
 

 

GUILLERMO BERT 
ENCODED TEXTILES 
A blank(et) canvas for the Native Peoples of the Americas 
 
Project Summary 
 
Encoded Textiles creates hand-woven, large-scale tapestries that combine contemporary bar 
codes, indigenous design methods, the stories of native peoples. I begin by interviewing (and 
video-recording) members of the Mapuche community of Southern Chile and collecting their 
traditional stories, poems, and first-person narratives.  Using software that translates words into 
barcode patters, I will encode these native stories as bar code patterns and have the patterns 
woven by indigenous weavers. The conversion of a poem or piece of spoken history into a high-
tech bar code, and then its re-conversion back to a traditional weaving, represents the creation of 
an innovative cultural artifact that celebrates and revives traditional art forms. Alongside each 
tapestry will be a flat screen displaying a 10-minute documentary about the individual whose 
words are encoded in the textile itself.  Encoded Textiles will open at the Pasadena Museum of 
Art in October 2012.  By combining high-tech soft-ware and industrial processes with 
indigenous arts and loom techniques, and by translating ancient narratives into modern tapestries, 
I hope to highlight the struggles of indigenous peoples attempting to restore their culture in a 
globalized world.  

 
 

The Encoded Textiles Project 
 
Encoded Textile is inspired by the latest generation of bar codes, which I found to possess 
remarkable graphic similarities to the textiles of Native American peoples.  This is especially 
true for the bar code patterns “PDF415,” “Aztec Code,” and “QR.”  Using bar codes raises issues 
of data storage, information exchange, and the protection of identity. With this new technology, 
our identities are digitized and, in the process, may be stolen or lost – parallel, perhaps, to the 
identities lost by indigenous peoples or immigrants.  This project intends to poetically reverse 
this process, using bar codes to symbolically reclaim and restore identity. 
 
In Chile, my native country, I will visit the Temuco region, the heart land of the Mapuche 
people. I will be videotaping Mapuche individuals as they tell myths and stories, recite poems, 



 

 

 
and relate personal narratives. These Mapuche “storytellers” will encompass a wide range of 
Mapuche voices: writers, village elders, farmers, activists.  So far, they include: the poet Graciela 
Huinao; “Bird Man” Lorenzo Aillapán who has the ability to imitate bird calls; Machi Juan 
Curaqueo a medicine man that did a ceremony to bless the project; Flavio Salazar, ceremonial 
wood carver; Juan Jeannette Paillan a documentary filmmaker; and a member of the Chol-Chol 
Weavers Cooperative, Anita Paillamil. 
  
After interviewing various Mapuche storytellers, I will select poems or stories from six different 
individuals for encoding as bar codes. The QR bar code, already common in advertising and 
periodicals, bears a striking resemblance to the patterns of traditional Mapuche textiles. Thus, the 
QR code will be used to translate the spoken stories into bar code designs, and these designs will 
be used as patterns for the textiles. Mapuche weaver Anita Paillamil is working with me on 
creating a prototype tapestry (an encoded pattern of a poem by Mapuche poet Graciela Huinao). 
Once patterns for all six tapestries are worked out, they will be given to Mapuche weavers from 
the Chol-Chol Weavers Cooperative, who will be paid to create the actual textiles.  The 
tapestries will be large-scale wall coverings, about 8 by 4 feet. Thus, the project will result in six 
magnificent woven textiles that are conceptual works of art.  

 



 

 

 
In addition, to creating the short documentaries for viewing at the exhibition, I will be collecting 
a variety of additional materials, footage and photographs, to create an archival database of the 
Mapuche people and a reservoir of their stories. 
 
 My goal for Encoded Textiles is that it will spur a dialogue about globalization and its impact on 
traditional cultures, generate awareness about issues common to native communities, and to raise 
questions about the devastating consequences of globalization on our world’s indigenous groups. 
Is it possible for them to maintain self-sufficiency?  What will become of their stories, their 
language, their way of life?  And what will the world look like if these cultures disappear? 
 
 
Coded Stories Documentary 
 
An Oscar-nominated filmmaker, Adam Hyman, is directing a documentary, Coded Stories, about 
the making of the Encoded Textiles project.  The documentary is intended for showcasing at 
international film festivals and for broadcast on PBS.  
 
For more information about the project & the film, please visit this websites: 
http://okapifilms.com/codedstories/proposal/ 
To see the trailer for the Coded Stories documentary:   
http://vimeo.com/22723412 / (Pass Word: mapuche1) 
Spanish / Here is the Vimeo Link that describe the project, the password is mapuche1 
http://vimeo.com/32540651 
 
Catalyst for Encoded Textiles: The Bar Code Series: Branding America  
 
As a visual artist, I strive to create contemporary work that is not only aesthetically challenging, 
but also addresses issues relevant to our time.  I have long been fascinated with the concept of 
encrypting messages in my work, embedding ideas beneath the “skin” of the piece.  Decoding 
the messages layered in my pieces invites the viewer to engage with the art, and to reflect on the 
ways in which we are continually manipulated as viewers of images and icons in a consumer 
society. 
 
For the last five years, inspired by the subliminal aspects of our media-driven culture, I have 
been working with the imagery of bar codes and encoded language.  In my work Bar Codes: 
Branding America, which was exhibited at the Museum of Latin American Art in 2009, I used 
bar codes to question the price of core values such as democracy and justice.   In that series, 
which focused on American iconography (such as The White House, The Statue of Liberty, etc.), 
I attempted to blur the lines between culture and commodities. In my El Dorado series, I used 
bar codes to explore the idea of contemporary conquest and branding via neoliberal economic 
relationships.  That series combines bar codes with pre-Columbian iconography, examining the 
desire of industrialized countries to conquer Latin America once again, this time under the shield 
of globalization. The series incorporates Incan, Mayan, and Mapuche religious icons, each 
rendered in gold and fused with bar-codes, thereby creating contemporary hybrid relics and 
proposing a new mythology. 
 



 

 

 
 “What holds these works together on a plane of discourse higher than mere political 
commentary is their gaudy beauty and the fact that their collective message – your life and 
everything in it is quantifiable and even brandable – rings so ready, so powerful, and so true.” 
Peter Frank (art critic, editor of THE Magazine, and Senior Curator at the Riverside Museum of 
Art), catalogue, The Bar Code Series, 2009. 
 

 
 
Future Exhibitions 
We are approaching museums and art institutions in the United States, Latin America and 
Europe who may be interested in hosting Encoding Textiles, following its showing at the 
Pasadena Museum of California Art.   
 
After completing the project with the Mapuche in Chile, I will be extending this project with the 
indigenous communities in the Yucatan Peninsula and the Navajo Nation in the Southwest 
United States.  As new textiles are created, representing the encoded stories of these peoples, 
these tapestries will be added to the exhibition. 
 
 
 
 


