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If you are hit on the head with a kaleidoscope, (does that mean you see stars?) is 
a ten-panel, mural-scaled textile, a form that artist Terri Friedman calls a “yarn 
painting.” The second of BAMPFA’s Art Wall commissions, the piece weaves 
together hand-tinted and commercially dyed organic and synthetic fibers while 
addressing the shifting foundations of contemporary life. On July 26, 2016, in 
the midst of creating the piece in her El Cerrito studio, Friedman discussed her 
methods and inspirations with Glen Helfand. 

Glen Helfand What was the genesis of this project?

Terri Friedman In a conversation twenty-five years ago, a friend came upon the 
question: “if you are hit on the head with a kaleidoscope, does that mean you see 
stars?” I’ve been unpacking it ever since. What does it mean to be hit on the head 
with something so beautiful, tragic, or profound that it wakes you up? I wanted 
to create a wake-up wall, something that might speak to time and place. At first 
it seemed like yarn was an unlikely messenger of inspiration, but the reality is 
that we want to touch or stroke tapestries and envelop ourselves in texture and 
fibers. Because we are sensual beings, materials matter. 

For years I have investigated abstract painting whether it be on Plexiglas, 
in my kinetic sculpture and installation, or in my recent loom-based work. For 
the Art Wall, I envisioned a large multipanel yarn painting with acid yellow 
at the bottom of each panel, rainbow zigzags, and ropes of yarn across the 
wall as connective agents. The work consists of three sections: inspiration or 
radioactivity on the left, a calmer patchwork transition area in the center, and the 
right side about light coming through loss, a memorial. 

GH It must have been exciting to create for a specific location. What aspects 
of the site have gone into the piece?

TF BAMPFA resides at the epicenter of a great research institution within a 
town that has a rich history of revolution, activism, counterculture, and social 
justice. Dark Energy (UC Berkeley Nobel Prize) meets Telegraph Avenue. The 
title is a metaphor for inspiration, neuroplasticity, and discovery, and is a call 
for action. Brain scientists have discovered that it can take many years and 
hard work to feel inspired or it can happen instantaneously in what seems 
like a random moment That certainly has been my experience in art museums 
when I find myself in front of a work of art that really moves me.

GH That process led you to work in textiles—a few years ago you had an 
encounter in Spain with a tapestry (Tapestry of the Foundation, 1979) by Joan 
Miró, who is more known for painting and sculpture. What about that piece 
stood out, and what has working with textiles opened up for you?

TF I think his tapestry appealed to me because it was a woven painting. 
Although I have gravitated to abstract art, my work has always had a political 
undercurrent or poetic narrative. As for Miró, I was never a big fan until I went 
to Barcelona, saw the breadth of his work, and encountered his enormous, 
hairy, and fierce wall-sized tapestry. I had a visceral response and fell in love 
with it. I have always been drawn to textiles and seeing Miró’s tapestry, woven 
by artist Josep Royo, inspired me to weave. 

GH Were there personal issues embedded in it as well?

TF I was with my friend Steve Trujillo when I saw the Miró tapestry. It had 
a huge impact on both of us. Steve was like a brother to me. He was an 
exceptional artist and fashion stylist. We were both exploring similar territory 
in our work, until he died suddenly in July at age fifty-five. It’s been a huge loss 
in my life and it coincided with my making this piece. 

Between all the insanity in the world it was as if there were nuclear bombs 
going off outside and I’m sitting here weaving my piece in a bubble. Now 
what do I do, I wondered? I’m experiencing all the unhinged aspects of the 
contemporary world, the radioactivity, the violence, the political campaign, the 
death of a close friend, and here I am making work about optimism, inspiration, 
impact: But I’m not feeling optimistic. Inspiration and loss began to feel very 
connected. Something big is breaking open in our country, the world, and 
ourselves. The climate is radioactive and so are the woven panels. The wall is 

purposefully colorful and bright in the face of difficult times. The term “violent 
pretty” keeps coming to mind.

GH How is this expressed in the work?

TF Ultimately lightness outshines darkness. Grief and anger are not darkness. 
Fear and indifference are. I wanted an electricity or radioactivity that mirrored 
the time and place. 

Materially I used a range of fibers from artificial neon to organic wools, 
even piping I dyed with acrylic paints. The more I could marry these opposing 
fibers, the more it might mirror these crazy times, I thought. Also, my palette 
is purposefully bold, hopefully speaking to the feeling of inspiration or impact. 
The yarn ropes strung across the wall that are woven into each tapestry 
metaphorically connect the panels together. 

GH Looking at the whole composition, the sense of landscape has a utopian 
quality that makes me think of internationalism of the 1960s.  

TF I was a young child growing up in Colorado in the 1960s. I worshipped 
hippie culture and anything psychedelic. I even went to the Jack Kerouac 
conference in high school. Another reference in the work is my childhood 
bedroom, with its hot pink shag carpet, and lime green and orange accents.  
My mother was an interior designer. My palette is also influenced by my 
travels abroad. In my twenties, I traveled through India and studied with a 
Tibetan thangka painter in Nepal.

GH Some people are repelled by these kinds of color schemes.  
Do you view it as powerful?

TF When I was a student at Brown, I remember my art history professor 
Kermit Champa gave a lecture in which he described Chagall’s colors as “sickly 
sweet.” And I realized, “I like sickly sweet!” And I wondered, “Wow, what’s 
wrong with me that I like that?” Years later I read David Batchelor’s book 
Chromophobia, which examines the cultural constructs of color and our fear 
of color as being related to homophobia, racism, sexism, and a host of other 
issues.  Color can be confrontational. It’s very powerful. 

GH You are not known for fiber work. How did that begin, and  
what does it mean to you to use textiles to paint?

TF My grandma was a knitter and had a room filled with boxes of yarn. I would 
“shop” there. I’d have a bag and just take whatever I wanted. I realized later 
that I was in love with the fibers and textures. If I had had the courage, I might 
have majored in textiles. More recently, when I returned from Barcelona I took a 
weaving class with Lia Cook, Sasha Duerr, and Christina Conklin. It is both risky 
and liberating being a beginner again in the middle of my career. Starting a new 
body of work and new craft has freed me up to be less precious and a lot more 
fearless. I certainly can’t rely on my years of craft and experience as a weaver.     

GH Will you continue to work in this way? What will you do next?

TF I will be showing my yarn paintings at ACME gallery in Los Angeles in 2017. 
I would eventually like to integrate sculpture into my woven work. I really am a 
mixed-media artist. I am grateful to [BAMPFA Director] Larry Rinder for giving 
me this opportunity to work large. When he invited me to propose an idea for 
the Art Wall, I had to figure out how I could possibly fill that huge wall using my 
four-foot-wide loom in just over three months! Honestly, I had no idea how it 
would work. It’s been a great and rewarding challenge. Of course now that I have 
figured it out, I would like to make more large-scale yarn paintings! I feel like I’ve 
finally found my work.

The Art Wall is commissioned by BAMPFA and made possible by major funding from 
Frances Hellman and Warren Breslau.

Terri Friedman: If you are hit on the head with a kaleidoscope, does that mean you see stars?, 

2016; acrylic, wool, and cotton fibers; courtesy of the artist. Photo: Sibila Savage.
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