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“And what happens if we look the other way around, if we read contemporary art as future
archaeology?”
— Mariana Castillo Deball

An object, eroded by time, crumbles in the palm of a hand. A tower collapses. A stonemason is
hammering, chiseling stones. In her second solo exhibition at Mendes Wood DM Brussels, Cada
cosa es Babel, Mariana Castillo Deball shows a selection of linocut prints on handmade paper,
made in collaboration with paper producer Gangolf Ulbricht and printed at Keystone Editions,
both in Berlin. For this series, the artist started by drawing deconstructed fragments of existing
imagery of the tower of Babel - details from seventeenth-century engravings and the paintings of
Pieter Bruegel the Elder, among others - and remixing these elements into new constellations
that make up new layers of stories. As the title of the exhibition suggests: everything is Babel;
everything tells a story and leaves a mark, even, or indeed precisely, where it fails and crumbles,
leaving behind its origins.

“And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of
Shinar; and they dwelt there. And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn
them thoroughly (...) And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may
reach unto heaven; and let us make a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole
earth” [11:2-4]. This marks the beginning of the story of Babel in the book of Genesis in the
Christian Old Testament. The construction of the tower was cut short when god created a
confusion of tongues - the multiplication of languages. Some scholars and historians have asked
at which point this story begins to make sense to us as a story: in the plotlessness of a universal
language, efficiently progressing towards a unified goal, or in its turn of plot, when people stop
making sense to each other as they speak, suddenly, in different tongues?* One interpretation of
the story is that Babel has “made its name”, not in spite of the divine spell but because of it. The
Hebrew name Babel (723) derives from the verb balal, which means to confuse or confound. The
Arabic noun 4Ll or balbala refers to disorder, confusion, and chaos.? It may be the case that
the English word babble has its origins in the word Babel, although it could also be an
onomatopoeia for the sound that babies make before acquiring linguistic abilities. In either case,
Babel, or babble, is what comes before and after a universal language that is set to unite people
on earth with the divine knowledge of the heavens.

Jacques Derrida writes that “[t]he ‘tower of Babel’ does not merely figure the irreducible
multiplicity of tongues; it exhibits an incompletion, the impossibility of finishing, of totalizing,
of saturating, of completing something on the order of edification, architectural construction,
system, and architectonics.” In a recent text in Ixiptla, a research journal edited by Mariana
Castillo Deball, she writes that the forum of ancient Greek society is both a physical space and
the people who gather in it.* Something similar can be said about the tower of Babel. It is both
architecture and the materialization of a monolithic language, or what such language strives to
achieve: the utopian project of absolute (heavenly) knowledge, which is bound to fail. And Babel,
as Derrida points out, is also the failure itself, which signifies the event in its trace. Babel in ruins.
This failure is told through the scattering of people in different directions “upon the face of the
whole earth”, and this scattering also finds its visual echo in the works shown in this exhibition.

The drawings by Mariana Castillo Deball show the tower in various stages of building and
collapse. In one drawing, a woman is holding the design of the tower, while another portrays a
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community of builders having set up camp in the vicinity of the tower that is under construction.
Another drawing shows Babel in ruins. Deball includes other pictorial elements, such as
ethnographic objects from the Museu Nacional in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, including clay figurines
made by the Karaja Indigenous people from Central Brazil, as well as petecas (old shuttlecock-
like objects made from straw and feathers for a game similar to present-day badminton).> These
motifs, which have trickled in from other projects the artist worked on simultaneously - just
like Babel, as a story, a building, and a ruin - are of ongoing interest to her.

Having transformed these drawings into linocuts, Castillo Deball printed them on paper made
by Gangolf Ulbricht, a collaborator with whom she has worked before. From these prints, which
she destroyed and tore into snippets of different sizes, she created new sheets of paper in three
different colors: grapefruit pink, pistachio green, and chocolate brown. These 56 x 76 cm paper
sheets are reminiscent of an archaeological excavation site, with shards of pottery captured in the
soil, frozen in time. While some of these papers are kept in this state, others serve as surface and
background for a new round of prints, so that the linocut drawings begin to repeat themselves
through different layers.

A story progresses through its twists of plot and the passage of time. This also reflects how our
relationship with things, human-made things, intensifies over time. Multiple readings are possible
as the object is perceived through different eyes; it no longer speaks for itself. More than
presenting a single image that emerges from a process, the works featured in this exhibition reveal
the ongoing process of the artist at work, the practice of telling through matter and time - story
upon story in an ongoing construction aspiring towards perfection but leaving behind fragments
in its wake.

