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‘…The lumper, the lurker, the baker, the weaver, the spinner, the sampler, the spark…’ is the opening line of the poem 
inscribed into the three sculptures that make up Heads! Look to the Workers (2026), Laura Wilson’s commission for the V&A 
East Entrance Gallery. Developed over the last three years, through research into local archives and the V&A collection, 
the work draws on East London’s industrial histories — the mechanics of the docks, theatre machinery, workwear and the 
rhythms of labour. Wilson is inspired by the people whose embodied skill, care and craft sustain infrastructures that shape 
our everyday life.

Activated daily by the V&A East team with the call of “Heads!”, the sculptures rise and fall like a theatrical fly system. When 
lowered, viewers encounter detailed craftwork and a poem that brings together Wilson’s research, evoking workers past 
and present, shift patterns, and the tidal flows of the nearby Thames.

The work follows Wilson’s 2024 V&A x Bow Arts Fellowship, which centred around the rich history of textiles in East 
London, deepening her knowledge of textiles and fabric. You can see a selection of objects relating to this research on 
display at V&A East Storehouse on Level 2.

Saturday 19 September
V&A East Museum

A special activation day of Heads! Look To The Workers. The sculpture will be activated across the day on the hour during 
opening hours, 10am-10pm, and with each activation Wilson’s poem will be recited over the museum’s tannoy system by a 
range of collaborators involved in the making and care of the work. 

10am: Laura Wilson
11am: Segi Adewusi and Sue Milligan, Volunteers, V&A East
12pm: Andrew Monk, General Manager, J.D.McDougall Ltd, who worked with Laura to fabricate garments for the sculptures
1pm:   Zoë Bailie, Floor Assistant, V&A East Museum
2pm:   Shanna Isaacson, Research Grants Manager, V&A Research Institute, National Art Library & Archives
3pm:   Caroline Stevenson, Director, Centre for Fashion Curation, University of the Arts London: London College of Fashion
4pm:   Chris Larner, Technical Lead East, Estate Team, V&A
5pm:   Anais Masetti, Floor Manager, V&A East Museum
6pm:   Georgia Gough, Womenswear designer, who worked with Laura to design the garment pattern for the sculptures
7pm:   Ysabel Hannam, Collections Access Officer, V&A East
8pm:   Nina Grewal, Main Shop Assistant (South Kensington), V&A
9pm:   Rosie Strickland, who managed technical aspects of Heads! Look to the Workers

Laura Wilson will be in conversation with Georgia Haseldine, Senior Curator of V&A East, at 12pm in the Creative Studio.



An homage to Heads! Look to the Workers, by Polly Wright

Fluid shapes and flowing rivers. Handwritten words, spoken aloud. Boxed buttons activate the pulley systems more 
commonly found on construction sites. Draped theatre curtain fabric calls attention to high vis labour, whilst evoking 
the presence of theatre director Joan Littlewood. Making present the labourers, craftspeople, and workers in the new 
museum.  

Laura Wilson’s Heads! Look to the Workers is a work that makes labour both subject and material. Through a diverse 
constellation of materials, handwritten language, theatrical fabric and construction-site mechanisms, Wilson draws 
attention to the networks of human effort that underpin the built environment and historic legacy of East London. The 
work, and its research, makes visible, by pointing to the invisible, the conditions, gestures and infrastructures through 
which labour takes place.

The sculpture’s material language is deliberately heterogeneous. Pressing, pulling, moving and activating become physical 
acts punctuating shift patterns, and these mechanisms introduce an important element of participation for the staff team 
whilst offering a spectacle to the visitors of the museum. Labour is therefore not only depicted, but performed and 
re-enacted. 

This sense of embodied encounter is heightened by Wilson’s use of theatre curtain fabric. The material simultaneously 
suggests the high-vis world of construction and the theatrical apparatus of performance, bringing to mind Littlewood’s 
radical rethinking of who and what should occupy the stage. The curtain becomes both barrier and invitation: a device 
traditionally used to frame spectacle, here repurposed to foreground those who are so often kept outside the frame. 
Wilson’s materials continually shift between the industrial and the theatrical, the functional and the symbolic, asking us to 
consider how labour itself is staged, seen and valued.

I love the sculpture’s attention to the collective and often anonymous nature of making. East London is frequently 
encountered through its architecture, redevelopment and rapidly changing urban fabric, yet the individual workers 
responsible for constructing, maintaining and transforming these spaces can disappear from view. Heads! Look to the 
Workers interrupts that invisibility. It proposes an alternative way of reading the city through the accumulated gestures, 
gossip, tides, cycles, skills, tools and bodies that produce them.

This opens out onto a broader question that sits at the centre of my own response to the work: what constitutes work and 
who gets recognised as a worker? Wilson’s sculpture resists a narrow definition of labour. Instead, it suggests a continuum 
between physical work, craft, care, performance and cultural production. The work’s references to women’s workwear, 
machinery and tools further complicate conventional histories of labour, particularly those in which women’s contributions 
have been overlooked or rendered peripheral.

This is also where the question of the archive becomes particularly productive. Who can we read in the archive through 
machinery, tools and apparatus? What happens when objects associated with work become carriers of memory? A tool 
can record a gesture; clothing can indicate a profession, a gendered expectation or a social position; machinery can reveal 
systems of production and the bodies required to operate them. Wilson’s practice suggests that the archive is in 
documents and official histories but can also be found embedded within objects and the traces of use.

I was reminded of this recently while visiting a rural carpentry workshop, where a book about the Lumberjills — thousands 
of young women who served in Britain’s Timber Corps during World War II to cut down trees and supply vital wood — was 
shared with me. It brought me back to Laura’s research into women’s workwear and to the wider question of how histories 
of labour are constructed and preserved. The Lumberjills, like so many workers whose histories sit outside dominant 
narratives, invite us to look beyond conventional archival categories and to consider what material evidence can tell us 
about lives and forms of work that have been historically undervalued.

Ursula K. Le Guin’s observation is pertinent here, that ‘day to day, life’s a hard job, you get tired, you lose the pattern. 
You need distance, interval.’ Le Guin’s reflections offer another way into the work, and maybe all our work too. Laura has 
been focused on creating precisely such an interval, a space in which the patterns of labour can be paused, examined and 
reimagined. There is humour and playfulness in the work but also a serious engagement with the politics of visibility: who 
gets seen, who gets remembered and whose labour is understood as valuable and logged.

Heads! Look to the Workers refuses the passive distance of looking at sculpture from the outside. It asks us to activate, to 
listen, to handle, to notice. Above all, it asks us to look differently, at the structures around us, at the tools and materials 
through which they are made, and at the people whose labour gives them form. In the words of Joan Littlewood herself, 
‘Choose what you want to do — or watch someone else doing it. Learn how to handle tools, paint, babies, or just listen to 
your favourite tune… Try starting a riot or beginning a painting — or just lie back and stare at the sky.’ 

Or in this case, the sculpture.

Polly Wright is a curator and producer. She had the total joy of supporting Laura on the production of this project.


