kel ceyds Angel embl azoned across that westedrn e
imagination back in those days!

In 1965 this interior view was also
taken and the same spare surfaces of
brick and raw concrete can be seen
inside as well as outside. The only (and
beautiful) concession to this complete
lack of decoration or embellishment
was the remarkable mosaic frieze by
Charles Lutyens and in this view it is in
the process of being created. [An
account of Lutyens
found on pages 12642 of the full
account.]

And this remained very solidly the
order of the day, that the pristine
minimalism of the building, without
and within, should be maintained uncompromisingly from then right through to the end of Fr.
Kirkbyds time as Vicar in 1994 and was even mor

| did not arrive at the church with any ideas in my head to violate this order or to disrespect the
remarkable building whose care was now in my hands. The next two views show the building,
virtually unchanged, as it appeared when | came on the scene in 1995.

\ /
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http://www.stpaulsbowcommon.org.uk/heritage/detailed-history/

Some frank comments, now. For all its iconic nature, the church and parish were struggling by the
time Fr. Kirkby left in 1994. It was quite unable to fully pay its way and had the smallest church
electoral roll in the Diocese of London. It was the 4t poorest parish in the Diocese on a scale of
urban multiple deprivation and Sunday congregations were mostly in single figures and certainly
less than a couple of dozen at absolute naximum. In my opening remarks in the major written
account referenced above | make the point that for all the national and even global admiratio n of
the building, locally it i sstill a bit of a puzzle! That part of the East End of London has long been
deeply traditional & people knew what churches were dneantéto look like and some remembered
what the previous church had looked like until its destruction in World War Il. This new building
defied such notions and was neitherseena s a O p r 0 pog as anolgjdctofrlocah pride!

In the face of such fragility and vulnerabil ity , what I inherited in 1995was a small group of people
who had rallied around Fr. Kirkby d some from the early days of the new building & and who were
indomitable! There were little in the way of resources and the building was already in ne ed of
repair. The great storms of October 1987 had caused upper level damage to the lantern and roof
but English Heritage made it possible to repair these in 1991. Nevertheless, weaknesses in design
and materials still continue to cause problems with wat er penetration and it was my task in the
years which followed to address many of these and my successor, Mthr. Bernadette Hegarty,
continues to do this admirably .

It is very natural and human that when one feels vulnerable and even under threat (the futur e of
church and parish was by no means assured when | arrived, such was its fragility), that one guards
what one has ever more closely and novelty & innovation are avoided rigorously. One of the
features of | i fe at wiSah.l inherded wésshe forltnocofwvor€hip npractised
there. As a church very much in the Catholic tradition, under Fr. Kirkby the modern Roman
Catholic liturgies were regarded with much sympathy. Indeed they appeared in contemporary
language before new Anglican forms of worshipand wer e the only form
language in the early years of this new building . Thus it was that Gresham adopted the modern
Roman Missal as a modern rite for a modern building and it was the established norm when | came
to the parish. How ever, by then there were authorised forms of service in contemporary language
for the Church of England but these were spurned by the church and, strictly speaking, Bow
Common was irregular (and probably even illegal) in its use of unauthorised forms of wo rship.

Fr. Kirkby always had a strong rationale for doing what he did, even if it did not accord wit h what
was expected of him even by the Church! It could easily be mistaken for stubbornness or being just
plain awkward but there was considerably more to him intellectually than that! In many ways |
had taken on a church which had excluded itself in a number of ways from due compliance of
many kinds and which was (in my view) at ris k of being so out on a limb, with such few resources
and such littteassurance materially or numerically for t
was convinced that it had a very valuable future and a great deal to offer that community &
beyond. Having accepted the offer of the incumbency | raised a question about whether the church
might return to offering modern Anglican forms of worship instead of Roman Catholic, without
lessening or losing any of the catholic ritual that went with worship. Red lights flashed & bells
rang and, unfortunately, this immediately defined me as a revisionist who might even have been

h e

sentas a Ol ackeyd of the system &deeplg womrsidgred madittoy! d e c

This sounds more than ridiculous when stated as baldly as this but it truly was the way in which |
began to be regarded with suspicion by the core group of leadership of the church and started
some very difficult times for us all. There was never any personal attack in either direction and
discussion was always respectful but vigorous and uncompromising in defen ce of the status quo.
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I f | was to go t o StwasnRdewlkeadthat it wBuddibe @ty mmtberbasis of

what had been established as the norm on all fronts during the previous 40+ years. However, | had

also discovered how remarkably that same smallfeistygr oup of peopl e had ad
p e o pirh tkabcommunity as well as others who were marginalised , in small but courageous and
significant ways. | admired that and my instinct was to join them and journey together, even with
myhands tied and no suppor t Fearraodrfragilithcan ppoduseraespirsof t h a t
defensiveness but from what | had learned of these people | sensed that they had courage and a

deep concern for those disregarded by society. That church had few resources either material or
human but what they did have was a remarkable and increasingly noteworthy building a nd this

was being fiercely guarded against potential innovators such as myself!

