
Paid opportunities to create 
exhibitions, events and  
creative community happenings  
on Petticoat Lane.
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A note

Toynbee Hall works to tackle unfairness  
and inequality to create a fairer and happier  
East London. 

We offer a range of high quality advice services, 
community projects and work to ensure that 
local and national policy is informed by the 
experiences of local people. Based in the East 
End since 1884, we use stories of reform from our 
history to inspire positive social change today.

Core to our values as an organization is 
collaboration and power sharing with local 
people. As part of this work we have agreed 
to work alongside local people to deliver 

the cultural element of Historic England’s 
High Streets Heritage Action Zone Cultural 
Programme for the Petticoat Lane and 
Wentworth Street area. 

We were commissioned to do this work by 
London Borough of Tower Hamlets. Toynbee Hall 
are administering the commissioning process. 

But local people are making all the decisions. 
This commissioning document is owned by them.

Toynbee Hall’s role in this project
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What is the project?

We are people who live in and love the  
Petticoat Lane area. This is our home.

We are looking to find local artists and creative 
people to help us celebrate the culture and 
heritage of Petticoat Lane market. We want to 
work with you to do things which highlight our 
history, raising awareness, positive perceptions 
and footfall. 

Petticoat Lane is special because of working 
class and migrant communities. From the 
Huguenots in the 14th Century, through to  
the Bangladeshi communities of today, the  
area has consistently formed a space of refuge 
and welcome. 

Petticoat Lane is nestled between Tower  
Hamlets and the City of London. The area is 
changing rapidly and this ‘regeneration’ has  
been experienced as displacement by many 
people who consider the area home. 

Much of the local economy and cultural offer 
that is based around people commuting into 
the area for work. This often prices out local 

residents from cultural events happening 
locally – or creates experiences that are neither 
representative of or enjoyed by us. And the 
richness and diversity of local culture is what 
makes Petticoat Lane the vibrant and exciting 
place it is. 

To preserve and celebrate this Historic England 
have contributed £90,000 towards the People’s 
History of Petticoat Lane Project for us to spend 
on cultural events, activities, and training that 
represent us, and what we value about where  
we live.

This pack is full of prompts and ideas for 
cultural events that could happen now and 
January 2024, we hope they inspire your 
creativity. The ideas came from our community 
conversations and are reflective of our priorities 
as a local community. 

We are looking to commission up to 10 
individuals or groups to take inspiration from 
these ideas and  create cultural happenings that 
value the history and community of this area.

The People’s History 
of Petticoat Lane, is 
part of an Historic 
England managed 
High Streets Heritage 
Action Zone project, 
celebrating, preserving, 
and highlighting the 
uniqueness of this area

To get involved please read on >
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What are the opportunities to get involved?

We have £42k to invest in 10 commissions 
in this round of commissioning. 

We would expect to give out 2 large 
grants (£5-£10k) and 8 smaller grants 
between £600–£4000 in value. 

These commissions will take place 
between this summer and January 2024.

We are likely to commission applications which:

•  Reflect the identified theme and delivers on the goals stated in the  
Expression of Interest

•  Provide an equality of access to the event for local people experiencing  
different forms of structural inequality

 •  Make a positive contribution to quality of life and mental health in the area

•  Bring visitors to the Petticoat Lane area and increases focus on and  
awareness of the areas unique history
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What ideas do we want to explore?

We have agreed 4 themes we think 
represent this area well. Alongside 
the themes we’ve suggested some 
ideas we already know we like, but 
we also welcome being surprised by 
other creative suggestions. 

We’ve concentrated on events 
because that is what we are used 
to experiencing here. But we’d be 
delighted to receive ideas about 
artwork and installations too.
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Theme 1 — Fashion and Textiles

East London has long held strong roots in the 
textiles industry, seeing waves of migration 
contributing to its rich history. From 14th century 
Flemish artisans who set up dye works on the 
river Lea, to French Huguenots bringing their 
skills in silk weaving to Spitalfields in the 18th 
century, as well as Jewish and Bangladeshi 
communities in the 20th century, who found 
work in the tailoring sector and East London’s 
‘rag trade.’ 

This history lays an important foundation for 
the vast range of vibrant subcultures that have 
moved through East London, from the mods to 
the punks to y2k. This colourful heritage is still 
perceptible in the area today with fabric shops 
and clothing stalls on Wentworth Street used by 
local fashion students, makers, tourists and locals.

Plus, the current popularity in homemade 
garments, deadstock, slow fashion and 
secondhand clothing represents an important 
shift in the culture of fashion and textiles today. 
As the environmental crisis grows many people 
are making lifestyle changes to help challenge 
the devastating impacts of the fashion 
industry, and we are keen to see how we might 
incorporate this into the project.

