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A perpetual work in progress, where the greatest constant is change itself, London is a city of contrasts. The muddy tidal shore of the grey-green River Thames is strewn with evidence of two thousand years of history, dating back to Roman ‘Londinium’ and beyond, while the glittering glass and polished steel of modern buildings soar above streets teeming with the Londoners of today. Unbound by any grand plan, the original walled city has grown with an organic, illimitable energy to form a vibrant twenty-first-century metropolis of 7.5 million inhabitants who speak over 300 languages.

My first experiences of the city, at the age of six or seven, were on day trips when my mother and I would meet my grandfather on the steps of one of its great art galleries or museums. He would always be immaculately dressed – a prototypical city gent in a smart navy suit, complete with briefcase, hat and umbrella – and the day would invariably involve a brisk walk, during which he would share his encylopedic knowledge of the city. Every street name would have a story attached, each corner a secret history to be revealed. There would be dates and facts and uproarious laughter.

Later I arrived in London as an art student enrolled at Saint Martin’s. This was a fantastic and formative time for me, when life and London were full of energy and opportunity. During my student years, I was fortunate enough to live in, and get to know, many different areas, from Brixton to Bayswater, Ladbroke Grove, Soho, Willesden Green and Covent Garden. At the time it was unusual to use computers as tools to make artwork, so we were encouraged to draw from life, to paint, sculpt, make collages and take photographs. In this spirit of playful experimentation, I have tried to capture something of my London to share with you.
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London’s architecture is as contrasting, extraordinary, eccentric and wonderful as Londoners are themselves. Original Roman walls can be appreciated within a few minutes’ walk from medieval churches and towering twenty-first-century spires. And with its breathtaking changes of light and weather, and myriad variations in scale and texture, London is a city of spectacular architectural views.

There are the sooty bricks and chimney pots of Victorian terraces, the leafy and gleaming stucco squares, the red-brick riverfront wharfs punctuated by the mechanics of industry, and the Brutalist concrete slabs of the South Bank. Exquisite Wren churches preside over patchwork pavements, flanked by ubiquitous advertising and shopfronts, while visual themes like red postboxes, bus-stops and ‘Tube’ signs recur and vary like a musical score.

The many iconic buildings of London encompass structures resembling a giant grandfather clock, a ferris wheel, a towering spire of glass, a wedding-cake church, a bridge between twin gothic castles and a tower of stacked cylindrical blocks – all like magnificent trinkets in a giant toy-box. Somehow these various styles coexist, perhaps not always in harmony but certainly expressing the incredible enterprise, ambition and freedom of choice that Londoners have long enjoyed and celebrated.
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St Bride’s Church, designed by Sir Christopher Wren in 1672, is one of London’s most exquisite buildings and it’s always a pleasure to catch sight of its little tiered steeple, the inspiration behind so many wedding cakes.
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