
continue. The young people of Phúc Sen are leaving 
for the cities. The looms are now becoming quieter 
than ever. 

Weaving a Day, Mourning a Life begins with this 
contrast: the steady rhythm of the mother-in-law, 
Bà Lương Thị Nhung, and the interrupted rhythm of 
her daughter-in-law, Chị So—asking what is carried 
within the distance between them.

The practice at the center of this exhibition belongs 
to the Nùng An community, an ethnic minority 
group whose traditions of weaving, indigo dyeing, 
and hand-stitching have shaped everyday life for 
generations. In this tradition, women are responsible 
not only for making their own funeral garments but 
also those of every member of their household. 
The garments cannot be purchased and they never 
have been. They must be woven, dyed, and sewn 
by hand over many years by someone who loves 
the people who will eventually wear them. After 
the mourning period ends, these garments return 
to daily life, worn again in the fields, at the market, 
and in the home. What once accompanied death 
becomes part of living once more. 

The transformation from mourning cloth back to 
everyday clothing is not simply a practical act. It is a 

Weaving a Day, 
Mourning a Life: 

Phúc Sen is a village in Cao Bằng province, northern 
Vietnam, well-known for an iconic craft: blacksmithing.1 
Its knives are sold throughout Southeast Asia. The 
forges have burned for many generations. However, 
inside the very households where men work with iron, 
women sit at looms and weave cloth that will one day 
dress the dead. 

Few people outside the village know about this. 

Bà Lương Thị Nhung began weaving at the age of 
sixteen. She is now seventy-one. Over the course of 
her life, she has completed twenty sets of funeral 
garments: four for herself, four for her husband, four 
for her son, two for her daughter-in-law, and two 
for her grandchildren to wear at her own funeral. 
She knows, with exact precision, who will wear what 
when she is gone. Each morning, she sits at her loom 
and continues. 

Chị So also began weaving at the age of sixteen. 
She is now fifty-one and her own funeral garments 
remain unfinished. Not because she lacks skill, she 
learned within the same tradition, but because her 
days are fuller and less predictable. She works in the 
fields, manages the household, and cares for her 
family. There are weeks when she does not weave at 
all. Currently, she has no daughter-in-law to whom 
she might one day pass this knowledge, and she does 
not know whether the next generation will choose to 
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Chu Thieu and Minh Sang Chu,  Parallel Looms (Song Hành), 2026,
Two-channel video, Vietnamese with English subtitles, 7 min 
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where it meets a second indigo-dyed cloth, two 
separate pieces forming one continuous passage 
from unfinished to transformed. Nearby, traditional 
garments stand on mannequins, not as costumes 
or ethnographic displays, but as quiet reminders of 
absent bodies whose presence continues through 
the materials they once prepared.

The tradition presented in this exhibition is not 
disappearing overnight. It is thinning, gradually, 
as the social conditions that sustained it—shared 
domestic life, continuity across generations, and the 
time required for slow making—become increasingly 
difficult to maintain. Chị So’s unfinished garments 
are not symbols of failure. They are honest records 
of a life in which many responsibilities compete for 
the same hours.

What Weaving a Day, Mourning a Life asks of its 
visitors is neither nostalgia nor grief for what may 
one day disappear. Instead, it asks whether we 
can recognize the intelligence embedded within 
practices that measure time not through efficiency 
or productivity, but through the slow accumulation 
of meaning, thread by thread, day by day, across an 
entire lifetime.

Bà Nhung has finished her twenty sets. Across the 
gallery, Chị So is still weaving hers. Tomorrow, she 
will weave again.

Dala Nguyen
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generations of women—Bà Nhung and Chị So—their 
voices, their silences, and the different rhythms of 
their weaving. The other follows the material itself: 
raw cotton, hand-spun thread, woven cloth, indigo 
dye, and the finished garment. Neither the human 
story nor the material story is privileged. Each depends 
upon the other, just as cloth depends upon both fiber 
and the hands that transform it.