Despite Petticoat Lane’s long and impressive 
history, are struggles to retain the popularity 
of the market in recent years, particularly as a 
result of the pandemic. We hope this project, 
along with some strong marketing, can help to 
improve prospects of the market and revitalise 
some of its old magic.

“ It would be nice to put 
Petticoat Lane Market 
back on the map” 

“ Fashion shows or events 
related to fashion would 
raise the status and help 
people discover what’s 
on offer here to carry 
on the tradition of the 
market as a great place  
to buy clothes”

– Terry (community decision making group member)

Historical context
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Theme 1 — Fashion and Textiles (cont.)

Fashion show 

A catwalk event on Wentworth Street (or 
perhaps on Bell Lane/Leyden Street/a road 
running off Wentworth Street), where models 
display clothing and garments made by local 
designers, artists and students from fabrics  
and possibly reworked clothing purchased  
on the market. 

A set would need to be built with, lighting,  
music, photography considered. We want to 
attract attention to the market and maybe  
have a street party with the fashion show as  
a central anchor for the event.

Community tapestry workshops

A series of weekly tapestry workshops in  
which local people, students and artists come 
together (at the Community Hub on Wentworth 
Street) to create a textiles piece that expresses 
what Petticoat Lane Market means to people 
who live and work round here, with the possibly 
of incorporating multiple techniques e.g. 
embroidery, crochet, knitting, weaving and  
using fabrics from local businesses. 

For people who are unable to attend every 
workshop but want to be involved, we could 
create tapestry squares and provide take-home 
materials to complete in their own time. An 
important point of discussion has been raised 
in our group about how to engage more hard-
to-reach members of our community, this often 
includes women and particularly mothers, for 
whom English is a second language and may  
not be in work. 

A project that demonstrates, develops and 
celebrates the fantastic creative skills often 
consigned to the realm of domestic or feminine, 
and in doing so also creates a welcoming space 
for social connection and community outside  
of the home, could be a positive part of the 
cultural programme. 

Exhibition of local textiles artists 

A call out for textiles artists and local people 
to respond to theme of ‘Petticoat Lane Market’ 
through their work and then to curate and 
exhibit that work, possibly in the Community 
hub which is currently being developed on 
Wentworth Street. 

The community tapestry (to the left) could play  
a part in this exhibition. It would be great to 
have a launch for the exhibition in which those 
who worked on the project are invited to 
celebrate its opening.

Ideas we had
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Theme 2 — Market culture of the East End  

Petticoat Lane Market was once the jewel in the 
crown when it came to street markets in East 
London, with people coming from all over to 
watch the exuberant traders entertain punters 
with their street cries and performances. 

From horse racing tipster Prince Monolulu, ‘I’ve 
got a horse!’, to Jackie Brafman’s ‘You’ve heard 
of Christian Dior, well I’m the Yiddish Dior!’ to 
Sid Strong’s porcelain plate throwing – many 
remember Petticoat Lane for its passionate 
entertainers, and as a place of wonder, 
community, and charm. 

East London is spoilt for fantastic markets, 
and street market living is an important tenant 
of East End culture. The informal, precarious 
business of street market pitches often provided 
a first recourse for migrants trying to make 
a living in London as new settlers, who found 
difficulty infiltrating more conventional and 
regulated work. Their fluid and sprawling nature 
meant that markets like Petticoat Lane could 
flourish in the liminal urban landscape.

Historical context

“ Petticoat Lane is a 
magnet to all and 
sundry, to embrace 
the street theatre and 
embrace a bargain” 

– Laurie (community decision making group member)
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Theme 2 — Market culture of the East End

‘Show and tell’

In which those with close ties to Petticoat 
Lane Market’s past and present are invited 
to share (both physically if they still have 
them, or replicas/symbols if not) items bought 
on Petticoat Lane Market that either hold 
sentimental value for them, capture an image  
of life and culture at the time they bought the 
item, or tell a story of Petticoat Lane Market  
at a certain juncture. 

This could operate as a starting point for a  
panel discussion with veterans of the Market,  
a workshop in the round, or we could ask people 
to write their thoughts down about the items 
and display them.

Street food festival/dinner

In our previous work on this project, we 
have hosted community dinners on local 
housing estates surrounding Petticoat Lane 
Market, providing a free meal and a space for 
community members to gather, sit and break 
bread together over conversation. 

From this we know that food, in and of itself is 
a ‘theme.’ Petticoat Lane Market in its present 
iteration provides a variety of delicious cuisines 
from across the world, that locals, city workers, 
and tourists all flock to for lunch through the week. 

In our conversations about memories of 
Petticoat Lane Market, the visceral taste and 
smell of Tubby Isaac’s jellied eels, the salmon 
smokeries and the Sarsaparilla stall always come 
up. Food is also a universal language, as nearly 
all cultures celebrate important dates over food.

