Laura Wilson
Hearing from Artists

Laura Wilson works with specialists to develop
sculptural and performative works that amplify
the relationship between materiality, memory
and tacit knowledge. Her interdisciplinary

and research-based works have been exhibited
widely across the UK and internationally. Wilson
was the inaugural MIMA Kitchen and Garden
Artist in Residence between 2021-23. She is in
conversation with Kate Moses, Public Programme
Assistant Curator, in September 2024.

KM: Your practice addresses how history

is carried and evolved through materiality,
memory and tacit knowledge. Could you tell
me what draws you to these themes?

LW: I am fascinated by materials and what

you can learn from working with them - using
them out of context, pushing them to their
limits, the knowledge stored within them. Over
the last few years, I have been developing work
relating to recipes, the production of bread and
the materiality of dough. This stemmed from
my long-term research into bricks, and my
interest in how skills or trades are passed down
through generations. The connection with the
body is important and how these movements
are learnt over time, I'm interested in how

the hands and body intuitively manipulate

the material. With brick or bread making

for example — mixing, rolling, kneading,
compressing, scraping, dusting, patting down,
flattening, folding and stretching - to produce
an object which is human in scale.

Often working site-specifically, I'm interested
in exploring how materials transmit historical
and embodied knowledge between people
over time and place. Between 2018-2020,

I researched Must Farm, a remarkably
preserved Bronze Age settlement located

on the edge of a working brick quarry near
Peterborough. Often referred to as the UK’s
Pompeii, there are still traces of the people
that once lived there through the excavated
objects - it’s almost as though you could
collapse time. Working closely with the
archaeologists and the brick quarry workers,
as they dug the landscape I developed two
artworks: the performance Deep, Deepen,
Deepening (2019) which took place at Must
Farm Quarry, and the film Deepening (2020)
which was as part of my solo exhibition at
Norwich Castle in 2020.

This commission led to a deeper exploration
of the surviving fabrics found at the Must
Farm site, many made from flax. To gain the
bodily knowledge and the techniques used
to create these fabrics I learnt how to weave
by hand.

KM: Tell me more about the specialists

who you have worked with to develop your
artworks. Could you describe your process?
LW: The process really varies from project to

project, and it depends on the person that
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I'm working with. The unexpected nature of
working with other people is what I find so
exciting - the exchange of information, ideas,
stories and really getting to know people

that I may not meet otherwise. I have been
lucky to work with a range of different people
including: scientists, archaeologists, dancers,
stonemasons, brickmakers and bread bakers.
Most of these people have become long-

term collaborators, with our conversations
spanning many years beyond the lifetime of

a project.

One of my longest working relationships has
been with the baker Marc Darvell who runs a
sixth-generation family bakery in Chesham,
just outside of London. We first met during
my research for Brick Project (my long running
research project investigating the materiality
of bricks across different countries). I was
visiting HG Matthews brick factory and after
watching them hand make the bricks, I kept
thinking how much this process looked like
making a bread loaf, with the clay as the
dough, the sand as the flour. Nearby the brick
factory is Marc’s bakery — Darvell & Sons.
Every time I went back to the brick factory

to research and film the processes there,

I also went to the bakery and filmed their
bake shifts. Over a few years I filmed footage
at both places, and in 2015 this culminated
in the video work The Bakers. In 2016, I
collaborated with Marc to develop the recipe
for a malted loaf which was part of Trained
on Veda, a project connecting bakeries and
galleries through veda bread (https://www.
trainedonveda.com/).

Deep Deepen Deepening 2019. Photograph by

Rui Pignatelli
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KM: You have been working with MIMA over
the last few years in various ways. How did this
evolve and how does this connect with your
wider practice?

LW: In Autumn 2020 I was invited to work with
MIMA to consider the relationships between
the Gallery, Kitchen and Garden, to have
conversations with the MIMA team and key
people involved including: visitors, Teesside
University staff and specialists working

with food in the local area. This research
culminated in a creative scoping document
and the video work To Tend To (2021). I was
then invited to be an artist in residence in the
MIMA Kitchen and Garden to further explore
these links.

I love cooking and over the last few years,

I have been doing a lot of research into yeast,
grain, and the history and production of
bread. I find it fascinating how recipes evolve
over time, from people to people, culture

to culture, and how we adapt recipes to suit
what we have in the cupboard. In a similar
way to making an artwork, when cooking,
the outcome can vary from recipe to recipe,
the quantity and combination of ingredients
can be interchanged, adding more or less,
depending on what is required - perhaps the
situation, season or who you are cooking for.

I have always shared food with the people
I work with, be that me baking a loaf of
bread for them, planning over coffee and
Lincolnshire plum bread, having fish
and chips on the end of a farmer’s field
after digging on an archaeological site, or
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exchanging recipes. The MIMA Kitchen and
Garden Residency gave me an opportunity to
think about how food sits within my practice,
and also the wider context of where food

and ingredients comes from - the politics
and economics around that - the impact
world events have on crops, importing and
exporting food, and how this affects local
food producers, businesses and consumers.

