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Bearing withess

“Testigos,” at Denver’s Museo de las Americas, updates the story of Mexico’s Otomi people

Arts « Photagraphy
8 Nov 2020 By Ray Mark Rinaldi
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very act of art- making
E comes down to two

choices: How you form
the object and, simultaneously,
how you contain it. Within that,
the options are endless. Do you
express the idea using a pencil,
a paintbrush or clay? A camera,
a hunk of marble or a computer
mouse?

And then, how do you present it?
On paper, panel or canvas?
Perched upon a pedestal, pro-
jected on a screen or beamed out
via digital code? Each decision is
an opportunity to shape the art-
work’s specific meaning.

For the portraits on display in
“Testigos,” currently showing at
Denver’s Museo de las Americas,
artist Gaal D. Cohen went with two
basics: camera and paper. But the
way he employed each made his
final products unique.

Cohen, who lives in Guadalajara,
used a grant from the museo to
travel across Mexico to photo-
graph the Otomi people, whose
ancestry goes back thousands of
years. Like other Indigenous Mex-
icans, the Otomi have witnessed
generations of conquest and
catastrophe at the hands of vari-
ous appressors who have come

into power. The exhibition’s title
translates to “witnesses” in Span-
ish.

Yet, the Otomi have endured, even

Prospered throughout time,
maintaining both secular and sa-
cred traditions. Chief among those
preserved practices is the fabrica-
tion of amate, a paper painstak-
ingly made by hand from the bark
of local trees.

Amate is both functional and
symbolic among Otomi people.
The paper dates back to pre-
Columbian times and, for many
years, its production was banned
by Spanish colonialists who saw it
as an expression of indigenous in-
dependence.

The paper survived, of course,
first in secret and then more
abundantly in the 20th century as
Mexican society came to revere its
ancient traditions as part of its
collective present- day identity.
The paper is now produced com-
mercially — though stillona
small- scale and often by hand —
and exported widely.

But Cohen saw within the paper a
chance to instill a deep resonance
in his photographic portraits. He
printed his closeups of Otomi

faces directly onto it, an unusual
move that resulted in a series of
large- scale photos that soulfully,
and simply, connect the past to
the present.

“Testigos” presents 11 of his por-
traits, and they are arranged by
the age of his subject, with one
from each decade of life, starting
with a 4- year- old child and end-
ing with a 105~ year- old elder.

The subjects stare directly at the
viewer and each is allowed to ex-
press his or her individualism. The
youngest, titled “Hannah Yetsali,”
is cranky. The oldest, “Dofia Maria
Paula” ( who has since died), ap-
pears weary. There’s a sadness in
the eyes of “Don Juan” who is in
his 80s, a bit of anger in “Pon-
ciano” in his 40s, and a look of
determination in 60- something
“Don Genero.”

Don Genero — whaose full name is
Genaro Fuentes Trego — is a pa-
permaker himself and, as a sales-
man of his wares, an ambassador
of sorts for Otomi culture across
Mexico. He introduced Cohen to
the paper a few years ago, and
they became friends.

When Cohen proposed the idea of



photographing Otomi people, Don
Genero invited him to his home in
the town of San Pablito and acted
as a liaison between the artist and
the community.

San Pablito, with a population of
about 2,700, isn't exactly remote,

“Testigos” continues through March 20 at Museo de las Americas.

but it is off the beaten path, con-
densed onto one side of a moun-
tain in the eastern state of Puebla.
In some ways, it’s a modern place;
cellphones, for example, are com-
mon. But in other ways, it holds
onto the past: people tend to walk,
not drive, and the dominant lan-

guage is Otomi, not Spanish like
most of Mexico.

Amate producers also retain ways,
cutting bark by hand, mixing it
with lime and ash, and boiling it
over burning wood to break it

down, then laying out strands and
manually pounding them into
pulp with stones.

As the paper dries, its core ingre-
dients remain visible. The sheets

are generally light in color but in-
fused with marks from the ash —



dark blotches, puffs and swirls
that give the material its charac-
teristic murkiness.

Cohen embraces the paper’s or-
ganic traits as much as possible,
gently running each sheet through
alarge, digital printer to create his
final products. He keeps his colors
muted and the paper’s natural
shades give the prints a sepia- like
tone.

He also respects the paper’s tradi-
tional, rectangular shape, break-
ing his images up into two hori-
zontal sections and printing them
on two separate sheets, which are
hung together on the wall. Eyes on
the top sheet, mouth and nose on
the bottom. At the museo, the
prints are not framed but simply
attached to the wall using velcro.

Their most striking element,
though, are the blotches, which
Cohen has no control over. They
give the prints an eternal essence
and also a bit of mystery. A viewer
can stare long and hard at them,
trying to make sense of their ar-
rangement and forming them into
patterns or images in the same
way people try to see figurative
images in clouds or to connect
stars in the sky to make pictures.

This timeless quality is inten-
tional. On one hand, the photos
live in the present. They use
conold temporary technology to
capture living humans. But the
materials — Cohen’s choices for
how to form his work and how to
contain it — give his pictures
broader significance.

The first photo portrait in “Testigos”
at the Museo de las Americasin
Denver is a child, age 4.

Artist Gaal D. Cohen at “Testigos,” at
Denver's Museo de las Americas.

Gaal D. Cohen's portrait of 105-
year- old “Dofia Maria Paula.”

In that way, he hopes the Otomi
stand in for all indigenous people
who have persevered despite diffi-
cult odds. The amate, he said, rep-
resents all of the different re-
gional traditions — papermaking,
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“Don Genero” is Gaal D. Cohen's por-
trait of his friend and collaborator,
Genaro Fuentes Trego.
woodworking, fiber art or what-

ever — that they have brought
along with them.

Cohen talks up “Testigos” asa
group project, crediting Don Gen-
ero and his subjects as partners,
and the museo as his patron. The
museo got behind the project
more than two years ago, sup-
porting it with a § 10,000 grant
obtained from the National En-
dowment of the Arts, and with ad-
ditional funding from Colorado
Creative Industries and private
donors.

Cohen notes that the collaborative
project comes on the eve of next
year’s 500th anniversary of the
colonial conquest of Latin Amer-
ica, which is being commemo-
rated across the hemisphere. His
photos update the story of at least
one of the cultures impacted by
that historic event, and bring it in
real time to people likely to know
little about how this story of sur-
vival continues.

In that way, the exhibit makes
witnesses — or testigos — out of
all who view it.
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