We also know that, as the cost of living crisis 
continues, people in our community are some of 
those that will feel the sharpest edges of food 
poverty. A dinner/street party banquet was an 
idea we were keen to explore. 

East End film club

We know that there have been many great 
films set in East London, both fiction and 
documentary exploring the variety of East End 
life, from A Kid for Two Farthings, Man Alive: 
Vince, Paul, Laurence and Richard, to Brick Lane. 

We have discussed the possibility of a film 
club where local people are invited to watch a 
showcase of films and discuss them afterwards. 

Ideas we had
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Theme 3 — Radical political history of the area

People who live on Petticoat Lane has always 
been at the forefront of transformative political 
movements pushing for equality and justice.  
The dockers of East London were instrumental  
in the Labour movement following the 1889 
strike and only the year before, down the road in 
Bow, the Match women at the Bryant and May 
factory were hugely successful in their campaign 
for the Union of Women Matchworkers which 
became the greatest union of women and girls  
in the country. 

In 1765 in the Spitalfields riots weavers fought 
their bosses against poverty wages. We have 
also discussed Nicholas Culpeper, the botanist 
and physician whose interest in medicinal herbs 
was tied to his belief that healthcare should be 
free and accessible to all. This led him to set up 
a pharmacy at a halfway house in Spitalfields for 
the poor.

We have a long and impressive history of 
antifascism locally from the Battle of Cable 
Street in 1936, where local Jews and political 
activists were successful in seeing off Oswald 
Mosely’s Blackshirts, to the ‘Battle of Brick Lane’ 
in 1978, where over 7,000 Bangladeshis and 
antiracist allies, marched behind the coffin of 

Altab Ali, who was murdered on the corner of 
Adler Street in a racist attack.

Recently local people have been hugely 
influential in the fight against gentrification, 
redevelopment, and regeneration plans, 
following in the footsteps of the Bengali 
Squatters Movement and the Bengali Housing 
Action Group, who confronted and fought 
against a racist housing system in the 1970s.

“ Petticoat Lane is 
awash with historical 
commentary, there is  
so much to embrace  
and discover”

– Laurie (community decision making group member)

Historical context
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Theme 3 — Radical political history of the area

Radical walking tours  

We know that walking tours around  
Spitalfields are already quite popular, but a 
walking tour dedicated to illustrating the rich 
political history, as well as the alternative and 
hidden histories in the area could be really 
successful. Especially, a tour told from the 
perspective of local people with knowledge  
and lived experience of what such landmarks  
and spaces mean to those who frequent the 
space regularly.

Historical exhibition 

Curated archival materials from local museums 
and libraries displayed in an exhibition, exploring 
the radical political history of the area around 
Petticoat Lane Market. This again, could be 
exhibited in the community hub for people to visit.

Culpepper herbal remedy workshops  

In reference to Nicholas Culpepper, a workshop 
or series of workshops where local people are 
invited to learn about herbal remedies. This 
could be in the form of a walk, looking and 
learning about herbs that grow in an urban 
setting, how to plant and grow one’s own  
herbs or about how herbs can contribute and 
improve wellbeing.

Ideas we had
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Theme 4 — A space of sanctuary for migrant communities

Petticoat Lane Market has long been a space  
of refuge for migrant communities who continue 
to face and fight discrimination here in the UK. 
This is true from the French Huguenots escaping 
the Catholic persecution of Protestants, the  
Irish fleeing the potato famine, Jewish people 
escaping Europe in the 30’s and 40’s, to the  
economic migration of the Bangladeshi 
community arriving in the 1950s and 60s in  
order to build better lives. 

This history, of people who left dangerous and 
traumatic environments with very little, and who 
rebuilt their lives and communities, is central 
to the history of East London and the UK as a 
whole and remains a highly pressing issue, with 

refugees from Afghanistan, Syria, and Ukraine 
seeking safety in our neighbourhood. 

Our community group really felt that this 
heritage is a defining aspect of the area and why 
the market, as an open and welcoming space, 
has always been so important and well-loved by 
the communities who have moved through it. 

These stories of migration and diversity 
are present in the cultural practices and 
celebrations around Aldgate throughout the 
year. They hold great historical value and 
identify an experience that ties together many 
culturally disparate people who have lived and 
worked in East London.

Historical context

“ The city of London was historically an exclusive 
enclave, and many people were excluded from 
entering and or participating in the life there so 
places outside the gates were spaces that others 
used to live and make a living” 

– Julie (Swadhinata Trust, cultural consortium member)
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Theme 4 — A space of sanctuary for migrant communities

Community gardening club  

When thinking about what makes a space 
welcoming and comfortable for local people  
and visitors, we know that green spaces and 
nature have a huge impact. 

