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For much of the twentieth century, garment manufacturing provided work for generations of women in 
San Antonio. Sewing skills that had long moved between women, households, and generations became 
industrial labor, performed at rows of machines and production tables in factories across the city. Black 
and Mexican American women were part of this workforce, cutting, sewing, pressing, and assembling 
garments that traveled far beyond San Antonio, even as the lives of the women who made them 
remained largely undocumented outside their own communities. 

These jobs mattered beyond the factory floor. Their wages supported households and children, while 
years spent working side by side created communities among women whose labor was essential to their 
families and the industry that employed them. But this work could also mean low wages, inadequate 
benefits, demanding production quotas, and poor working conditions. San Antonio garment workers 
repeatedly organized against these conditions and for greater control over their labor. When factories 
closed and companies moved production elsewhere in search of cheaper labor, the industry did not 
disappear. It found less expensive workers elsewhere. Its departure still affected people at home. 

For some women, the disappearance of this industry from San Antonio became another history they 
were responsible for carrying. 

Irene Antonia Diane Reece arrived at this history through her own grandmother. While caring for her in 
recent years, Reece began asking questions about her life and learned about the multiple jobs she had 
held in San Antonio textile factories. What began with one woman opened onto generations of workers 
whose histories existed unevenly within the institutional record but remained alive within families. 

Reece began visiting these women. She recorded their voices, photographed them as they are now, and 
scanned photographs they had kept themselves. Her interviews expanded to include family members, 
former garment workers, community leaders, former union organizers, and women associated with 
Fuerza Unida. Each encounter produced another fragment of a history distributed across living rooms, 
photo albums, memories, garments, and individual lives rather than contained within a single archive. 

That movement between factory and home becomes the physical structure of hand-me-downs. A 
freestanding, five-panel room divider resembling the exterior of a South Texas home separates the two 
environments, complete with a screen door, windows, and printed-and-found textiles, including a 
silkscreened Fuerza Unida textile. Through its windows, visitors encounter a 13-by-11-foot photographic 
mural depicting the front porch of one of the women Reece interviewed. 

Nearby, another mural of the same scale is filled with vibrant textile patterns, its seductive surface 
interrupted by two gold burglar-bar window guards. Reece considers how easily the objects produced by 
the garment industry can obscure the conditions under which they are made. Color, pattern, fashion, 
and status distract from the labor behind them. The burglar bars complicate what appears beautiful, 
turning the patterned surface into what Reece describes as a “pretty prison.” 

The domestic environment continues into a living room with a vintage living room set, a hanging sconce, 
and a television playing a video assembled from Reece’s interviews. Contemporary portraits of the 



women hang throughout the gallery. Behind the television, framed photographs bring together images 
scanned from their personal photo albums, creating an archive from artifacts they cherish at home. 

Nearby, a mirrored medicine cabinet is etched with the words, “To Love, here, is to refuse erasure. To 
resist is to remember.” The viewer’s reflection enters the work through the glass, while flowers fill the 
cabinet and spill onto the floor. 

On the opposite side of the divider, Reece reconstructs the garment factory. Three vintage mint-green 
Singer sewing machines sit on large worktables with spool-thread stands, visually connected by a 
continuous textile feeding through each machine. Across the fabric are archival photographs of garment 
workers and fragments of text: “Fight for the living and those that have passed. Pour love into the 
archives.” Elsewhere, another reads simply, “My beloveds.” 

The gaps in the historical record remain. Reece found considerably less documentation of Black women 
in San Antonio’s garment industry despite a longer history of Black sewing and tailoring in the city, 
including training at St. Philip’s College beginning in the late nineteenth century. Their absence raises a 
question that runs throughout Reece’s photographic practice: who determines what is preserved long 
enough to become history? 

An archive, after all, is not simply what survives. It is what someone chooses to save. 

Mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and daughters have long served as unofficial archivists within families, 
preserving photographs, clothing, documents, stories, and names without necessarily describing that 
work as preservation. Reece does not present these materials as relics of a vanished industrial past. 
Many of these women are still here. Their voices speak from the television, their younger selves remain 
in family photographs, and their present-day portraits occupy the same room. 

The factories are gone, their production moved elsewhere, but their history remains in the lives and 
stories of the women who worked there and what they learned and carried forward. hand-me-downs 
asks us to consider what survives when an industry disappears. 

What Remains 
Roksana Pirouzmand 

Roksana Pirouzmand’s work begins by establishing conditions. 

