
Church, Maybe? - Christ Church Spitalfields 

A Protestant Aesthetic. 
  
There was not an Anglican church in Spitalfields prior to the construction Christ Church. 
The local community of Huguenot refugees had taken to constructing small chapels by 
their own initiative. In contrast to these small chapels that sprung up organically as an 
expression of the faith of the local community, Christ Church was instead ordered to be 
constructed by an act of parliament and paid for with public money. This particular political 
and religious context may go some way to explaining the peculiar emotional impression 
the Church makes today, and how this impression persists in the structure of the Church 
as a static artefact in a changing city. 

The Church was designed from the outset to impress; to tempt the local population away 
from the reformed chapels and into the established Church of England. The exterior of the 
Church presents a bold face to the street. Though lacking ostentatious decoration, the 
heroic proportions of the front façade of the Church display a valiant self-confidence. 

The Church would have been intended to act as a local landmark from the time of its 
construction and it remains to this day much taller than all of its immediate neighbours – a 
little sentinel standing at the frontier between the East End and the gradually encroaching 
high-rise development of the City of London. 

The interior of the Church makes a more peculiar impression however. Rather than being 
dark and filled with incense and religious mystery, the interior is light and open. The main 
hall of the Church is a rectangular room. There are no pews. There is no sanctuary nor 
secluded chapels. The altar is small and made of timer, appearing more like a bureau than 
an object of religious devotion. 

The entire Church is completely lacking in overt religious symbolism save for a stained 
glass window behind the altar (although this is Victorian addition and is hidden behind a 
proscenium). Abstract classical ornamentation makes for the vast majority of the 
decoration. The only statues in the Church have a civic significance; there are two 
depictions of politicians at either side of the altar and another of the coat of arts in pride of 
place above. Above the Church’s famous organ there is a depiction of the crown high and 
centre, flanked by two bishops’ mitres lower down in a conspicuously inferior position. 

The cumulative effect of these elements is that the over-whelming impression one gets 
when entering the Church is that one is stepping into a civic rather than an ecclesiastical 
building - say a courthouse or town hall. The only space within the Church that feels 
explicitly sacred is a tiny prayer room hidden away in a closet downstairs in the crypt. 

For the past 300 years the Church has remained as an artefact in the area while the social 
makeup of the city has been in flux around it. Different religious communities have come to 
and left the area over the centuries, and nowadays in a less and less religious modern  
Britain the building must be readapted again to its new social milieu. The recent 
intervention in which the crypt was emptied and a coffee shop was installed can be 
understood as the latest readaptation of the artifice of the Church within a changing city. 
The lack of overt religious symbolism and of a familiar ecclesiastical typology in the 
Church’s architecture may have better facilitated this change. 



Dialogue between old and new - the approach of the modern city 
  
How to maintain a church, which has ever dominate the region, is not just a physical 
existing question, which  refers to the nearby regions, buildings, streets and history. We 
call it CONTEXT. 
  
Of course we can't stop the encroachment of the modern city, just like we can't enforce 
people living inside an ancient house. For me, I will be pleasure to see the city renewal. 
But be careful when the city invade the territory of the church, in fact the history use almost 
several hundreds years (from 1746 - 1873) to make through the  BRUSH FIELD STEET, 
where we can get a entire view of the church. That's why we show big concerns when we 
see the big construction site in the southeast corner of the church. The Spitalfield citizens 
also express their concerns to the new, huge, commercial buildings there. After 
negotiation, the developer agreed to maintain the original façade along the Brush field 
street using some high tech treatment, which persists some kind of history memory. This 
also happened in the Spitalfields markets renewal in 2005. 
  
Let's move towards southwest a bit, not so far away, that's the CITY OF LONDON, which 
looks like the core of the modern city, dominating the district from the height definitely. I 
realize the existing of the clusters when I try to find my church in a huge London city 
model, it surprise me a lot that they are so close actually in distance, from the GODS 
VIEWS. I would say that these high rise buildings are just like spirit church in modern 
people's mind. Actually the whole process shall be like the beginning of the church very 
much, some important guy want to build a really big church to dominate that district totally, 
so they spent 15 years from 1714 to finish the Christ Church, which can be seen by people 
even from miles miles away. 
  
