All across London, a clutch of
maker spaces – dedicated to 3D
printing, woodworking, welding
and more – are serving as new
hubs for old-school innovation
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a neighborhood at the far northeast end
of London’s Victoria Underground line, is
humming with activity. A man in a shed is
nailing together the hull of a boat, while
someone else varnishes new wood
paneling in the back of a refurbished
camper van. A few meters away, a group
of friends chat animatedly, sprawled out
on picnic tables outside the building’s
spacious ground-floor café.
Within the two-floor wood and metal
workshop, welding sparks fly behind a
rubber safety curtain and a buzzing
circular saw fills the air with the smell of
fresh sawdust. Upstairs, a paintbrushwielding set designer slaps vivid hues
onto a stage production backdrop.
Around him, other makers build custom
turntables for a photo shoot and
assemble titanium bicycle frames.
Creative energy reverberates through this
repurposed factory, and it’s easy to see
why Blackhorse Workshop has a waiting
list of makers, designers and artisans who
are eager to become members and gain
access to the community and
camaraderie that the space facilitates.
Blackhorse Workshop is both a unique
community project and evidence of a
larger “maker revolution” currently taking
place in the British capital. Half a dozen
similar spaces have popped up across
London in the past few years, thanks in
part to public funding directed toward
arts and culture-related community
revitalization efforts. Maker spaces like
Blackhorse Workshop usually provide
members with a desk and storage space;

access to machinery; and training in the
use of contraptions like laser cutters, 3D
printers, saws and welding equipment.
They often offer classes and events that
are open to non-members as well, from
basic do-it-yourself skills training to
presentations by experienced craftsmen
well-versed in various trades.
Harriet Warden, Blackhorse
Workshop’s creative director and a fabric
printer herself, leads me on a tour around
the space. As we make our way through
its cavernous halls, she explains to a
couple of prospective members that this
community of makers did not end up in
Walthamstow by chance. “This
neighborhood was historically a
manufacturing area, and by repurposing a
neglected factory – around the corner
from the birthplace of the iconic doubledecker London Routemaster bus – we are
trying to keep the spirit of the place
[alive],” she says. A grant from the London
Mayor’s office in 2014 provided the
startup funds Blackhorse Workshop
needed to purchase equipment and hire a
small team, which – in a relatively short
amount of time – has transformed an
empty shell into a vibrant creative hub.
Although the proliferation of maker
spaces in London is relatively new, the
maker revolution contains strong echoes
of the city’s past as a center for
craftsmanship. Given modern London’s
manicured parks and sleek skyscrapers
crammed with office spaces, it’s hard to
imagine that in the 1800s the city was
filled with smoke stacks, metal smiths and
an abundance of “manufactories”. At that
time, the Industrial Revolution, fueled by
the arrival of new technology and better
transport links, was rapidly transforming
England from a predominantly agrarian
society into an increasingly urban and
globalized one. Ironically, those same
forces – innovations in technology and
transport – eventually pushed large-scale
manufacturing out of London as quickly
as it arrived.
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Katie Treggiden, a design journalist
and the author of Urban Potters: Makers
in the City, argues that the recent growth
of maker communities in London and
other cities around the world is, in part, a
reaction to how digital and disconnected
modern society has become. “The
original studio pottery movement, for
instance, was a reaction against
industrialization and urbanization,” she
says. “[Today’s] artists are reacting to the
digital revolution in the same way that
they reacted to the Industrial Revolution.”
A byproduct of the pre-fabricated,
mass-produced world in which we live is
a renewed interest in beautiful, bespoke
items that are designed and made by
hand in small batches. To meet this
demand, maker spaces are playing an
important role in training and
encouraging a new generation of artisans.
As Treggiden explains, “Maker spaces
enable the sharing of space, tools and
equipment that few individual makers
could afford alone. But much more than
that, they provide a sense of community
and facilitate collaborations that might
never come about otherwise.”
In addition to providing artisans with
access to affordable space and
equipment in one of the world’s most
expensive cities, London’s maker spaces
are also having a positive social and
environmental impact. A shining example
of this is Goldfinger Factory, an awardwinning social enterprise in west London
that aims to turn “waste into gold”. It
gives would-be artists and designers the
tools and training to become selfsustaining, while turning building site
scraps that would otherwise end up in
landfills into bespoke furniture and home
décor. On the day of my visit, co-founder
and chief operating officer Marie
Cudennec buzzes around the furniture
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MAKERS ON SHOW
Where to get a glimpse
of the “maker revolution”
in London

IMAGES: COURTESY OF DESIGNMUSEUM.ORG AND BLACKHORSESIDESHOW.CO.UK (SIDEBAR)

Designer Maker User
The London Design
Museum’s free permanent
exhibition, “Designer
Maker User”, chronicles the
development of modern
design through these three
distinct but interconnected
roles. Hundreds of 20thand 21st-century artifacts,
spanning disciplines such
as fashion, architecture
and graphic design, are
on display throughout
the space. Items on show
include the beloved
Nokia brick phone and
early iterations of the
London Tube map.
designmuseum.org