A body’s action results in a reaction. A material is acted upon. One force encounters another. 
Pirouzmand determines the circumstances through which these exchanges take place, but their 
consequences can often only be controlled to a certain extent. What happens next—a material's 
reaction, the movement of water, or what a viewer finds within an image—remains unstable. 

For hallowed like a shell in water, Pirouzmand created two monumental oxidation paintings using 
fourteen sheets of cold-rolled steel, seven 4 × 10-foot panels for each work. She first rendered the 
images on large sheets of paper before transferring them onto the steel, then painstakingly painted 
areas of the surface with a protective sealant. Each work took about two weeks to complete before the 
panels were carried outside, where acid, and water washes accelerated the oxidation process. Water 
pooled and dried. Acid reacted with the exposed metal. Rust spread across unprotected areas while the 
sealed portions resisted it. 



Pirouzmand exercises enormous control over this process, but not over everything that follows. She 
determines what remains protected and what is exposed, introduces substances to the surface, 
accelerates or interrupts a reaction, and changes her approach. Eventually, however, the material 
responds to the conditions she has imposed upon it. 

Concave and Convex are the largest oxidation paintings she has ever attempted. At the smaller scale she 
had previously worked, Pirouzmand could manipulate sheets of steel herself. Here, individual panels 
required three people to lift, turn, and reposition them. Increasing the scale changed more than the 
work's dimensions. Weight, gravity, additional bodies, and the sidewalk outside the studio became part 
of its making. So did conditions no one could control. Texas heat and humidity affected the oxidation; 
wind blew unpredictably and shaped how the acid and water moved across the surface; and water 
evaporated differently from one day to the next. A process she understood had been displaced into 
unfamiliar circumstances, where the environment itself became another actor. 

I watched this unfold over several weeks. There were moments of disappointment when the material 
did not behave as anticipated and others when an experiment produced something unexpected that felt 
immediately resolved. Some of the most dramatic passages across the steel resulted simply from water 
sitting on its surface. They were not images Pirouzmand set out to make, but evidence of the material 
reacting to what had been done to it. 

It is tempting to understand this metaphorically. What happens when something is subjected to 
conditions beyond its control? How does it respond? What changes, what disappears, and what 
remains? Working alongside Pirouzmand, however, has made me increasingly cautious about answering 
those questions for her. 

Before meeting Pirouzmand, I read interpretations of her work that located meaning through biography, 
identity, and cultural histories viewers believed rendered the imagery legible. Pirouzmand was born in 
Iran, and when I encountered an image whose meaning remained unresolved, I found myself reaching 
for what little I knew of her cultural background to explain it. That impulse revealed my own projections 
and desire to resolve the image rather than anything Pirouzmand had asked me to see within it. 

Pirouzmand rarely provides that resolution. She speaks more readily about how something was made 
than what an image represents. Meaning does not necessarily precede making. Something may appear 
recognizable without settling comfortably into a single interpretation. She allows that instability to 
remain. 

The same uncertainty extends into the large water basin occupying the center of the gallery. Two 
rocking chairs are mechanically connected to hinged steel sheets submerged beneath the water. When 
someone rocks, the corresponding sheet moves, displacing water and sending waves across the basin. 
With two participants, one movement encounters another. Waves meet, interrupt, or cancel one 
another before dissipating. Each performer controls their own movement, but neither controls 
everything that follows. 

Displacement becomes both a physical fact and a possibility within these works. Steel displaces water. A 
familiar process shifts to an unfamiliar scale. An action travels beyond the body that initiated it. 
Displacement can carry other meanings as well, particularly in relation to a life lived across different 



languages, cultures, and geographies, but Pirouzmand does not require those meanings to explain what 
we are seeing. 

She would often prefer that someone encounter the work before encountering an explanation. The 
desire to be told what we are looking at is itself a desire for certainty, and these works resist it. 
Ambiguity does not mean an absence of meaning. It allows meaning to remain unfixed. 

Pirouzmand determines an image but cannot entirely determine what oxidation will do to it. She 
constructs a mechanism but cannot determine how water will respond to every movement. She makes a 
work but does not determine what every viewer will find within it. 

Again and again, Pirouzmand establishes the conditions and allows something beyond her control to 
enter. Acid meets steel. Water meets movement. An image meets a viewer. 

What remains is evidence that something happened. 

What Returns 
Chavis Mármol 

Chavis Mármol brings familiar objects into unfamiliar relationships. A mechanical bull becomes an 
atomic bomb. A Cold War image of space exploration becomes an illuminated billboard. Objects that 
arrive carrying their own histories collide with others, allowing Mármol to compress broad ideas of 
power, masculinity, conquest, technology, violence, and entertainment into a few carefully constructed 
objects. 