Connection with nature is so important for 
physical health but can also have provide a 
healing influence on one’s mental health, and in 
hyper urban settings, with extremely high levels 
of pollution and lung sickness and with space 
(particularly private outdoor space), public 
gardens and common ground is a much needed 
and dwindling resource. 

Creating more green spaces (even if small) on 
Petticoat Lane and in the surrounding areas 
would provide a wonderful way for people to 
find some peace, and connect with themselves, 
nature and other members of their community. 

Music festival

A concert with local bands celebrating the rich 
cultural influences from all over the world in the 
area, from Irish folk music, klezmer, and the East 
end Music Hall tradition, to  Bhatiyali and Balwo. 

Our community group have talked about music 
as a central tenant to all community connection 
in a similar way to food and feel this would be  
an event accessible and interesting to a lot  
of people.

Ideas we had
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What is the process to being commissioned?

We would expect to 
commission 3 types  
of people. 

–  Local People who do not have experience  
of running creative or cultural events

Contact us at Mathilda.O’Donoghue@
toynbeehall.org.uk in order to discuss your 
idea. We will help you to develop your idea 
and turn it into an expression of interest. We 
welcome applications from local people and 
will support you to express a deliverable idea.

–  Local People who do have experience of 
running creative or cultural events

Submit an expression of interest – as a local 
person there will be an assumption that your 
idea is reflective of the priorities of local people.

–  People with experience of running creative  
or cultural events who are not local

Within the expression of interest it will be 
necessary to outline how the commission will 
ensure it involves and reflects the priorities of 
local people.

Following the deadline for expressions of 
interest a group of local people who have 
been involved in designing the priorities of 
the cultural programme will meet in order to 
shortlist potential commissions.

An event will then take place which will invite 
shortlisted applicants to pitch their ideas to 
local people who will then be able to vote on 
their favoured commissions. 

Following this we will be putting together a 
schedule of activity in collaboration with both 
local people and the successful applicants.

All commissioned artists are expected to build 
knowledge transfer between themselves and 
local people into their plans.
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What to include in an Expression of Interest

Should you decide to 
express an interest 
for this work please 
email your EOI to 
Mathilda.O’Donoghue@
toynbeehall.org.uk  
by 27 June 2022.

Your Expression of Interest should 
include the 6 elements listed here. 

We would expect most elements to 
be in written form, however, you are 
welcome to submit elements 3 and 4  
in alternate formats if that better  
suits you.

You are welcome to submit more than 
one EOI if you would like to explore 
more than one theme in your offering.

Element 1 – Contact details

Element 2 – My connection with the local area is... 

Element 3 – My experience of delivering this kind of work is... 

Element 4 – Response to theme which should include:

– Which theme you are responding to
– Proposed idea 
–  This is how I propose to include local people in the planning and delivery...  

(if you are a local person there is no requirement to do more on this) 
–  This is how I plan to promote my idea, and ensure it brings as many people 

to Petticoat Lane as possible...

Element 5 – Resources needed which should include:

– Details of any help you would need from Toynbee Hall to plan, coordinate and promote 
–  A clear itemised budget for your time and any materials you would need (please include 

calculations for time spent developing with community in your calculations)

Element 6 – Scheduling information which should include:

– The minimum amout of notice you would need between being commissioned and delivery
– Any preferred delivery months between August 2022–January 2024
– Any times you know you would not be available to deliver

We will not ask about your access requirements or costs to meet them at this stage because we are 
committed to do our best to meet any access requirements you have. If you are shortlisted, we will 
ask about them as part of the planning process. 

However if the application process itself creates barriers for you please get in touch and we will make 
our best efforts to make it accessible for you.
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Timeline

Commission document released  23 May 2022

Work with local people to support Expressions of Interest  23 May –13 June 2022

Deadline for Expressions of Interest  27 June 2022

Shortlisting by local decision makers 04 July 2022

Pitch event and voting 16 July 2022

Commissions announced 18 July 2022



17

Thanks for reading

The Community Decision 
Making Group operates 
out of a community hub 
on Wentworth Street. 
For more information 
and if you would like to 
arrange to visit and find 
out more please contact 
Mathilda.O’Donoghue@
toynbeehall.org.uk

We are committed to fair pay for artists and 
creative people. A guide to what we expect to 
pay as day rates for commissions can be found 
here: https://static.a-n.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2021/01/Guidance-on-fees-and-day-
rates-for-visual-artists-2021.pdf

Some images in this document are used by kind 
permission of Rehan Jamil and some are sourced 
from online searches through creative commons. 
If any rights holders feel we have used their 
image without permission please contact us.

https://static.a-n.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Guidance-on-fees-and-day-rates-for-visual-artists-2021.pdf