Sideshow
Blackhorse Workshop
collaborated with a team
of architects and engineers
from U+I to create
“Sideshow”, a temporary
interactive exhibition
(running until December
31) showcasing members’
work and making use of an
empty building site that is
slated for redevelopment
next year. Visitors can
send a steel ball bearing
down a giant marble run
made from scrap London
bus components while
sipping on coffee or craft
beer from the pop-up café.
blackhorsesideshow.co.uk
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“
Today’s artists are
reacting to the
digital revolution
in the same way
that they reacted
to the Industrial
Revolution back
in the day

”

showroom, pointing out decorative,
handmade pieces like a funky copper
pipe chandelier, a handsome reclaimed
walnut dining table and colorful throw
pillows scattered throughout the space.
Cudennec, who was born in Singapore
and raised in Hong Kong, lived in China
with her fiancé and co-founder, Oliver
Waddington-Ball, prior to the Beijing
Olympics in 2008. This turned out to be a
transformative experience. Witnessing
the unleashing of “capitalism in its most
brutal form as communities were carted
out of Beijing’s city center to ‘sanitize’
certain areas for tourists” steeled the
couple’s resolve to create a selfsustaining business that would deliver
social and environmental benefits and
play an active role in its community.
Goldfinger Factory, which comprises a
homey café, retail space and basement
workshop, opened in 2013 in a lowincome community in one of London’s
wealthiest boroughs. Indeed, the
widening gap between the poorest and
richest residents of the Royal Borough of
Kensington and Chelsea was in the news
recently due to the tragic, deadly fire
that ripped through Grenfell Tower.

M A B U H AY | D E C E M B E R 2 0 1 7

81

F E AT U R E S | L O N D O N

THIS PAGE,
FROM TOP
Marie Cudennec,
co-founder and
chief operating
officer of
Goldfinger
Factory;
Jason Rowe,
a Goldfinger
Factory trainee

Goldfinger Factory’s home, Trellick
Tower, is a 1970s-concrete Brutalist
structure and another of the borough’s
high-rise council estates, which suffered
its own fire earlier this year.
One of the tower’s residents, Jason
Rowe, is a Goldfinger Factory trainee who
has benefited from the enterprise’s
commitment to creating opportunities
and investing in young talent. As a
grocery store clerk, Rowe felt
unmotivated and had no idea how to
achieve his dream of working in set
design and prop-making. But he started
volunteering at Goldfinger Factory last
year and soon secured funding from the
foundation of a renowned French luxury
brand to train full-time. Under the
tutelage of the workshop’s artists-inresidence, Rowe has learned carpentry,
painting and metalwork, among other
skills. “Soon he’ll be ready to move on to
full-time employment in an industry he's
passionate about,” Cudennec beams.
In 2013, as Goldfinger Factory began
pursuing its social and environmental
mission, another maker space was
opening in the unlikeliest of places.
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“
It's been great to get
feedback from other
members. If I hadn’t
found Makerversity I
would still be working
alone at home at an
extremely slow pace
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In the basement of Somerset House – a
grand Neoclassical palace located in the
South Bank district of central London
that’s a popular concert venue – bank
vaults formerly used by the country's tax
authority have been converted into
Makerversity’s woodworking shop. On the
floors above are co-working spaces for
various creatives and startups, a textile
workshop, digital workshop, photo studio
and assembly space.
Makerversity’s members are a mix of
artisans and entrepreneurs from diverse
backgrounds engaged in physical and
digital creation and interested in joining a
creative community and sharing ideas.
Esther Ellard, a young graphic designer
and Makerversity’s community manager,
explains, “It’s been great to get feedback
from other members on my designs, as
well as lots of help from the Makerversity
team while learning to use a whole bunch
of new machinery and software.”
Social events like breakfasts and pub
outings are organized so that makers can
meet and collaborate. Ellard, who makes
internet culture-inspired vinyl decals and
graphic prints in bold hues, notes, “If I
hadn’t found Makerversity I would still be
working alone at home at an extremely
slow pace.” As proof that Makerversity’s
creative cross-pollination efforts can bear
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“
Maker spaces enable
the sharing of space,
tools and equipment.
But much more than
that, they provide
community and
facilitate collaborations

”
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fruit, Ellard has been exploring
opportunities for collaboration with
other members of the organization, and
she’s eager to soon incorporate 3D
printing into her work – something she
may not have considered if left entirely
up to her own devices.
Indeed, wherever they can be found
– in a repurposed factory in
Walthamstow, beneath a Brutalist
council estate in West London or in the
former bank vaults of a Thames-side
palace – maker communities are having
an impact on the lives and livelihoods of
their members and a positive,
regenerative effect on their
communities. And looking ahead,
sustained funding support from the
Mayor of London’s office and growing
interest from consumers in small-scale
design and production will continue to
fuel this quiet, green, communitycentered movement. As for would-be
makers keen to learn new skills and flex
their creative muscles, there’s no better
time than now to join the revolution.
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Blackhorse Workshop
1–2 Sutherland
Road Path
Walthamstow E17 6BX
blackhorse
workshop.co.uk
Goldfinger Factory
13–15 Golborne Road
London W10 5NY
goldfingerfactory.com
Makerversity
Somerset House,
Victoria Embankment,
London WC2R 1LA
makerversity.org

LONDON

PAL starts flying daily between Manila
and London on December 6.
Website: philippineairlines.com
Facebook: fb.com/flyPAL
Reservations hotline: +63 2 855 8888
Swingaround tour package:
swingaround.philippineairlines.com