For Strange Love, Mármol replaced the fiberglass body of a mechanical bull with a life-size 
reconstruction of Little Boy, the atomic bomb used by the United States against Hiroshima in 1945. The 
idea existed before he arrived at Artpace, but the residency provided the time, space, resources, and 
context to realize it. Through a close friend, we located a used mechanical bull in Laredo, Texas, and 
Mármol stripped it down to the mechanism that would become the foundation for the work. 

Mármol initially planned to fabricate parts of the bomb through 3D printing at his studio in Mexico City, 
where he and a team of ten studio assistants carry out much of the physical production of his work. 
Instead, using a small model of Little Boy as reference, he constructed it entirely by hand in the Artpace 
workshop from wood, cardboard tubing, foam, and fiberglass. Growing up in Hidalgo, Mexico, Mármol 
learned woodworking, welding, and airbrushing while helping build caskets in his grandmother's funeral 
home. His vast material knowledge has since allowed him to fabricate work for numerous artists in 
addition to his own. At Artpace, he spent hours sanding, smoothing, fitting, and painting the bomb 
before stenciling “MRML 026” across its surface like a military identification code and his artist 
signature. On its tail he spray-painted a much less formal message: “Hi.” 

Behind it, Mármol constructed a monumental illuminated billboard using an image from the 1959 book 
Man's Reach into Space. Printed in sections, wheat-pasted across its surface, and distressed, the 
billboard recalls the layers of poster advertisements pasted throughout Mexico City. Published during 
the Cold War and emerging space race, the original image belongs to a moment when outer space was 
increasingly imagined as another territory to be explored, competed over, and conquered. 

The cowboy and the astronaut might appear to occupy different worlds, but both emerge from fantasies 
of the frontier. In Texas, those worlds collide in the same geography. Cowboy culture remains central to 



the state's mythology while aerospace, defense, and AI technology industries increasingly shape its 
economy and its visions of the future. The rocket, mechanical bull, and bomb collapse those histories 
together. Masculinity remains embedded within them as well: in the cowboy, the weapon, the rocket, 
and the absurd performance of mounting a nuclear bomb and attempting to ride it. 

Mármol titled the exhibition after Stanley Kubrick's 1964 film Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Bomb. Before arriving in San Antonio, he read Peter George's 1958 novel Red 
Alert, which became the basis for Kubrick's film. What Mármol recognized in these Cold War narratives 
was not simply history. Military escalation, political fearmongering, technological competition, and 
performances of masculine power continue to reorganize themselves around the present. 

The atomic bomb fundamentally changed the scale at which people could imagine their own 
destruction, but generations nevertheless learned to live beneath its threat. The bomb did not need to 
fall again to exercise power. The possibility was enough. Mármol became increasingly interested in what 
happens when fear becomes permanent, sustaining military industries, political authority, technological 
competition, and systems of control. 

The bomb doesn’t fall. But it doesn’t disappear. 

Neither does Mármol allow it to remain only an object of fear. Thirty bales of hay surrounded the base 
of the mechanical apparatus in the gallery, transforming it into something resembling a rodeo 
attraction. A vintage lamp, red telephone, and desk housed its controller and extended the installation's 
Cold War atmosphere. 

At the opening, “The Bomb Run” from Dr. Strangelove played as visitors entered. Mármol began the 
performance dancing to Steve Earle's “Copperhead Road” before climbing onto Little Boy while I took 
my place behind the controller. As I operated the mechanism, Mármol rode the bomb to Edwin Starr's 
“War” and Bruce Springsteen's “Born in the U.S.A.” The performance concluded with Vera Lynn's “We'll 
Meet Again.” 

An object modeled after a weapon of mass destruction had become entertainment. The absurdity of the 
spectacle did not erase the violence of the object at its center. Little Boy remained Little Boy even as 
people gathered around it, listened to music, and applauded as Mármol rode the bomb with confidence 
and showmanship. 

Mármol is not interested in pretending that the violence carried by these histories has disappeared. He 
is equally resistant to the belief that recognizing their return requires surrendering to fear. Previous 
generations also lived through war, political turmoil, nuclear threat, and repeated declarations of 
impending catastrophe. They continued to form relationships, raise families, build communities, make 
things, and imagine futures. 

The technologies change. The personalities change. The frontier moves. Military escalation returns. Fear 
returns. Performances of masculine power return. The desire for conquest returns. 

And still, so do we. 


