
Affordable neighbourhoods, (like Hackney Wick &Fish Island) allow for communities to thrive, with artists, creative practitioners, young 
enterprises and SME’s collectively taking hold in these emerging fringes of the city.
It is clear that it is this affordable environment, of low land values and cheap rents which has brought on what the local 
planning authority (LLDC) describes as ‘distinctive local regeneration’. Hackney Wick is now said to be home to some of 
the densest populations of artist’s studios in Europe. It is a hotbed of creative production, communal utopias, hedonistic 
indulgence and territorial ownership with an overall neighbourly atmosphere. It is a post-industrial twilight zone, now 
reoccupied and re-imagined as a 21st century creative village, without ring leader nor instigator. It has its own gravity, 
pulling in graduates, lost artists, bored professionals looking to start a new in this very fertile environment. It is a kind of 
self-made creative business incubator. As a local ‘training architect in residence’ I have seen this condition take hold in 
the area, and have contributed (as well as others) to the area’s speedy rise in value. I have documented and disseminated 
this story amongst the local planning powers, with the hope of influencing new approaches to planning and development in 
these kinds of neighbourhoods. Further from this initial government supported research I have now began a campaign for 
affordable workspace around the Olympic Park. Affordable Neighbourhoods is a research/design/build campaign, searching 
for ways to create affordable environments whether it be through interim use, low cost self-build construction or community 
development trusts.  The campaign is geared up to work with in local neighbourhoods with existing artists, professionals and 
creative practitioners, to inform a new kind of neighbourhood plan, inspired by the thoughts and ambitions of those who have 
contributed to this grassroots self-made city growth.
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This report looks at creative live-work 
spaces in Hackney Wick and Fish Island 
(HWFI). The aim is to reveal, in more 
detail, the people and the places that have 
influenced the area’s prominent creative 
industry. There are thirteen individual 
case studies from five different factory 
complexes in the area. Each study looks 
at a particular live-work unit and its 
inhabitants, to consider how the differing 
creative disciplines, spatial arrangements 
and economic factors have played a part 
in the cultural growth of the area. In the 
context of the likely development of some 
of these sites due to be released from their 
light industrial zoning, this research project 
aims to document the key role of existing 
live-work arrangements in the area’s current 
cultural foundations, and make a case 
against their disappearance. 

SEE
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case study
oslo house

SEE

OSlO hOuSE SitS at thE hEart OF 
thE hacknEy Wick cOnSErvatiOn 
arEa aS a building OF ‘tOWnScapE 
mErit’ thE FactOry iS madE up OF 
tWO WingS (EaSt & WESt), Which 
WErE Originally built in thE 
mid-FiFtiES, aS What iS thOught 
tO havE bEEn a dEtailEd printing 
WOrkS FOr WallpapEr Or OthEr 
variOuS tExtilES. it iS nOW Fully 
OccupiEd With livE-WOrk StudiOS 
and a mixturE OF ShOpS, caFéS and 
gallEriES lining thE grOund FlOOr 
FrOntagES. in 2009, arOund OnE 
hundrEd ‘livE-WOrk’ StudiOS WErE 
mappEd.
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case studies
lion works

SEE
thiS cluStEr OF FactOriES Fall Within an arEa 
Which at thE bEginning OF thE 20th cEntury, 
WaS a hOt bEd OF innOvatiOn, juSt mEtErS aWay 
FrOm WhErE thE FirSt SynthEtic plaSticS WErE 
invEntEd, aS WEll aS thE arEa WhErE thE tErm 
‘dry clEaning’ WaS bEing cOinEd. thESE buildingS 
WErE part OF that innOvativE dry clEaning and 
cOntract laundEring induStry. tOday, thiS 
mElangE OF yardS & buildingS iS a mixEd-uSE 
nEighbOurhOOd OF light induStrial buSinESSES, 
chEEk by jOWl With ‘livE-WOrk’ StudiOS. in 2009, 
juSt halF OF thiS cOmplEx WaS mappEd, With a 
Finding OF arOund 20 StudiOS.
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case studies
britannia works

