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Weaving
Ensembles
Remembering and
-inding Stories for
the Factory

Fernando Ferreira

Introduction

The recent use of oral history in architectural research has started to focus
on the potential of using testimonies and spatial memories as evidence for
architects when analysing and imagining places.” Many studies that engage
with oral history have made efforts to voice and listen to the unheard.
However, the topic of how acts of remembering and finding a place’s stories
can operate outside of the interview,> a sometimes constrained model, has
yet to be thoroughly addressed in practices of architectural fieldwork.® For
instance, oral historian Lynn Abrams states that the interview ‘often receives
the least attention in oral history theory’.# Many architects have used the
interview as an analytical tool to examine a place’s stories, and this essay
does not intend to deny the validity of the interview as a suitable technique.
Interviews are undoubtedly effective means of communication and valuable
practices for finding narrative evidence in many interdisciplinary studies,
including architectural fieldwork. Instead, this essay aspires to challenge
and push further the performative aspects of the interview: from a short-
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term and singular act enacted between the interviewer and the interviewee,
where the interviewer often takes more than they give, to a more long-term,
giving, messy and ‘incorporated’ practice of conversational making. Follow-
ing these arguments, the essay builds on long-term practice-based research
developed around Coelima, a textile factory complex founded in 1922 on
the outskirts of Guimarées in Portugal, to explore the performative qualities
of weaving ensembles as alternative practices of fieldwork that ‘interview’
through making.

Coelima: a Factory in Motion and a Missing History

Coelima is located in Vale do Ave, in the north-western part of Portugal. It is
what one could call a factory in motion”: an industrial complex that, despite
being productively active, interacts with social and spatial processes of dis-
mantlement. This definition includes a group of historical textile factories,
built during the twentieth century in the Vale do Ave, that are in a precarious
state due to a combination of global and regional economic factors, such
as recent deindustrialization, cyclical economic crises in the textile industry
and fragile systems of industrial management.® However, while the social
sciences have been revealing and debating the new social challenges of the
Vale do Ave region,® there is still little architectural fieldwork being done in
such factories in motion that are spread throughout the area.

In this context, one may state that Coelima represents a compelling case
study of a factory in motion. Not just because it is rich in historical and
narrative evidence, but also because it has been undergoing processes

of dismantlement over the past decades, under the passive eye of local
citizens, governance bodies, planners and architects.” Although the factory
was founded in 1922 by Albano Coelho Lima as a family company, in 1991
Coelho Lima sold the factory due to a deep economic crisis that affected
the entire region of Vale do Ave. As a result, the factory has gone through
several changes since then, including the progressive closure and sale of
some productive buildings, the abandonment of its community buildings,
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Fig. 1. Coelima, Pevidém, Portugal. Photo: Liliana Fontoura, 2020.
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which were once an essential part of its workers’ social lives, and the pro-
gressive dismissal of textile workers. Indeed, one could argue that Coelima
is neither a post-industrial nor a highly technological site of production.
Instead, it is a hybrid place, living between decay and production, an unsta-
ble socioeconomic present and an ambiguous future. Moreover, there are
no written records of Coelima’s history after the crisis in 1991. One may
affirm that the factory’s recent history appears only in the workers’ memo-
ries, to be remembered through loss, contempt and uncertainty.

Following the absence of narrative evidence, this essay argues that if
architects and local agents begin to engage with the factory’s stories, it
may be feasible to better comprehend Coelima’s past, deal with its present
and reimagine its future. Therefore, this essay proposes to explore weav-
ing ensembles as a series of ‘incorporated memory practices’to find and
remember the memories of Coelima’s workers, not only to fill the factory’s
historical gap but also to open up and imagine hypothetical possibilities for
its future.®

Weaving Ensembles: Finding the Missing Stories of the Factory

The word ‘ensemble’ refers to the gathering of separate things, people and
actions in one location to form a unified whole. In Coelima'’s context, | use
the term ensemble to allude to a collective gathering of weaving with spa-
tial, affective and temporal dimensions that is connected to the social and
political life of its buildings. However, it is essential to recall that to investi-
gate weaving as a practice in order to find the factory’s recent stories was
primarily, but not exclusively, site-specific. Although weaving is the driving
force behind the labour performed at Coelima, weaving was also a means
to recognize a practice embedded in the textile rituals, industrialized or
not, in the Vale do Ave region. In addition, we should not forget that weav-
ing is an ancient art practised by a wide variety of cultures worldwide that
serves as a language and as a vehicle for humans to express, process and
store information.® For instance, philosopher Kathryn Kruger argues that
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textiles are one of the earliest forms of text, recalling that 'the written text is
a recent form of textile, ancillary to those primary texts “told” or “tooled” in
cloth’.’ As such, one may affirm that textile practices have long been used
as an ‘art of memory’, practised to remember stories.