— MM Goosen

1 See for instance: Jean Benet, The Construction of the Tower of Babel. Translated by Adrian Nathan West.
Wakefield Press, 2017.
2 For more information about the reception of the Babel myth in Arabic cultures and language, see: Abdelfatah

Kilito, The Tongue of Adam. Translated by Robyn Creswell. New Directions, New York: 2016.

3 In: Jacques Derrida, Des Tours de Babel, translated by Joseph F. Graham. In: Graham ed., Difference in
Translation. Cornell University Press, 1985.

4 Mariana Castillo Deball, About the Book’s Grid in: Ixiptla, Spring 2023, Vol. V, Amarantus. Bom Dia Boa

Tarde Boa Noite, Berlin 2023. pp.7-19.
5 On September 2, 2018, there was a fire at the Museu Nacional in Rio de Janeiro which burned down its entire

collection. This is the subject of Castillo Deball’s exhibition at Pivd in Sio Paulo, A Noite, which opened in
September 2023, on the same date as the fire.
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Mariana Castillo Deball takes a kaleidoscopic approach to her practice, mediating between
science, archaeology, and the visual arts and exploring the way in which these disciplines describe
the world. Her installations, performances, sculptures, and editorial projects arise from the
recombination of different languages that seek to understand the role objects play in our identity
and history. Her works result from a long research process, allowing her to study the different
ways in which a historical object can be read as it presents a version of reality that informs and
blends into a polyphonic panorama. Seeking to initiate a dialogue with institutions and museums
beyond contemporary art, she collaborates with ethnographic collections, libraries, and
historical archives. She often produces multiples —books or objects with different uses and
formats— to explore how they might generate new territories. Weaving her way through the
fields of anthropology, philosophy, and literature, Castillo Deball draws inspiration from a wide
range of sources as she engages in the exchange of knowledge as a transforming process for
everyone involved.

Mariana Castillo Deball (b. 1975, Mexico City, Mexico) lives and works in Berlin.

She has had institutional solo exhibitions at Pivd, Sio Paulo (2023); MUDEC, Milan (2023);
Bloomberg Space, London (2022); Vlesshal, Middelburg (2022); Museum fiir Gegen
wartskunst Siegen (2021); MUAC UNAM, Mexico City (2021); Artium Museum, Vitoria-
Gasteiz (2021); Modern Art Oxford (2020); ACE Open, Adelaide (2020); Monash University
Museum of Art, Caulfield (2019); Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art, Rotterdam
(2019); New Museum, New York (2019); SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah (2018); Museo
Amparo, Puebla (2018); San Francisco Art Institute (2016); Musée Régional D‘Art
Contemporain Languedoc Roussillon, Sérignan (2015); Museo de Arte Contemporaneo de
Oaxaca (2015); Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin (2014); Kunsthalle Lissabon (2014); Chisenhale
Gallery, London (2013); Museum Haus Konstruktiv, Zurich (2012); Museo Experimental el
Eco, Mexico City (2011);Museum of Latin American Art, Long Beach (2010); Kunst Halle
Sankt Gallen (2009); Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil, Mexico City (2006); Stedelijk Museum
Amsterdam (2004); Marres House for Contemporary Culture, Maastricht (2004); Sala de
Arte Publico Siqueiros, Mexico City (2002), among others.

Her work has been featured in recent group shows at institutions such as Architectural
Association in London (2023); MUMOXK, Vienna (2022); Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin
(2022); Musée du Quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris (2020); Kunsthaus Dresden (2020);
Museo de Arte Contemporineo de Barcelona (2019); Whitechapel Gallery, London
(2019); Zentrum fur Kunst und Medien (ZKM), Karlsruhe (2019); Hamburger Bahnhof,
Berlin (2019 & 2018); Museo Jumex, Mexico City (2018, 2016 & 2015); Staatliche Kunsthalle,
Baden-Baden (2018); KADIST Foundation, Paris (2017); The High Line, New York
(2015); Guggenheim Museum, New York (2015 & 2014); Museo Nacional Centro de Arte
Reina Sofia, Madrid (2014).

Her work has also been included in the Venice Biennial (2022 & 2011); Sharjah Biennial
(2017); Documenta (2017 & 2012); Sio Paulo Biennial (2016); Liverpool Biennial (2016);
Berlin Biennal (2014); Athens Biennial (2009), and Shanghai Biennial (2008).

13 Rue des Sablons / Zavelstraat
1000 Brussels Belgium

+ 32250209 64
www.mendeswooddm.com
@mendeswooddm


http://www.mendeswooddm.com/

