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Barry Goodman imagines his thought process as 

a spiral - not a flat one, but a three-dimensional 

tornado - constantly turning, passing the same 

points at a different elevation, scooping ideas, 

images and different kinds of fibre into that vortex. 

Since finishing the Textile Arts diploma program at 
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Capilano College, Goodman has explored a variety 

of materials related to textile, from weaving crisp, 

glittery fabric out of audiotape to embroidering with 

dental floss. In addition to having a bachelor’s degree 

in History, he holds a Diploma in Art History from 

the University of British Columbia, and an MFA in 

Fibres from Concordia University where he refined 

and focused his artistic practice. His work, exhibited 

nationally and internationally, is tangled in with his 

ongoing interest in philosophy, literature and how we 

record and interpret history. This can be seen in his 

three artworks in the Surrey Art Gallery Permanent 

Collection: Roland (Barthes), Jacques (Derrida), and 

Jean Francois (Lyotard), 2001. Currently, Goodman 

teaches art history and reminds his students that 

he can only present glimpses of the artists and their 

works from his own viewpoint in the tornado, and 

that the process of understanding history involves 

and evolves with each person’s own spiral of looking, 

investigating, considering and discussing. Goodman 

practices this in every stitch.

 Contemporary artists who work in fibre are aware 

of the close ties that technology and its history 

have to textiles. The making of textiles has always 

involved equipment and systems, and jacquard 

weaving is acknowledged as a precursor to early 

computer programming. Yet textile work is generally 

conflated with domesticity and idle pastimes, not 

intellectual rigour.� Goodman’s works challenge 

these associations by taking this medium (and all its 

baggage) into the digital age. His process is structured 

and deliberate, not spontaneous. His technique is like 

his subject matter: abstract, academic, meditative. 

Goodman uses the supporting canvas as a grid, the 

counted stitches as the letters in a text of his own 

invention. A text one absorbs all at once, not line by 

line.

The inherent structure and possibilities of counted 

stitch techniques show up in the contemporary work 

of D. R. Wagner, an American artist who works in 

needlepoint. Wagner’s vision comes out in brilliant, 

almost psychedelic imagery cobbled together from 

pop culture, news media and his imagination onto the 

graph of the needlepoint canvas. Goodman’s images 

are austere in comparison, but similarly employ a 

process of translation. American artist Elaine Reichek 

uses the regimented stitches to evoke pixels. 

Reichek reworks excerpted texts from literature, and 

comments on historical needlework or visuals, such 

as a conté drawing by Georges Seurat. She mimics 

painter Chuck Close, who broke images of faces into 

grids, by representing his self-portrait as an aggregate 

of stitches. Like Goodman, Reichek’s work becomes 

a deliberate response -whether argumentative or in 

agreement- to cultural history.

Goodman is in good company in Canada’s lively and 

intellectual fibre arts community. Ingrid Bachman, 

Dorothy Caldwell, Robert Windrum and Barbara Todd 

produce works with a strong material presence but 

with an equally articulate underpinning of theory. 

Goodman shares a commitment to impeccable 

technique with his teacher and mentor Ruth 

Scheuing. Scheuing uses her expertise as a weaver 

to deconstruct and rework the patterns on men’s 

business suits, or to design computer generated 

weavings that comment on the partnership of craft 

and technology. Both Scheuing and Goodman’s 

works are ripe with ideas yet they refuse to sacrifice 

workmanship to concept.

Goodman’s working definition of craft is a process 

where one solves problems at the beginning, part of 

a deep commitment to materials and process. In art, 

he finds, problems are too often solved as they come 

up.� He admires artists and craftspeople alike who 
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Bar ry  Goodman Jacques  (Der r ida ) ,  2001  cot ton  (15 .9  x  16 .3  cm image)  saG 2003 .02 .02  Photograph  by  cameron  heryet

choose their medium carefully rather than adopting 

it out of convenience, who thoroughly explore the 

qualities and limitations they encounter. He is 

buoyed and inspired by their considered approaches: 

Seurat’s exhaustive preliminary sketches, Pissarro’s 

investment in how far one can take the idea of “a 

series”.

Goodman embraces the continuity of tradition, yet 

does not see this as a limitation to producing thought-

provoking work. Instead, tradition adapts to context. 

Counted threads were stitched on canvas long 

before pixels formed glowing images on computer 

screens. Needlepoint is often associated with 

samplers, pieces young girls were set to making to 

learn needlework, letters, numbers and obedience. 

Yet witty, even rebellious commentary has long been 

stitched amongst the platitudes.� Often romanticized 
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and dismissed, handwork has observations to make 

about contemporary life.

Goodman’s works highlight his awareness of the 

relationship of image and text; he translates this 

through an assortment of elderly computers, needles, 

thread and cloth. When we read text, it is almost 

always black and white, yet out of simple letters 

and sequences we build myths, ideas, images, even 

entire film sets in our heads. Goodman describes 

how, upon seeing the printed word “daffodil”, we 

imagine the stiff green stem, the brilliant yellow 

trumpet-shaped flower. In our visually over-saturated 

world, black and white seems bland, yet it may prod 

the imagination to work harder than being presented 

with a full-colour image. His studio walls show many 

experimental pieces where he has used colour, yet 

he opts most often to work in monochrome.