I would prefer DIALOGUE to describe relation between the modern "church" and this 
church, but not fighting against. Actually they all exist in this long long historical renewal. 
Ok, let's go back the first question, how to maintain a church? What we need do is not 
fighting down the other side - the modern "church", but just try to survive them, I mean 
both sides. That's what we see finally, the church itself is not working as just an old fixed 
museum now, but also changing always, to fit the social life, to survive in history. 
  
What happening now is what ever happened before, and even what going to happening in 
future, and that's the history. 

Misleading 

My research question has to do with the contrast and misleading statement with the 
exterior and interior parts of the building. The building was built like a classic church 
building. Large, impressive and not proportionate to a human figure. The building lies at 
the end of a road which actually came after the church was built. meaning, the church 
came first and then to enlarge the greatness of it they made a road leading towards the 
building. when you stand in front of it the feeling you get is “ I'm a small person verse a 
large building” which represents the god. as  you walk up the stair case it just makes the 
feeling even more drastic. then you walk in and the feel changes. This is where my 
research question begins. what makes the feel change? why does that sudden feeling we 
had a second ago outside of being small verse something big disappear? what in the 
building can change something like this? The inside f the building has a feel of a court yard 
or a park. very OPENED feel, inviting, not intimidating feel. the focus point is the middle of  



the church and not the front. does this lose the meaning of a church? where has the holy 
feel disappeared to? what is effecting this feel? 

Entrance 

I focus on the glass on the door of the entrance. 
The glass makes inside ambiguous. 
And reflection of the outside make scene more chaos. 
But visitors can feel the inside of the beauty and holiness in the scenery. 
And that will inspire curiosity to the visitor to enter. 
While alluding to the holiness of the inside, 
I feel the power of the material in this glass to induce visitor to go inside. 

The Weight of the Cross 

Hawksmoor’s intension to this church is clearly shown from the use of wood. He wants the 
church to be as welcoming as possible and push its visibility, both interior and exterior, to 
the limit. My curiosity starts from the blank yet defined stone wall holding up the central 
stained glass window at the back facade, which sits a wooden reredos on the other side of 
the wall. This seemingly strong foundation reminds us the scenario where Jesus carried 
the heavy cross in order to let us free. This feeling of freedom is in fact provoked and 
communicated through the illusion of wood foundations lifting up the structural columns. 

During the year of 1866, the church was drastically altered by Ewan Christian, who 
removed the galleries, altarpiece and wainscoting, leaving alone the ground floor pews, 
the only wooden element inside the nave. Making a clear separation between God and 
human. In 2002, the restoration did the exact opposite, where a theatre setting with an 
open central focal point is created, bringing the focus back to human.  

Position of Transparency 

I was paying attention to the light of the church.  
In christ church spitalfields, there are light source such as window of color glass, 
transparent glass and chandelier. Among them, in particular, characteristic things I think is 
position of window made from transparent glass. In this church, you would not  feel closure 
sense because church have transparent windows to the height of human eyes. However, 
because of the high height of the ground floor when viewed from the outside, you can not 
look inside. By the arrangement of windows and slab, I think that creating a bright sacred 
space that is not influenced from the outside. 

Adaptation 

The transformation of emotion in the crypt. The original design of the crypt used to be a 
place that only for the people who can pay for to bury died family members, this related to 
the emotion of privacy, limited accessible or even some of the areas “not accessible” hide 
it and keep it within a small distance. Acquire sites to serve London’s new settlements was 
needed during the world war as well as afterwards, a home for wounded soldiers to 
recover and a rehabilitation centre for homeless alcoholic men was housed in part of the 
crypt.  



In recent years a cafe was placed in the crypt, much of Hawksmoor’s original walls were 
restored for transmit of memories.  This is accessible via a ramp to make disabled access 
possible and encourage use by the local communities.