However, they soon discovered, when | arrived as Incumbent in October 1995, that they had
nothing to fear in their new man! | had begun my ministry in the next door parish which had a
medieval church and then had cared for a huge Bodley building in Hackney for 11 years and was
in no danger of ruining this modernist s hrine! | had learned a lot about the constraints and also the
opportunities presented and respect demanded, by such remarkable buildings. Mutual affection
grew rapidly but even so | was closely watched, just in case! A phrase was even invented (neither
Maguire not Murray had used this phrase and smiled when | asked them about it) to ward me off
the novelty of putting up a poster on the walls for Lent and any other @utragesdwhich | might
subsequently dream up to violate the pristine bleakness of all that brick! | was reminded regularly
t o be mithedntegrity ofdhe wals !

None of us could have imagined back then, least of all myself, where things were to go three years
later, nor how something as outrageous and

Shamiana: N 2] unt hi nkabl e owdsfindoamome at &t. ¢
The Mughal Tent | — ~ :
i =9 Paul 6s, Bow Common nditale ye
L —8 began, not because ofthe visionary genius of the
e s 817538 50 o Vicar but by pure accident! | had a priest friend
et IO | —® who worked at the Victoria and A Ibert Museum
el el S !.,3, .9. and one day in 1997 he gave me a free ticket to an
b o ok Sl exhibition being held there. | had no idea what the
In bod weather the fent may not be open. If in == o . i ey .
o, < 17558 650 brme v, B title of the exhibition could mean & it was called,
Admission E . ~ .
T i rs e imision o St B8 ®hamiana, ThéMughalTentd and | si mpl
e i o P i B=2 time to trek across to West London to take time out
s, ot o A B to see it. This was in the autumn of 1997 and | had
ey | D begun to be very busy in the parish. | was soon to
T B meet up with my friend at the V &A, however, and
users. Plaass use the Exhibition Rood Enfrance . . .
T e | it was sheer embarrassment and guilt which drove

make special arrangaments.

me to take an afternoon out to go and see the
exhibition so that | could tell him | had been to see

- {ISY 7 L it! | remember being very grumpy going there and
V& i | > AN | irritated that thenmiobobydoh & t
the building. | found t he mstallatlon was housed in a large tent d representing the kind of grand
tent (called a ®&hamiana) in which the Mughal emperors would tou r their territories in India up
to the early C18.

The Victoria and Albert Museum,
Cromwell Road, London SW7 2RL
Telephone: 0171-938 8500

It was a total puzzle! The walls of the tent were bedecked with the most beautiful textile panels all
of like format but created by women from around the world, all based on the theme of the dl'ree of
Lifed As | explored them | was completely taken aback to discover that this project had begun in
the first parish in which | had served , in Stepney, East London! A remarkable community worker
I had known and worked alongside, Shireen Akbar, had left Stepney and had gone to work at the
Nehru Gallery at the V& A with its extraordinary collection of art from South Asia.
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Shireen hadthen discovered that the last people ever to visit the V&A were the population back in
the East End whose art was celebrated here, andespecially the many Bengali women we had both
known, stuck in their homes, often with quite controlling husbands and little freedom. | myself
was born in Calcutta (once East Bengal) and had come to East London at the age of 8 as an
immigrant and, along with most of these women, had no awareness of the enormous cultural
heritage which was ours.

Shireenthen came back to the East End to visit the Bengali women
she had known, to get them out of their h omes, to travel on buses
and the Underground and eventually to enter the vastness of the ’/u‘
V&A Museum, none of which they had ever done before. It was N

|

vz
vastly challenging for them bu t when they explored the treasures '(.‘3..‘ '.“‘.(‘
around them they were astonished to discover that they had such ,;'.g.;; :
a remarkable heritage and could lay claim to it. And so there on Z&'-'&

the floor of the Nehru Gallery, inspired by what they saw , and led
by Shireen, they created 8 textile panelsdepicting their own stories
and aspirations. These were shown at the V&A and was a huge
sensation, inspiring women all around the world to co me together
in their communities to create a total of 56 such tent panels
depicting their own lives and aspirations and now, in batches of a
dozen or so at a time, these werebeing displayed in the Shamiana
tent at the V&A. As an immigrant, to be honest,even after 40 years 4
| still felt that really | was no more than a bit of an unwelcome | Shireen Akbar
nuisance in Britain and, like those Bengali women, had no idea that

behind my brown sk in lay such an extraordinary history and culture. | was truly shocked and
Shamianatouched me deeply as | wept my way around the tent. The Shamiana principle of art
inspiring art was being enacted on the floor of the tent with large numbers of school children,
inspired by the tent panels, making small textile pieces themselves.

| retur ned home deeply moved by the exhibition, but also deeply frustrated. Very sadly, Shireen