The weaving ensembles around Coelima were created and organized
collaboratively with a group of six retired women, former textile workers.
From 2019 to 2021, the workers committed to learn how to weave by hand,
while sharing their memories connected to the factory’s life. The ensem-
bles promoted acts where learning to listen effectively and how to discuss
things with each other became the foundation for creating a ‘cooperative’
environment, as to remember and find stories.”" In the following lines, |
explain how two cooperative aspects of weaving ensembles — the exchange
through which the craft is learned on a redesigned loom and the duration of
the weaving process — can offer new insights to consider in finding places’
narratives.

Weaving Systems to Find Stories: Loom, Exchange and Duration
More than promoting a conversational process without giving anything in
return, the design of weaving ensembles seeks to galvanize a process of
reciprocal giving through craft cooperation, an exchange process in which
all participants of the ensemble — myself, the workers and others — could
benefit from the encounter. Here, | use the term ‘exchange’ to recall that
weaving ensembles promote spatial and temporal dynamics of giving and
receiving skills, stories and tacit knowledge.™

Moreover, a specific tool was required to enact the weaving ensembles: the
loom. A loom is a hand-operated or electronic machine of which the primary
principle is to hold the warp threads in tension to enable the interweaving

of weft threads, thus creating a weave. Although the loom has symbolic
meanings related to domestic spaces in cultures that go beyond ancient
Greece,™ | do not wish to hold onto the loom’s nostalgic pretensions.
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Fig. 2. Pevidém, Portugal. Photo: Fernando P. Ferreira, 2020.
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Fig. 3+4. Pevidém, Portugal. Photo: Fernando P. Ferreira, 2020.
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Instead, and inspired by artist and weaver Anni Albers'’s teaching experi-
ences at the Black Mountain College,™ | returned to the ancient weaving
modes on a backstrap loom™ and redesigned it into a double backstrap
loom.’™ One might say that this loom typology only operates with the bodily
presence of another.

Nevertheless, it is vital to comprehend that weaving with the loom brought
other rewards. First, the portability of the backstrap loom, in contrast

to most looms that are difficult to carry, permitted moving the weaving
ensembles into the public spaces around Coelima. Second, setting up the
backstrap looms and weaving in public attracted more encounters beyond
the pre-established group of female workers. Many local voices — workers,
local citizens, agents and governance bodies — joined in a process where
memories and stories did not always fit together as a group, but instead
were dynamic as a ‘polyphony’, agreeing or clashing with one another.” For
instance, when discussing the effects of recent successive changes in the
factory’s administration, workers contradicted each other:

RM: I didn’t feel any differences at work after the change in administration,
because we dealt with those in charge and had a good relationship
with them.

M: Idon’t agree with that. I noticed a lot of differences, even though I didn’t
know the administrators. Since we stopped knowing the bosses, I felt it
was very different. For example, the work was much more demanding and

under more pressure.

Within this view, one might consider the loom as a ‘dialogic’ machine that
enabled cooperative processes of communicating human stories, accept-
ing confrontation, contradiction and agreement.’® Furthermore, the double
backstrap loom can be replicated and rearranged differently in any public
space. In that case, one can argue that these looms can choreograph dif-
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Fig. 5. Photo and drawings: Fernando P. Ferreira, 2020.
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ferent spatial settings for various modes of public exchange, which may
benefit architects and planners to enact creative ways of mediating and
assessing local memories through making and storytelling.

All of the preparation and procedures for weaving need physical labour,
devotion, patience, and time, in actions such as selecting the fibres, wrap-
ing, setting up the loom and weaving. Here, | use the term ‘duration’ to
allude to the timeframe, seriality and repetitive aspects of the weaving
ensembles over time and space. The time-consuming nature of these acts
of weaving may appear to be a drawback, especially in comparison with

the fast pace of contemporary work.” However, | want to suggest that the
durational aspects of the weaving ensembles can facilitate environments of
trust for participants to remember and reveal occluded memories, related to
buildings with complicated historical backgrounds. For example, during the
first weaving ensembles, when asking a former seamstress how Coelima’s
1991 crisis had affected her, the answer was vague:

Fernando: How were you affected by the Coelima crisis in 1991?

RM: Hmmm. . . one strike or another. . . a few days of strikes, I guess. . . but
the factory never stopped. . . [long pause] but I continued to earn my salary.

In those situations, hesitations, trembling, pauses or extended silences
would come to the fore through the workers’ voices, denouncing what the
speaker could be occluding, as suggested by medical sociologist Anne
Karpf, who states that:

[The voice] belongs to both the body and mind . . . it bridges our internal
and external worlds, travelling from our most private recesses into the
public domain, revealing not only our deepest sense of who we are, but also
who we wish we weren’t.?°
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If the voice is embodied in constructing the self’s identity, as noted by Karpf,
moments of silence while trying to remember can also be seen as a sign of
repressed memories or self-censorship.?!