SEE

britannia WOrkS rEFErS tO a dEnSE 
and vEry WEll OccupiEd grOup OF 
20th cEntury WarEhOuSE buildingS, 
including a FOrmEr card-bOard 
bOx packing FactOry and thE 
FOrmEr hOmE OF thE pErcy daltOn’S 
pEanut cOmpany.  thE cOmplEx 
haS bEEn intErnally dividEd intO 
artiStS’ StudiOS and livE-WOrk 
SpacES, it hOStS SOmE 94 StudiOS 
tightly knittEd tOgEthEr by a 
SEriES OF cOmmunal cOrridOrS and 
intimatE yardS Which arE SharEd by 
thE rESidEntS. many OF thE SpacES 
in bEtWEEn arE uSEd aS WOrk arEaS 
and cOmmunal gardEnS.
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case studies
old ford works

SEE

Old FOrd WOrkS iS a cluStEr OF 19th 
cEntury FactOriES at thE hEart OF 
thE FiSh iSland cOnSErvatiOn arEa, 
partS OF Which WErE Originally 
StEam pOWErEd rubbEr WOrkS and 
WatErprOOF clOthing WOrkS and 
nOtably a printing WOrkS Which 
SpEcialiSEd in in bank nOtES and 
pOStagE StampS. thiS blOck iS nOW 
knOWn lOcally aS thE “Old pEanut 
FactOry”, bEcauSE OF itS briEF 
OccupatiOn by pErcy dalStOn’S 
pEanutS cO. it iS nOW prOminEntly 
madE up OF livE-WOrk and artiSt 
StudiOS. in 2009, arOund 79 StudiOS 
WErE mappEd hErE. itS dEnSity 
and SharEd yard SpacE haS madE 
thE cOmplEx nOtOriOuS FOr itS 
clOSE-knit cOmmunity OF crEativE 
practitiOnErS. 
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case study 1. vittoria wharfSEE 2,691 Sq Ft (aprOx.)
£15 pEr Sq Ft (aprOx.)

OnE puppEtEEr 
OnE hOmEWarE dESignEr
OnE SOund EnginEEr
OnE animatOr
OnE cOmpOSEr
OnE SculptOr
OnE Film prOducEr
OnE phOtOgraphEr
OnE illuStratOr
agES 25-37

his live-work unit is arranged much like a 
sandwich: all the private living quarters are on the 
middle floor, the dirtier workshop spaces are on the 
ground floor level with a divided communal living 
and kitchen space, and the more digital work spaces 
are on the top level.

The house is unique in that everybody is allocated 
a clearly defined studio space, as well as access to 
the shared project space. It’s a generous model with 
many of the housemates making their full income 
from the work they do within the unit. Work is 
certainly the main agenda here. During the day the 
space is calm but very active with the occasional 
sound of grinding metal and light music.

Within this work environment, many of the 
housemates have taken their first steps to starting  
independent businesses. The designer (Haidée) runs 
her homeware business from her  
studio on the ground floor. She informed me that 
from its conception, this communal live work 
unit had a strong agenda around enabling creative 
practice  
at a professional level.

“It was set up so people could afford to have 
a studio, and be able to do whatever creative 
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houses in London where one is often left to work 
in a bedroom. This, she said, can have a negative 
effect on your health and the work you produce. “I 
do work really hard, but if you don’t give yourself 
a break, you’re just not as productive. You need to 
be able to escape your work a little bit, so in my 
bedroom I have no work at all, not even design 
books. It’s my little haven.”

Vittoria Wharf is a neighbourly factory complex, 
where often neighbours from the yard are invited 
to come and eat together. Occasionally, they may 
also even bring their sofas next door for movie 
nights. There is a Facebook group in the yard which 
gets used to quickly share information, and also to 
discuss issues which affect those living and working 
in the immediate vicinity. 

The downside to this sort of warehouse 
space include the common issues in these old 
industrial buildings, mainly bad heating and poor 
soundproofing. Some of the neighbours in the 
adjoining buildings can often be quite loud because 
of the types of work they do, which include big 
events with loud music. 

I asked Haidée what she thought about the future 
of Hackney Wick and how long they imagined 
being here: “What we’ve got here potentially is 
going to be some of the best years of our lives. We’re 
having an amazing time, we’re so lucky to be here 
and have this space. Most of us would like to be here 
for a long time.”

endeavour they wanted to do. When we advertise a 
room, we do specify that people absolutely have to 
need a studio space; we won’t consider people who 
don’t need a studio.”