Sound of the Looms in Phúc Sen, a soundscape by 
Minh Sang Chu, is composed entirely from field 
recordings made in Phúc Sen. Wooden looms striking 
against thread, footsteps across timber floors, 
birdsong, and the ambient sounds of village life form 
an acoustic environment that fills the gallery before 
visitors encounter any image. Rather than illustrating 
the exhibition, sound becomes an architecture of 
place: a continuous atmosphere that quietly connects 
each work.

Tra My Phan’s textile installation, From Life to Life, 
traces the complete journey of a single fiber. Raw 
cotton and dried cotton branches, sourced locally 
in New York, together with hand-spun thread, 
undyed cloth, and indigo garments, reveal a cycle 
that ordinarily unfolds within a single household and 
remains largely unseen. Undyed cloth rests upon a 
simple wooden chair before extending onto the floor, 

I come to this material as a Mường person who grew 
up in Vietnam and now lives in London. Although 
this particular tradition is not my own, its relationship 
between labor, family, ritual, and material culture 
feels deeply familiar. What has become increasingly 
apparent is that the forces threatening this practice are 
neither dramatic nor violent. They are simply modern: 
migration to cities, changing economic realities, 
manufactured clothing, and the growing difficulty 
of sustaining labor-intensive knowledge across 
generations. The looms are not being destroyed. They 
are gradually being left behind.

The fieldwork for this exhibition was carried out 
collaboratively through extended research in Phúc Sen 
by members of the production team working closely 
with the local community. My role has been to shape 
these materials into an exhibition while remaining 
attentive to the responsibilities of interpreting a 
living cultural practice. These questions of distance, 
representation, and accountability have shaped every 
curatorial decision, from the choice of medium to the 
structure of the gallery space.

The photographic series Weaving and Mourning by 
Trung Duc Nguyen, forms the visual foundation of 
the exhibition. Produced during fieldwork in Phúc 
Sen, the photographs attend to gestures that often 
go unnoticed: hands drawing thread from a spindle 
before sunrise, the subtle irregularity in cloth woven on 
days filled with other responsibilities, and the texture 
of indigo-dyed fabric against skin. These images are 
less concerned with documenting ceremony than with 
revealing the ordinary labor that quietly prepares for it.

Chu Thieu’s two-channel documentary film, Parallel 
Looms, was created specifically for this exhibition and 
is presented across two CRT televisions. Each channel 
can be experienced independently, yet together 
they construct a fuller portrait of intergenerational 
continuity and change. One screen follows two 

philosophy. Memory is not preserved in monuments 
or archives. It is woven into an object that continues 
to be worn, washed, repaired, and eventually worn 
away. Grief does not disappear; it quietly becomes 
part of ordinary life. 

Weaving a Day, Mourning a Life explores themes of 
cultural memory, ritual labor, and the transformation 
of grief through material practices. Bringing 
together four artists working independently across 
photography, moving image, sound, and textile 
installation, it responds to a continuing need for 
cultural programs that present specific ethnographic 
traditions without exoticizing them. Rather than 
treating the Nùng An weaving tradition as spectacle 
or ethnographic curiosity, the exhibition uses it 
as the starting point for a broader conversation 
about art, philosophy, material culture, and human 
experience. By presenting four independent artistic 
interpretations rather than a single authoritative 
account, it deliberately resists speaking on behalf of 
the community. Instead, it invites visitors to consider 
how memory, care, and ritual become embedded 
in the materials that accompany us throughout life. 
It is a project about process, legacy, and the quiet 
wisdom embedded within often-overlooked forms 
of women’s labor.

1  Blacksmithing (nghề rèn): In Vietnamese cultural history, metallurgy 
is traced back to the era of General Cao Lỗ (c. 300 BC), a mythic inven-
tor celebrated for crafting the nation’s earliest advanced weaponry. To-
day, traditional hand-forging remains a vital craft that anchors regional 
economies and ethnic minority identities across rural Vietnam.

Minh Sang Chu, The Sound of the Looms, 2026, Multi-channel sound 
installation, Duration variable

Tra My Phan, From Life to Life, 2026, Mixed-media installation.