Akbar who had inspired and led the project to the point of the first exhibition of those original 8

panels, had died just 3 months before the major exhibition had opened and this was all meant to

be a tribute to her. Most Londoners, including most who live in our area of the East End, never

go anywhere near the great Museums in their own city. | knew that people in our area were
extremely unlikely to get to see it and t hat this was almost to negate the very principle which

Shireen was trying to enable. In fact | was furious and wrote a frustrated letter to the Directo r of

the Nehru Gallery . With extraordinary spirit and courage, the remarkable Dr. Deborah Swallow

askedan alarming question, which was dvhat did | want to do about that ?!8Without any planning

or forethought I replied witSh.tRPaul dsal Beoewr €9 mn
been described with that word but | realised that it was, indeed, a huge brick Tent! To my
astonishment she agreed to my unfolding idea of transferring the whole exhibition from the
grandeur of the Victoria & Al bert t o an unknown parish church |
to be shown in the church din fact, to show more than they had space to show in the V&A tent.

Brave lady! One of the core lessons which the Shamianadea demonstrated so powerfully is that
art & creativity are not some elitist activity but are part of the potential of every human being din
our case many of our South Asian women initially, and then ordinary (but extraordinary) women
all over the world. For me, Shamiana also demonstrated that art can inspire and elicit art from
whoever encounters it. Thus, having been impressed and amazed by beaitiful expressions of
their own culture, of which they had never known very much, on the very floor of the V& A,
women sat in the presence of that art and created their own art (as seen below).
-8-



Not only was | asking for the church to become gallery space for this exhibition but also for it to
honour the 6Shamiana princi pl lee@ossbie foawvisitors,ihaveg i r i r
seen the Shamiana panels to be able to create their own art in the church before they left. That

would mean havin g textile artist tutors present throughout the duration of the event with quality

materials available. A lot of funding would need to be raised! What on earth had | done?! The

image below shows the original East London Shamiana artists creating the first panels on the floor

of the Nehru Gallery in the V&A.

= The prospect was terrifying and at first sight was in violation

of all the strictureswhi ch had been | ai d upc
g u a r d @nensbersoéthe church. So what chance did | stand

of filling the ¢ hurch walls with 30 beautiful textile panels? But,

it felt so right and, in a very unexpected way, was solidly

aligned with the views and ideas about the people of the

parish which Fr. Kirkby had held and was now shared by

those who succeeded him aboutthed or di nar yd me mb
community who are seldom celebrated or credited with

having much to offer, yet who may h ave enormous creative
potential .

The church was not mine, however, and without the
agreement of ALL church members | would not go ahead, on
principle. However, in the spirit of Fr. Kirkby, being radicals
and fully understanding the importance of the 6 | o m &ur 6
church life and purpose, they took a deep breath - but they fully understood what | was saying
and t heyThé gventwithime 6o the V&A and were also deeply moved but also deeply
challenged by what they saw. They agreed that such a creative project which was born in our
own areadp e o p areobhegh quality and not an elitist exhibition & and started among our
immigrant community, hadto be seeninourareaand not just i n London:
and where better than in our church? Remarkably, as a building it was superbly and
unintentionally ideal as a large exhibition space, though no-one had ever seen itin that way
before!

To cut a long story short the whole church backed my invitation

to the V&A to transfer an enlarged edition of Shamiana to our
church. With this came several other considerations, all of which
were costly! Around the time there were right -wing racist
groups coming to the fore and one had even presented a
candidate then elected onto Tower Hamlets Council. There was
an increase in @

racist attacks on § :
innocent Bengali
residents and
- here was a
church with the

only Asian
immigrant Vicar

around inviting

art into his church which celebrated these B _
dunwantedd i mmigrant s
other communities in reality!).
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Even worse there were to be large banners adorning the outside of the church (see above)
some with Bengali lettering! What on earth was this church up to? The largest part of the
funds | raise was to hire in two security men to be present at all times, just in case there was
any kind of incident. In the event, apart from a stolen mobile phone there was absolutely no
trouble! And they were two lovely men! Also, it was now an essential ingredient to buy in
the services of two excellent textile artists to be there every day, along with the bestsilk and
other materials. Making art was an extremely important element of the event.

In 1998 raising a sum like £10,000 was an enanous challenge but (I really do not know how,

now!) this was achieved. We did not take a penny from the V&A but, in fact, raised money

for them from sales of their postcards! To t he del i ght and amazement
guar dd who h a dhe butkdingy 80deasatitultpandls were displayed in the church

from 7t § 31st May 1998 and hundreds of people attended d many could not take it all in and

returned again. It was a huge success and even Fr. Kirkby thoroughly approved! The images

below show the opening night, the church walls and a workshop in progress.

Shamiana was planned to visit 13 exhibition spaces in the UK
abroad. It was Bow Common and Dubai that showed the sec
largest number of panels (30) together in one place! Evdrein t

tent at the V & A they had to cycle through all 56 panels.
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