On the ground floor, the open project space may 
be used by any housemate when  needed, although 
it is often dominated by those working with heavier 
materials such as ceramics, who need quick access to 
the front doors and the sink.

The unit as a whole feels very professional; many 
housemates have interns and clients coming in and 
out, as well as those here for the desk spaces, which 
are charged at a rate much lower than the bedrooms. 
It’s also a very interdisciplinary house. There have 
been some collaborations, and as Haidée points out, 
having people actively working in the space makes 
it an inspiring environment, with many skill shares 
going on. 

Domestically, the house is run like a tight ship. 
Every dinner time a housemate is elected to cook 
for the entire house. There is a sign up list for each 
day, where each housemate can write what they will 
cook on which day. They all make an effort to eat 
together, with rules against watching television at 
dinnertime. This is all funded by a weekly “kitty” 
of money paid by each housemate for food and 
various utilities. Haidée stresses the importance 
of being involved in the warehouse community, 
and the willingness to cook for each other is an 
important criterion for someone to join the unit. 
“You don’t have to be an amazing cook, just willing 
to do it once a week. There is even a little healthy 
competition... Of course I am the best!” 

On the down side for the housemates, once every 
seven weeks there is what they call the “shit week” 
where one person has the duty of cleaning both 
bathrooms and taking care of the weekly food order.

The allocated studio space system means that 
living and working is efficiently separated, and for 
the housemates this is crucial. Like many others, 
Haidée mentioned she had lived before in other 

“i dO WOrk rEally hard, but iF yOu dOn’t givE yOurSElF a brEak, 
yOu’rE juSt nOt aS prOductivE. yOu nEEd tO bE ablE tO EScapE 
yOur WOrk a littlE bit, SO in my bEdrOOm i havE nO WOrk at 
all, nOt EvEn dESign bOOkS. it’S my littlE havEn.”
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case study 3. britannia worksSEE

This is a small live-work unit which is used as a 
graphic design studio meets hair salon. The sign 
painter (Nico) and hair stylist (Steph) have been in 
the area for 4 years - previously in other live-work 
units separately, sharing with others. The unit is an 
open space with an enclosed bathroom. Steph has 
a well-equipped hair dressing area to one side, and 
directly adjacent, Nico has a design studio space. 
He also has a “messier” building and making space 
elsewhere in Fish Island. Day to day, the space 
is a very calm relaxed environment where local 
clients visit Steph to have their hair styled, while 
simultaneously  small design meetings are often 
held with clients around the table. The couple have 
very deliberately arranged the space so that these 
different disciplines complement each other. Nico 
describes their approach to the shared space:

“We didn’t want to have it sectioned off, what I 
do is very visual, so Steph’s clients come in and enjoy 
what I do. I’m very solitary when I work so I like to 
be able to chat and discuss it with Steph’s clients as 
well, for me it’s great to have interaction with other 
people, who come in every hour.”

They both consider their professions to be age-
old trades, but putting them together in one space 
is very contemporary and would seem to reflect the 
spirit of this area, both in terms of creativity and 
entrepreneurship.

They have learnt to work with each other in 
partnership over time, and have found that there 
are benefits in making this domestic/professional 
relationship work. It has meant for instance that 
they can enjoy a space which has no walls between 
their private bedroom space (suspended above) and  

550 Sq Ft (aprOx.)
£27 pEr Sq Ft (aprOx.)

OnE Sign paintEr and OnE hair StyliSt 
agES 28-30
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o’clock to leave some personal time in the morning 
to prepare the space and make sure the dishes are 
clean. In the evening she may work quite late, but 
often the last client is a friend who will usually hang 
out for a while.

From Nico and Steph’s perspective, Hackney 
Wick has a village atmosphere which is very homely 
and intimate with neighbours, they don’t have to 
go very far to socialise with friends. The down side, 
they admit, is that you can forget about the city 
out there and become a Hackney Wick hermit. 
However, like many others they are “proud wick 
hermits”.

