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In her striking new public commission for V&A East, Heads! Look to the Workers, London-based
artist Laura Wilson constructs a moving monument to the overlooked histories of manual labor in
East London. Wilson often investigates history and how particular actions can be relayed and
shared between people. “Historically, theatres employed dock workers because they were really
good at handling loads; a lot of theatre terminology comes from the dock industry,” she explains.
Drawing on extensive research into East London’s factories, docks, and historic theaters, Wilson
brilliantly combines 3mm-thick stainless steel disks and neon-bright fire-retardant theater fabrics
she sourced from a supplier that’s been doing so for 150-odd years, J.D. McDoughall (who also did
the pattern cutting). The colors, too, have meaning: “The whole time | was on site, in the months
leading up to the opening, it was a construction site. So | was excited to use a hi-vis orange and hi-
vis yellow.” The pink is a nod to the naturally dyed Overalls (2024), made with avocado pit dye—a
work that emerged from research into women’s workwear and how people move within
workwear. This, too, is now on show in the V&A storehouse, along with objects Wilson hand-
selected from the V&A collection as part of her research.

Mirroring the collective effort of a factory floor, Wilson collaborated with local specialists and
artisans—including text-etchers, stage technicians, pattern cutters, tailor Anthony Golbourne and
womenswear designer Georgia Gough, who helped design Overalls and the distinctive cuffs that
now drape the discs. The sculpture has a living lineage of specialized trades. Scaled to the
diameter of Wilson’s outstretched arms, each disc connects large-scale industrial production with
individual contribution. When activated by the V&A East team with the traditional cry of “Heads!”,
the three sculptures are raised and lowered via an authentic theatrical fly system, giving the
viewers an intimate opportunity to see the stitching up close—and the poem etched in Wilson’s
own handwriting.

Through melodic text and the fluttering fabric of her sculptures, Wilson infuses the repetitive
movements of factory labor with a collective lyrical rhythm. This first manifests in a list of roles:
the lumper, the lurker, the baker, the weaver, the spinner, the sampler, the spark, where
percussive consonants click and pull against the tongue like mechanical gears. This rhythmic
framework knits together the themes of shifting tides, shift work, and backstage labor that
occupied Wilson’s studio practice. Delightful wordplay like over all our overalls and sensory
imagery abounds: And, the tide comes in, and the tide goes out, clocking in, out, in, out. Wilson
mined two years of writing for the poem inscribed: “I’'m always writing in my sketchbook; writing
for me has always been a part of my work. I’'ve written scripts, done spoken word performances,
and written poems. Each disc has a verse of the poem.” Wilson expertly mixes past and present,
song and steel, presenting the history of the working class as an ongoing lyrical conversation about
value, visibility, and community.

— Paige N. Miller
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