It’s a neighbourhood teeming with

drama and death, as well as beautiful
buildings, as John Fowler discovers. E
Photographs by Larnie Nicolsen. ‘




centuries after the Huguenots brought their textile-
TW 0 making skills to Spilalfields, Auckland painter Emily
Wolfe carries on that fine tradition. In a sense her paintings are part
of the social fabric, with views through windows capturing snapshols
of peoples’ lives. After completing her degree at Elam School of
Fine Arts, Emily Wolfe took off for London. She had secured a place
in the masters course at the Slade, the art schoal attached to the
University College London. She graduated in 2001, and has been
living in London ever since.

Wolfe has developed a hankering for the eastern side of the
city. especially the part lying just beyond Liverpool St Station. That
building is said to be the most handsome station in all of England,
and while its immediate neighbourhood mightn't be so handsome in
parts, it's not lacking in history or intrigue. It's known as Spitalfields
- the name is a contraction of hospital - and was closely associated
with the Huguenots who escaped here from religious persecution in
France in the 17th century.

Wolfe lives in the shadow of one of the three churches in the
area by architect Nicholas Hawksmoor. And just across the road is
the Old Spitalfields Market, now given over to antiques and produce
on Sundays. Parts of this neighbourhood took a hammering during
the Second World War, but are back with a vengeance. None more
50, or with more life, than the reinvented Brick Lane which runs
down to Whitechapel, a name rich in infamy. This was [ack the
Ripper's patch, and he's still not short of victims. Regular events
round here are late night (naturally) walking tours for those who
want to follow in his fatal footsteps. It can be a bit disconcerting
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=t first, encountering groups of enthusiasts for historical
uction - or should that be deconstruction — huddled in dark
nd listening in hushed tones to details of Jack’s grisly

i nothing s sacred here, for a compeling organisation offers
1gly entitled “Back Passages of Spitalfields,” the

10 Ristory walks. As for the identity of the Ripper, American
& Cornwell suggests it was actually famous painter
Walter Sickert. That aside, Wolfe sets off every morning for her
studio, northwards up Shareditch High St. She and a number of
other artists share @ middle-aged commercial building in an area
that is currently in limbo. It may be waiting for the construction of
the Hoxton tube station, rumoured to be coming here, in which case
these artists face eviction.

In the meantime, Walfe can gaze out over a fairly nondescript
urban landscape, with the highly recognisable forms of St Pauls
Cathedral and Norman Foster’s Swiss-Re Tower— better known as
the London Gherkin — adding class to the middle distance. And
nearby is another of Wolfe's favourite attractians, the Sunday
flower market on Columbia Rd, a colourful escape fram the grime
of the city.

By the time she gol ta the Slade, Wolfe had developed her
penchant for painting fragments of fabric. In her own words she
chose fo focus on pieces that might atherwise be regarded as
unremarkable and perhaps too mundane to warrant a second
look. Her challenge was to draw attention to the discarded and
overlooked, and in some cases the forgotten and decayed.
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