For this couple and many others I have spoken to 
during this report, Hackney Wick is seen as a quiet 
spot to settle down and indulge in their passion. 
In a sense, the area works as a very organic creative 
business incubator, allowing artists and designer/
makers to mature to a point where, like Steph and 
Nico, one’s living can be made entirely from their 
studio work. As Nico articulates:

“We think the area should be more professional, 
and more driven towards establishing a name for 
yourself, then building yourself up to a point where 
you can jack in the side line job, to focus on your 
own personal work, which is what I think everyone 
should be aspiring to.”

They pointed out that their sense of community is 
strong as a direct consequence of the intimate shared 
yards and spaces in around their studio. It is easier to 
get to know people when you can see them working 
out in the yards and it’s simpler to identify with one 
another. They, like many of their neighbours, put in 
the extra time and effort to keep the yards clean and 
presentable for visitors. 

I asked the couple about their future in the area, 
whether they saw this arrangement working on a 
more long-term basis. Nico responded: “I would 
like to stay here for the indefinite future as a studio, 
[even if ] it would be a scenario where we did have a 
flat elsewhere.”

the ground floor working space. 
“We don’t have a solid divide, that’s because we’re 

lovers as well as business partners. I think we know 
where the testing point is through frowning, but 
it has been a learning curve to live and work as a 
couple. We have a lot of friends who live and work 
together, but they aren’t able to have a space that’s as 
open as ours.”

Another benefit of live-working as a couple may 
be that it is easier to define rules in the work space; 
less internal politics compared to some of the larger 
shared work spaces featured in this report. Both 
partners had lived and worked within larger shared 
communal live-work spaces around the area before 
moving to this smaller unit. They both reflected on 
the difficulties of sharing space with many different 
agendas:

“When I lived with friends before, there was a 
lot of holding your tongue. I had troubles because I 
was becoming more professional than they were… 
It is difficult to speak against friends because you’re 
worried you might offend them, whereas Steph and 
I work very well, because we both have the same 
ambition to be professional, and we can then discuss 
our problems without any internal conflict.”

Although they say that they work more 
productively in this blurred live work environment, 
they do both actively seek down time from work. 
This is especially so for Steph, whose work is 
contained in the space for the entire day, 6 days a 
week and any chance to get out for lunch or a stroll 
is of the utmost importance. They both confess to 
being workaholics - if they aren’t cutting hair or 
making something they will be sending emails or 
doing speculative work to get more business. When 
they want to switch off, they have their suspended 
mezzanine bedroom. From the mezzanine, the work 
space is hidden by the edge of the platform which 
seems to levitate amongst the roof trusses.

They are strict about their work times, within 
reason. Steph’s appointments begin around 10 

“WE think thE arEa ShOuld bE mOrE prOFESSiOnal, and mOrE 
drivEn tOWardS EStabliShing a namE FOr yOurSElF, thEn 
building yOurSElF up tO a pOint WhErE yOu can jack in thE 
SidE linE jOb, tO FOcuS On yOur OWn pErSOnal WOrk, Which iS 
What i think EvEryOnE ShOuld bE aSpiring tO.”
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units. For the housemates, the yard has been a very 
useful place to meet the neighbours. Other live-
work units have events and parties which often spill 
out into it and in the summer it’s a very sociable 
place to eat dinner. One housemate has made a little 
garden there.

The yard has its own Facebook group, which is a 
great platform for lending and borrowing materials 
and sometimes finding the odd job, although one 
housemate warned: “I’ve lost three drills and a 
jigsaw so far… but it’s a good thing and people are 
very generous, they normally help if they can and 
share knowledge too. If there’s something you can’t 
do, there’s probably someone around who can do it. 
If you need a specific person like a makeup artist or 
someone like that, they’ll probably know someone.”

For many of the housemates, Hackney Wick and 
Fish Island has offered them an opportunity to 
build their creative businesses in an affordable and 
very fertile environment. I asked the housemates 
about their plans for the future here: “I suppose 
we’ll stay until it’s not financially possible, it seems 
like the landlord keeps putting up the rent every 
time we renew our lease, much more than inflation. 
If it continues at this rate well have to move out, 
everyone’s still early on in their careers so it’s kind 
of a crucial time in terms of having that space now. 
I can’t think of any other reason we would want to 
leave this place.”

geared up for everybody’s particular type of work 
practice. Each housemate has their own bit of 
studio, containing all the specialist kit they need, 
such as sewing machines and large desk spaces 
on which to lay out their patterns. The studio 
accommodates a lot of activity; one of the desk 
spaces is rented out to a friend who used to live 
nearby, while two of the housemates both have 
business partners who work here with them in  
the space.

