I propose to test a theory, weaving in the atrium of the SBGH

The Technique
The fingerwoven sash figures prominently in the history and culture of several Winnipeg groups, including Francophone, Métis, and First Nations. Composed of many fragile threads, the whole is very strong. The riot of colours are organized by the weaver forming a repeat pattern. One thread out of place and the whole design is changed. The sash is a symbol of a harmonious community.

Fingerweaving is a ‘low tech’ method for cloth production, requiring but a fixed point (a hook in the wall, for example) and the fingers manipulate the threads to form cloth. All threads are warp, and each thread takes a turn at weft. A byproduct of this technique is the ‘falseweave’ whereby threads tangle below the work. A weaver spends considerable time untangling this mass.

The Theory to be tested

A cottage industry arose in the 1800’s in Québec, weaving these sashes for the fur trade. 

Most sashes in museum collections are very tightly woven. Two sashes, however, in Winnipeg collections are of a very loosely woven type. One is in the collection of the Musée de St-Boniface, the other is in the Hudson’s Bay collection at the Manitoba Museum. Searching the literature I find only references to weaving tightly. Indeed members of l’Association des artisans de ceinture fléchée de Lanaudière in Quebec are quite tight lipped in the subject.

As part of the Manitoba Heritage project Many Threads Make Us Strong, I included an 18 inch long sample of this loose quality. Working at this very loose tension proved to be quite a challenge. I would like to test a theory of mine concerning the technique involved in the creation of these sashes.

The cottage industry of sashweaving ended when, encouraged by the parish priest, the women of Quebec requested higher wages. The HBCo weighed their options, more expensive fingerweaving vs mechanized production in England, and the factories won. I theorize that, in a last ditch attempt to increase production, and decrease prices, the women wove 2 sashes at once: one a tightly woven sash, and the second was a looser version: a controlled version of the falseweave. I would like to test this theory in a real life situation. This requires a room that is 20 to 30 feet long, sufficient to accommodate the sashes end-to-end as I weave. I do not have a room of this length in my home.

The Sash 
Elzéar Goulet was a companion to Louis Riel and is held in high esteem by the Métis people. A French Métis Local is named after him. Elzéar’s sash is of this loosely constructed type. A replica of his sash would be a treasured article.

The Venue

The St Boniface Hospital welcomes thousands of individuals annually in their atrium. It can safely be said that all who enter have a right to be fairly anxious: at risk for a life-threatening illness, a family member of someone with a life-threatening illness, or else on the way to a job working with seriously ill folk. Systematic programs for stress-reduction is mandatory for humans to function pleasantly in this environment. Weaving, according to Mahatma Ghandi, is one of the highest forms of meditation. The weaver as well as the casual observer reap meditative benefits.

Weaving projects in the past, Manitoba Artists in Healthcare sashweaving, 2003-present, Manitoba Heritage Projects ‘Many Threads Make Us Strong’, and ‘The Strands of our Lives Intertwined’ were greeted warmly by the administration, staff, patients and visitors of the St Boniface General Hospital. A large open space, a place of repose and refreshment, the Atrium would be the perfect venue for this project.

In Summary

Manitoba Arts Council support for this project would go a long way to promote awareness of the heritage craft of fingerweaving. The project also explores an undocumented area in the field. Resulting from this adventure will be 2 sashes, one tightly woven, and one loosely woven.

