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Mariana Castillo Deball works in installation, 
sculpture, photography, and drawing, exploring 
the ideologically constructed conditions under 
which artefacts appear in today’s culture. She 
takes on a kaleidoscopic approach to her work, 
culling information from various disciplines such 
as archaeology and science, and, through research 
and collaboration, creating works that arise from 
the collision and recombination of these different 
languages. Solo exhibitions of her work have been 
held at the SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah, 
Georgia, USA (2018); Galerie Wedding, Berlin, 
Germany (2017); San Francisco Art Institute, 
San Francisco, USA (2016); Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Oaxaca, Mexico (2015); 
Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin, Germany (2014); 
CCA, Glasgow, UK (2013); Chisenhale Gallery, 
London, UK (2013); Museo Experimental El Eco, 
Mexico City, Mexico (2011); and Museum of Latin 
American Art, Long Beach, USA (2010). Group 
exhibitions include the 8th Berlin Biennale, Berlin, 
Germany (2014); Documenta 13, Kassel, Germany 
(2013); and the 54th Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy 
(2011). 
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Opening Reception 
and Artist’s Tour

In Conversation:  
Mariana Castillo Deball, Daniel  
Ricardo Quiles and Yesomi Umolu

Gallery Talk:  
Claudia Brittenham

Deball will give a tour of the exhibition  

at 6:30pm.

Join us for a conversation between Mariana 

Castillo Deball, Daniel Ricardo Quiles, Associ-

ate Professor of Art History, Theory & Criticism 

at the School of the Art Institute, and Yesomi 

Umolu, Exhibitions Curator, as they discuss the 

artist’s project at the Logan Center. 

 

Co-presented by Logan Center Exhibitions,  

the Open Practice Committee in the Depart-

ment of Visual Arts, and the Center for Latin 

American Studies.

Claudia Brittenham, Associate Professor of Art 

History at the University of Chicago, leads a 

gallery talk that focuses on the use of ancient 

Mesoamerican codices in the exhibition.

 

 

All events are free and open to the public
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connector of the vertical planes, the heavens and the 
earth, the axis mundi links terrestrial and cosmolog-
ical space.

Deball’s engagement with the iconography of the 
tonalpohualli connects to another important element 
of the calendar: the image. In Mesoamerican culture, 
images often carry meaning beyond their visual 
representation, a concept that Deball locates in the 
Nahua term ixiptla. Although it is a complex term, 
modern scholars translate it as likeness, representa-
tive, or substitute. Part of the sacred realm, ixiptlas 
inhabited sculptural effigies or living forms that 
acted as representatives of gods, and were eventually 
ceremoniously sacrificed. Importantly, ixiptla derives 
from xip—meaning skin, coverage, or shell—a term 
which finds its embodiment in the Aztec god Xipe 
Totec, also known as “Our Lord the Flayed One.” 
Associated with the spring season and renewal, Xipe 
Totec appears in Deball’s new suite of watercolor 
drawings donning the skin of a flayed victim that 
is laced together over his body. Paying homage to 
the god during ceremonial rituals, a wearer of the 
sacrificial skin not only represented Xipe Totec, they 
became Xipe Totec. For many Mesoamerican cul-
tures, therefore, the image functioned not only as a 
representation, but as a container or carrier of mean-
ing. In a system where the boundary between orig-
inal and copy becomes indistinct, representation is 
closely linked to the body and to knowledge gained 
through a shared experience. From this, Deball 
develops the concept of a “shared skin.” In bring-
ing ancient Mesoamerican systems into the present 
through her installations, she proposes that we are 
connected, through time and space, to each other. 

The title of the exhibition is taken from the Nahua 
word meaning “mat woven of snakes pointing in all 
directions.” The symbol of the petlacoatl was often 
included in ancient Mesoamerican divinatory calen-
dars and functioned as an omen that presaged either 
the demise or rise of a ruler. For the artist, tools for 
measuring time and telling fortunes such as the 
tonalpohualli and petlacoatl are emblematic of the 
material and immaterial connections in indigenous 
knowledge systems between bodies, both human 
and nonhuman, and the world. Rather than repli-
cating these ancient Mesoamerican artifacts, Deball’s 
response to these objects allows her to engage with 
histories of archeology, cultural preservation, and 
presentation. Many of the codices to which the artist 
responds in her work are no longer held in Mexi-
co. Her installation reclaims these representations 
and makes them part of our shared skin and our  
shared histories. 

— Katja Rivera 
 Assistant Curator
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Mariana Castillo Deball explores representations of 
cultures through material artifacts. Her research-
based practice draws on a range of fields that 
includes anthropology, archeology, and ethnography. 
In considering how cultural objects are staged, medi-
ated, and valorized in the present, Deball creates a 
thoughtful dialogue between our contemporary 
moment and ancient history. 

For her first solo exhibition in Chicago, Deball pres-
ents a series of watercolor drawings, modular con-
crete tiles, and extruded metal and plaster sculptures 
that respond to the tonalpohualli, a 260-day calendar 
system used in precolonial Mesoamerica. Marking 
time through twenty distinct periods that each last 
thirteen days, the calendar was a tool for divination 
as well as a visual representation of spatial coordi-
nates and ritual practices. Depending on the artist 
and culture, the tonalpohualli varied in organization 
and layout. Across its various forms, the calendar was 
a representation of time and space within the Meso-
american cosmological system. In the installation, 
Deball uses perforated aluminum strips to make 
literal the visualization of spatial measurements by 
extending the structure of the tonalpohualli into 
the gallery, enacting an embodied experience. In 
doing so, the artist translates representations of time 
into physical space, thereby connecting indigenous 
knowledge systems to our present moment.   

In her drawings and floor sculptures, Deball refers 
to the iconography, visual schema, and color of the 
tonalpohualli in the Codex Fejérváry-Mayer, one of 
the last remaining representations of the calendar 
from the precolonial era. Here, the 260 days are rep-
resented by circular spacers along a ribbon that flows 
around the border of a central panel. The twenty 
periods that structure the calendar are accompa-
nied by distinct symbols, which appear every thir-
teen spaces. Each day becomes a combination of a 
sign and a number—one rabbit, two deer, and so 
forth—until the 260-day count is met. In the Codex 
Fejérváry-Mayer, the ribbon forms a cross shape 
across the page and each arm stands in for one of the 
cardinal directions, which are also indicated through 
distinct colors: red for the east, yellow for the north, 
blue for the west, and green for the south. While 
some versions of the calendar use color to point to 
a particular geographical location, nearly all include 
a central figure that represents the axis mundi. The 
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