This house is clearly a proactive one – even the 
parties have involved considerable amounts of 
work to create extraordinarily themed events such 
as “the hip hop in space party”, where they turned 
the whole mezzanine into a space ship with rocket 
thrusters. 

The space has been negotiated in such a way that 
there is a careful duality of something which is 
both informal and homely, but also professional. I 
wondered what their trick was to getting such a fun 
and productive house, avoiding any interpersonal 
tensions. One answer might be the way the house 
has grown. The core group of 4 people have always 
remained here, but when people have left, and there 
has been a room to fill, they have been very “fussy” 
when it comes to finding someone new. Rooms are 
usually advertised on Gumtree, they have often seen 
over 20 people visiting the room before they have 
found someone they are happy with. What people 
do for work isn’t a big issue, as long as they’re doing 
something. The important thing is that everybody 
“fits in”. One housemate pointed out: “We’re lucky, 
there has never been any tension here, when you live 
so closely with other people it’s very important that 
everybody gets on. We say no to couples because it 
reduces internal politics. For example, if a couple 
were to have an argument, you couldn’t really 
intervene, and this is such a public space.” 

The house sits at the end of an intimate yard 
within the factory complex. This courtyard is the 
main entrance for over 10 other shared live-work 

“WE’rE lucky, thErE haS nEvEr bEEn any tEnSiOn hErE, WhEn 
yOu livE SO clOSEly With OthEr pEOplE it’S vEry impOrtant 
that EvErybOdy gEtS On. WE Say nO tO cOuplES bEcauSE it 
rEducES intErnal pOliticS. FOr ExamplE, iF a cOuplE WErE tO 
havE an argumEnt, yOu cOuldn’t rEally intErvEnE, and thiS iS 
Such a public SpacE.” 
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case study 4. old ford worksSEE

This unit is home to a mixture of people working 
within the creative industries: two tailors, one art 
director, a designer and three students. Many of 
them are making their living from the work they 
do in their shared studio. The space has been used 
for a large variety of public and private events, such 
as film showings, album launches, gigs, workshops, 
music video shoots, short films, fashion shoots, 
animations, set building and live art shows. 

The core group (Sam, Elise, Sasha and Ossian) 
have been here since 2009. They saw it as an exciting 
new opportunity for a big change after living in 
a “very cool, but very normal house in Brixton”. 
The warehouse is a 2,500 sq ft space, which is split 
between communal living below, and communal 
working above. 

The house is very comfortable in its everyday 
balance between living and working. The upstairs 
mezzanine has a very strong working atmosphere, 
and is a place where “you can really get into your 
own zone”, as one housemate put it. “Everyone’s 
really considerate; generally if someone’s working 
upstairs you leave them alone.” In the evening 
people tend to hang out downstairs more, where 
they might watch a movie together. The housemates 
said that it is important that nobody has to work in 
their bedroom.

The studio is a generous L shaped space which is 

2,500 Sq Ft (aprOx.)
£13 pEr Sq Ft (aprOx.)

OnE tailOr 
OnE art dirEctOr 
OnE dESignEr, FrEElancing 
FrOm hOmE
OnE trainEE tEachEr
OnE cOmpOSitiOn StudEnt
OnE runnEr illuStratOr
agES 23-28
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SEE
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT TRUST

LAND LORDS DESIGNERS BUILDERS MANAGERS
‘Community Right 
to BId’ within the 
Localsim act enables 
communitites to 
specify land and 
buildings as assets 
of community vaklue, 
thereby being able to 
buy these assets at 
market rate.

Local and industry 
proffesionals 
working together 
within the 
community to 
design affordable 
live/work space. 
Developing a 
local distinctive 
vernacular 
drawing on 

Self Build 
technology and 
‘sweat equity’ 
at the centre of 
the approach to 
construction, be 
it interior fit outs 
of shell units, 
or new ‘custom 
build’ projects

Management of 
studio and living 
space by collectives 
in residence