From Spring 2021 I spent time in the Kitchen
and Garden, cooking, digging and discussing
with staff, visitors, students and researchers at
Teesside University and local producers. I also
spent a lot of time in town at the library and
museums, getting to know it - meeting people
and I also went to my first football match to
see Middlesbrough. Interestingly the location
of Middlesbrough Football Club is near the
location of the old centre of town, where
farmers would have met to trade their crops.

KM: Can you talk more about your MIMA
Kitchen and Garden Residency, and your
resulting artwork installed in MIMA Kitchen,
Base Ingredients?

LW: Middlesbrough’s history is deeply rooted
in people, farming and trade. It rapidly grew
from a small farm of 25 people in 1801 to a
bustling town when the Port of Darlington
was established in 1829. The town’s central
marketplace, initially located in St. Hilda’s
(near Riverside Stadium), gradually shifted
towards Centre Square, the current home of
MIMA. Through my research it has become
clear how important MIMA is to the people
of Middlesbrough, sitting at the centre of the

Installation image of Base Ingredients 2023.
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town and on the campus of the university. It
has a similar civic responsibility to the town
as the football club, bringing people together
and offering moments of exchange.

MIMA’s Kitchen, Garden and Gallery, while
having distinct programs, all serve as spaces
for exchange. For example, the exchange of
money for a meal in the cafe, or a book in the
gift shop, or the sharing of knowledge and
ideas through a conversation, exhibitions,
workshops and events, or taking time to tend
the garden for crops to grow.

During my residency, I introduced the game
“Pit,” a fast-paced card game that encourages
players to engage in discussions about
commodities, ingredients and food. The
game simulates the open outcry bidding of
the Chicago Board of Trade (also known as
The Pit), prompting players to think critically
about the value and exchange of goods. The
original 19th century game featured flax, hay,
oats, rye, corn, barley and wheat and has been
updated over the last hundred years to reflect
contemporary commodities such as soybeans,
oranges and coffee. In collaboration with
students from Teesside University, we formed
the “Pit Club,” a lunchtime gathering to play
the game and explore themes related to

my research.

Over the course of the Residency I organised
several events and an away day for the

MIMA team - to try to understand what
makes MIMA, MIMA. So much of what an
organisation is, the essence of it, is the people
who are part of it, and their collective values.
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Often these values are intangible, but without
them something would be missing - these
are the Base Ingredients. The MIMA team
decided for MIMA these ingredients are - Art,
Knowledge, Care, Respect, Nourish, Magic,
Support and Time.

The Residency culminated in Base Ingredients
(2023), a card game which can be played in the
MIMA Kitchen featuring the MIMA ingredients,
accompanied by a document outlining a set

of guiding principles co-produced with MIMA
staff, a wallpaper installation and launch event
with historian Jane Levi.

KM: What have you been working on recently,
what ideas are you currently pursuing?

LW: Through the Dover Prize, over the last
fewyears I have been researching linen and
learning to hand-weave on a table loom,
exploring Darlington’s history of producing
linen and in parallel with this researching the
evolution of Linenopolis, the name given to
my hometown of Belfast in the 19th century
when it was at the centre of the world’s linen
industry. This also led me to investigate my
own family history and discover that my
ancestors worked in factories in Portadown
and Lisburn as weavers, warpers and

yarn winders.

I made several new linen weavings inspired
by how information is passed through
generations and the physical movement of
operating a loom in parallel with my changing
pregnant body. Winding, then Winding (2023)
was produced post-partum and takes it

Winding, then Winding 2023. Photograph by

Rachel Deakin

Laura Wilson weaving with her mum, 2023.
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structure from the cycle of my day caring for
my son - changing the weaving pattern or weft
yarn following nursing or soothing - the linen
maps the passage of time as a new parent.
Circling (2023) is a weaving which I began with
my mother, who I taught to weave. We wove
together on the first day of the exhibition Seams
at CCA Derry~Londonderry (31 March-3 June
2023). Shortly after this my mother passed
away and I finished the weaving that we started
together. A beautiful text written by Kerri ni
Dochartaigh accompanies this body of work:
https://www.laurawilson.me/wp-content/
uploads/2024/01/Laura-Wilson-Circling-

Booklet.pdf

I'm interested in histories and the knowledge
we can gain about people who lived and
worked thousands of years ago, through

the traces left on our bodies, footprints or
imprints left by the hand, or of the cloth on a
body. Recently I've been thinking a lot about
woman’s work, the relationship to work, the
home and knowledge held within our bodies
passed through generations. I am currently

a Visiting Fellow at the V&A Museum, London
developing a new body of work inspired by
the history of womans workwear. I am also
working on a new presentation of Gutted at
East Gallery, Norwich University of the Arts
(23 November 2024 - 11 January 2025).
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