Nonetheless, the duration of the weaving ensembles resulted in more time
to learn from the silences, allowing workers to construct social bonds as

a group. Indeed, duration and the repetitive rituals of weaving together
granted opportunities for the workers to transform nonverbal pauses and
omissions into active ways of verbal confession when remembering their
labour life. For instance, when asking the same question related to Coe-
lima's crisis to the same worker eight months later, a more unexpected
answer was provided:

RM: When Coelima ended up as a family company, a new administration
was posted by the bank. That’s when things got a little more complicated. I
went two months without receiving a salary.

Although this is just a brief example of how the duration of the weav-

ing process can become a space for revelation, one could argue that the
ensemble’s participants were more open and sensitive to disclosing buried
layers within their memories while recognizing their political positionalities
towards the factory.

Stories as a ‘Pre-Condition’ to Reimagine the Factory’s Future

The emphasis of this essay has been on demonstrating the procedural
benefits of weaving ensembles rather than their outcomes. Although the
ensembles promoted actions of weaving freely without preconceived goals,
it is essential to recall that different weaving techniques were explored
while sharing collective and individual stories. For instance, at some point
the ensemble’s participants decided to select and write parts of their shared
stories on paper and weave the written pieces of paper into the cloth. At
the end, the outcome resulted in threads, paper and words entangled in six
compelling, woven artefacts created by multiple hands.
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Fig. 6. Pevidém, Portugal. Photo: Liliana Fontoura, 2020.
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Furthermore, the ensembles also resulted in transcripts that reunited a
polyphony of recorded oral memories of many workers and local agents
who participated in the ensembles. The transcripts revealed anonymous
information related to the history of Coelima over the last 30 years, uncov-
ering which productive buildings had been sold to other textile enterprises
through a process of alienation and denouncing how former community
buildings of the factory had fallen into neglect, while pointing out the dif-
ficulties for architectural design in imagining and programming the future
of these spaces:

RP: The factory is being sold and divided into distinct parts. Look, this area
was for finishing and printing, and now we sold it. That was the training
centre on the first floor, which has been closed for about three years. Ah,
that was the supermarket built in the 1970s. It was the first supermarket
in Portugal. Now it is empty. It is for sale. (active male chief of the textile
department, 14 August 2021)

J: What has happened here in Coelima has happened in many other
industries in Ave that have gone to the dogs. Local authorities don’t have
the resources to redesign all of these abandoned spaces. And, also, to
restore them and then not to know what to put there . . . (former foreman
of weaving department, 21 August 2021)

Additionally, the transcripts revealed how certain workers still face social
inequalities within the factory's spatial dynamics, which are promoted by
labour hierarchies and relations of power:

E: We used to enter the factory and then move. I mean, we practically
couldn’t move freely, because we couldn’t leave our workstation a lot,
except to go to the canteen or the bar in our half hour off. If people we
knew saw us in other departments, they could correct us. We couldn’t do
that. (active female seamstress, 21 August 2020)
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M: In the weaving department, there were the supervisors’ offices that were
next to the looms, and they had windows where they could see everything
outside. We didn’t have time to stop. We were always working. But behind
us, watching, there was always someone, always. (active female weaver, 11
September 2020)

It is certain that among the oral stories explained here superficially, memo-
ries are still lost or forgotten, which did not come up in the many ensem-
bles enacted. Nevertheless, the woven artefacts and transcripts of stories
helped to reorganize the complexity of Coelima'’s recent history while
denouncing critical ethical issues in the workplace’'s dynamics that revealed
the presence of surveillance and constraints of movement in the factory
for certain positions in the labour hierarchy. Indeed, one may argue that the
stories found through the performative features of the weaving ensembles
highlight ambiguous and ethical dilemmas that were lived in the factory’s
life. These sorts of revelations are essential for architects and planners to
deal with ‘response-ability’*? and for a critical perspective when reimagining
scenarios for Coelima’s future. Considering that, should these stories not
be reconsidered by architects, planners and local agents as beginnings to
reimagine the factory differently? Furthermore, should we not encourage
more weaving ensembles as modes of storytelling in architectural fieldwork
to expand agency?

To answer these questions, it is vital to recall that the weavings and tran-
scripts produced should not be viewed as mnemonic or nostalgic fieldwork
practices, in line with modernist conceptions of understanding memory as
object-based processes. By doing so, the results could easily be forgotten.?
Instead, | want to suggest that these outcomes can only become useful if
they become a strategy of ‘persuasive storytelling’ for planners and archi-
tects.?* One where found memories and story-based desires are studied and
overlap, ‘not [as] a passive depository of facts, but [as] an active process of
creation of meanings’, to imagine and to rethink Coelima’s future.? If one
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follows that vision, perhaps finding stories through weaving ensembles can
create an innovative ‘prescription?® for architectural design: a story-based

beginning that aspires to catalyse more and new stories in the architectural
imagination.?’
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Fig. 7 and 8. Guimardes, Portugal. Photo: Lais Pereira, 2020.
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It is essential to recall the existence of the factory’s monthly newspaper O Miral/
Boletim Coelima, which published institutional stories from 1963 to 1989. The
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