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ON THE COVER

Cochiti by Jorge Luis Bernal

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on July 16, 2019.

There are 19 southwestern Native American villages, known
as pueblos, in the Rio Grande region between Albuquerque and
Taos, New Mexico. When he moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico,
artist Jorge Bernal visited or researched all 19 and created a
painting based on a photograph, sketch, or character study to
represent each pueblo. This series of the pueblos gave him
great satisfaction, responding to the challenge of capturing
something special about each one to celebrate their art, culture,
and spirit.

As one drives south, roughly midway between Santa Fe and
Albuquerque, casinos are viewable along the highway. At
Cochiti—perhaps the poorest community of all 19 pueblos—
there is a dam and a reservation of some 53,779 acres that
sustains approximately 1,200 pueblo members. Cochiti is a
Spanish transliteration of the Keresan word Ko-tyit. In the
Keresan language, the meaning of the word Ko-tyit approxi-
mates “forgotten,” whereas Cochiti refers to the people of the
Cochiti Pueblo, or “people from the mountains.”

In his painting of Cochiti, Bernal shows us the land with
grasses and vegetation that grow along the Rio Grande River,
around and near the dam. The heavy black lines represent
ubiquitous coyote fences built to keep coyotes out and people
and other animals safe. The small black dot in a grid formation
represents control and confinement within the fencing limits.
The hollow circles in black and white represent one of Bernal’s
main concerns for all Pueblo people—casinos encroaching on
their traditions and way of life. Bernal sees casinos contribut-
ing to what he calls “dark money corruption and addiction” in
communities.

The Cochiti are providing some resistance against this en-
croachment—fortunately not as violently as they did during the
Pueblo revolt against the Spanish in 1680. The Cochiti support
the Keres Children’s Learning Center, founded to preserve
culture and language. In this immersion school their children
can learn the art, customs, traditions, and language of their
ancestors. The Cochiti are known for their art: baskets, jewelry,
and drums—especially beautiful cottonwood and aspen
drums—and also their pottery, with designs that express their
deeply held beliefs.

Bernal is asked whether he makes up the colors he uses in his
paintings, but he confirms that these are the true colors of the
sky, mountains, mesas, and canyons of his southwestern envi-
ronment. For him, emotion is color, and he believes firmly in

747

simplicity and constraint in the depiction of his abstract paint-
ings. His landscapes have forms, shapes, and texture, but color
is the main vehicle to engage the viewer with mystery. The idea
is to create a narrative but allow for the observer’s own inter-
pretations.

Bernal is a multimedia artist working in clay, cold wax, and
oils, but most of his paintings are encaustic monotypes. These
are created on a heated aluminum palette with encaustic color
sticks (crayons) that he makes. Once applied to the hot plate,
the encaustic melts instantly, and the image is manipulated and
transferred to paper using hand pressure. The artist then glues
the paper—painting to a wood panel and applies several layers
of encaustic medium as a final process. Bernal works in series.
He feels that once an idea or story is conceived, it cannot be
expressed in one painting; therefore a series or a body of work
results. Bernal’s series have included Architecture & Interior
Spaces, Walls and Windows, The Souls, Guerra and Weapons,
Places of Worship, Medals and Ribbons, Pilgrimages, The NM
Sunsets, The Pueblo People, Casitas, The US—Mexico Border,
Aldeas (villages), and others that can be found on his website
(www jorgeluisbernal.com).

Bernal enjoyed a very successful career as an architect on the
East Coast in Miami, Florida, and Rockville, Maryland (see “Sun-
set 38 by Jorge Luis Bernal” [On the Cover] by Kate F. Hays, in
the September 2018 issue of American Psychologist). He spent 16
years working for the National Cancer Institute (NCI) of the
National Institutes of Health (NIH), renovating laboratory and
administrative buildings on the enormous NIH campus. His last
project was to design and build a new NCI campus in Shady
Grove, Maryland, for 6,000 employees who had been in five
buildings at the Rockville campus. As that project drew to a close,
he traveled to Santa Fe, where he and his wife bought a home for
their retirement. When the new campus project came to fruition,
Bernal said, “No more.” He was done working. He needed to be
in Santa Fe.

Bernal built a painting studio and became actively involved
with the arts community in his new hometown. He works in the
ceramics department at the local community college, creating
sculptures that capture in abstract form the distinctive cholla plants
of the Southwest and representations of the adobe buildings
unique to New Mexico. He teaches at the Encaustic Art Institute,
where he is also a docent, and was selected to serve this year on
the Santa Fe Art Commission.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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