Beginning with an assortment of images either 

scanned into the computer or taken from the 

Internet, Goodman spends many hours tinkering 

with a primitive, Photoshop-like program. Generally, 

retouching photographs seeks to make the image 

more pristine and to edit out flaws, but Goodman 

uses the computer to re-draw the original. Selecting 

only certain parts of the image, changing the density 

of the tone and contrast, the original image becomes 

a conglomeration of pixels. When it finally has the 

presence he wants, he translates the pixels into 

stitches directly from the computer screen, the 

part of the process he describes as a great relief. 

Goodman looks on the finished works as the hard 

copy, the printouts. The combination of high-tech 

and handwork is not incompatible; as he points 

out, we still like to barbecue even though we have 

microwaves. Despite what seems like a systematic 

transcription from computer screen to canvas, the 

quality and density of the thread, and the slightly 

uneven tension over days and weeks of execution 

all combine to give each piece a unique material 

character.

When asked why he chooses these particular 

faces to dwell on, considering the hours he spends 

planning and executing each embroidery, Goodman 

replies that these are the people with whom he has 

conversations in his head. His more recent portraits 

of Herman Melville and George Eliot indicate how 

they have shared thoughts with him across oceans 

and time. To him, Barthes, Lyotard, and Derrida 

are not simply icons of western thought; they are 

his colleagues, his fellow travellers. They are not 

presented as celebrities, but as companions in the 

dialectic.� Since each of these writers has contributed 

to contemporary cultural theory, Goodman finds it 

revealing that the word ‘theory’ originates from the 

Greek word origins of ‘viewing’ and ‘seeing’.5 In these 

portraits, Goodman emphasizes how conjecture and 

abstract knowledge originates in the visual.

Portraiture is constantly evolving in the history of art. 

“It does not matter how abstracted the depicted face 

is, or if it is an icon, symbol or fiction; what concerns 

us is that it does still signify an other, another’s 

face, an announcement of communication....” and 

it is this possibility of connection that Goodman is 

addressing.6 Goodman’s particular vision, is to “bring 

the conversation to a new place”, whether it be in 

his artwork or his teaching.7 There is a reminder that 

history is cropped, edited and transcribed the way 

Goodman creates his images and that, in encountering 

and reading these portraits, we are invited into the 

discussion.
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Bar ry  Goodman Jean  F ranço ise  ( Lyotard ) ,  2001  cot ton  (16 .5  x  13 .2  cm)  saG 2003 .02 .03  G i f t  o f  the  ar t i s t .  Photograph  by  cameron  heryet .
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Footnotes:

1. Bachmann, Ingrid. Material Matters: The Art and Culture of 

Contemporary Textiles. YYZ Books, Toronto 1998 pp. 24-25.

2. Conversation with the artist.

3. Parker, Roszika and Griselda Pollock. Old Mistresses: Women 

Art and Ideology. HarperCollins Publishers, London 1981, p. 66.

4. Dialectic: the art of investigating or discussing the truth of 

opinions, see Concise Oxford Dictionary.

5. See ‘theory’ at www.dictionary.com

6. Sobieszek, Robert A. Ghost in the Shell: Photography and the 

Human Soul 1850-2000 Essays on Camera Portraiture. Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art, Cambridge Mass. MIT Press 1999. p. 27.

7. Conversation with the artist.

Artist’s Statement (2003)
Words, Images and Shades of Meaning

I have always been interested in words, language, 

writing and even printing. The way which words, 

abstract black marks on white paper, have the ability 

to produce images in our minds. There is also an 

inherent visuality to text which fascinates me. I 

wanted in these portraits of authors, some familiar 

and others less so (and some more dense than 

others!) to elicit a sense of textuality...a literalness.

My background is in history and I am interested in ideas 

such as the history of technology and communication; 

however, my work in fibres is very consciously 

grounded in a theoretical framework relating directly 

to contemporary currents of philosophy. The ideas of 

surface, structure, memory and the grid, as examples, 

play an important role in my approach. Work in fibres 

often gets caught between art and craft. I invite this 

displacement and work with it. I am also interested in 

producing thought-provoking work which is situated 

in the context of a tradition.

We live in a material world. A world of things and I 

tend to see all of it in terms of fibre. I’m as interested 

in the plain tight weave of the canvas as I am in the 

image on the surface of it. I am as interested in how 

and what the paper is made of as I am in the drawing. 

I’m as interested in the structure of the binding as I 

am in the contents of the book.

I like the line drawings and sculpture of discarded 

cassette tape lying in the middle of the road. I see 

a metal conduit and think of a large scale crochet 

possibility. I walk on the beach and I know that one 

day soon I’ll be weaving that seaweed. I brush my 

teeth and the next day I take the spool of dental floss 

to the studio. I do weaving samples and experiments 

and consider how and when to use it. Dental floss...
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embroidery floss, I’m excited because I can stitch 

with it too. Back at home I spend slightly too long 

looking at the empty clothesline.

Paul Mathieu has proposed a theory of crafts, not 

based on history (tradition), material, or technique, 

or on the hand. It is the concept of containment. A 

container is a space where opposites are unified, 

where differences are reconciled. Containers bring 

together the extremes in reconciliation; they cancel 

the dialectical impulses of language. All the binaries, 

polarities, opposites, and dichotomies...are reconciled 

within the container, within any craft object. The 

container combines in symbiosis the top and the 

bottom, the surface and the form, representation and 

presentation, image and object - even within the new 

category of virtual crafts, which takes place within 

the ultimate contemporary container and frame...the 

computer screen.
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