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Beyond the Text: Chi Xot’s Visual/Lived Cartography 
Dr. Rita M. Palacios 

This talk proposes an analysis of the context where contemporary artistic production in Chi Xot takes place. Chi 
Xot, also known as San Juan Comalapa, is a kaqchikel town in Chimaltenango, Guatemala, famous for its 
murals and many artists (visual, textile, musical, literary, among many others). Using examples from art and 
comic books, I explore the visual logics of the town, a type of cartography that requires a lived experience to 
access the aesthetics of each artist. Specifically, this paper focuses on Ángel Poyón’s and Fernando Poyón’s 
proposal to decentralize Guatemala’s art system and look for ways of making, promoting and appreciating 
artistic creation from Chi Xot within Chi Xot itself. In other words, these two artists reject western models of 
making and selling art, offering their own, originating from their own experiences as members of their 
community. 

2. Chi Xot (San Juan Comalapa, Chimaltenango) 
Chi Xot is a town of about 40,000 inhabitants, well known for its dynamic arts scene that ranges from 
community murals to paintings to music to the latest in conceptual art. It’s often referred to as “Florence of 
the Americas.” In this paper I reflect on a recent visit, particularly as it refers to the town’s cultural landscape. 

3. Más allá del texto / Beyond the Text 
This visit generated many questions around artistic creation, in light of our recent project, Unwriting Maya 
Literature, where Paul M. Worley and I propose decentering the written word to look at other ways of 
recording knowledge. We visited Ángel and Fernando Poyón, two conceptual artists who have been working 
on re-centering the production and dissemination of art. They have taken on a number of initiatives that bring 
curators, buyers, academics, and admirers to the town. This move is commendable, particularly in Guatemala, 
where conceptual art is little understood and seldom bought. 

4. El Chi Xot de Ángel Poyón / Ángel Poyón’s Chi Xot 
My initial exposure to this re-centering came in the form of a custom map: when I asked about the address of 
Angel’s studio he sent a custom map via Facebook and told me to follow a thick yellow line that was flanked by 
chorritos, the water tap icons that appear along the length of Chi Xot’s streets leading to his studio. 
Specifically, these icons indicate the locations of the town’s pilas, the community wash basins. Along with the 
chorritos, there are green dots indicating places buy farm goods, the names and locations of key landmarks 
(cementerio, estación de policía, parque, campo de fútbol, tienda, escuela), as well as several icons (telephone, 
churches, school, bus stop, shop). An arrow at the bottom of the map points north and, at the top where the 
thick yellow line ends, Angel’s studio is indicated by Maya numerals. These appear below the word xetuneyche’ 
(under the trees), the name of the neighbourhood. To make sure we found his studio, he also sent a picture of 
its exterior. For the next 24 hours this is how we found our way around Chi Xot.  

5. Las pilas / The community wash basins 
The pilas are important: the icons denote a water source and can be easily related to an actual pila. Spotting 
pilas on the street is an easy task (or in semiotic terms, move from signifier to signified), however, they were 
more than just pilas: they are intricately decorated monuments that compel the viewer to admire them. As for 
the Maya numerals, we are invited to interact with them as a type of cha’anil. Cha’anil is a Maya concept 
related to performance, developed as an analysis tool by Maya Yucatec scholar Genner Llanes-Ortiz. For 
Llanes-Ortiz, cha’anil is an event meant to be enjoyed that, in addition to engaging a public, has the potential 
for language revitalization since the audience may not understand the language but can nonetheless enjoy it, 
thus generating interest. When I looked at the map, I took a great deal of pleasure in its simplicity but was very 
intrgued. While a performance was not present in the map itself, we can conceive of the projected 
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performance of moving through the streets of town as a kind of cha’anil. In fact, I was so interested in the 
Maya numerals that once I was back in Canada, I taught myself numbers beyond the number twenty.  

6. Perdidos en Chi Xot / Lost in Chi Xot 
Ángel and Fer were out of town the following day, but Ángel made sure we had the map and the phone 
numbers of the artists we were to meet, checking in on us periodically via Facebook. When we stepped out in 
search of Luis Calí’s music studio that Wednesday morning, we got lost. At Ángel’s request, I took a picture of 
what I believed to be a nondescript street and sent it to him. I also sent an address that I spotted, hoping that 
would help. He responded: “You have to set aside the writing for a bit and see the number of streets.” Shortly 
after, Luis came to find us: he recognized the area in the picture sent to him by Ángel and knew where we 
were. While searching for someone without an address is perfectly normal in a small town, what made this so 
special was the visual nature of wayfinding. From the icons on map to the Maya numerals outside of Ángel’s 
studio to the photograph of a random street, the way these visual cues operate suggest another language that 
does not rely on the written word. We can extend Irma Otzoy’s notion of an iconographic/ iconological 
language of huipiles (traditional woven shirts) unto the streets of Chi Xot. 

7. Chi Xot desde Chi Xot / Chi Xot from Chi Xot 
“En el sitio” (In the place/field 2010) is a work by Fernando Poyón, a map engraved on a large rock, weighing 
approximately 500lbs. Fer refers to this piece as a present-day stela. He found the rock in a ditch, excavated to 
make way for a road to Iximche. Iximche was an important Kaqchikel capital and one of the most important 
Maya cities in the region in the 16th C. Though there have been offers, this piece is not for sale as it’s meant to 
stay in Chi Xot where it belongs. As well as a work of art, it acts as an archive that records Fer’s understanding 
and relation to a globalized world. With it, Fer establishes a dialogue with his community’s past (the tradition 
of stone carving) through present-day cartography, providing us his take on real and imagined borders using 
21st century technology (laser engraving). The stone itself is from the region and it has extensive memory (well 
before invasion). In a way, the stone was already a repository of history; the engraving simply marks this 
particular moment. The stone as archive requires us to ditch anthropocentrism and understand what we call 
history/memory/geography as already there, before/despite us. 

8. Chi Xot desde Chi Xot, cont. / Chi Xot from Chi Xot, cont. 
Talking about welcoming interested parties to the town rather than taking the work out of its birthplace, 
Fernando mentioned the importance of sharing and of buying dinner from the vendor at the corner that night. 
“This is all part of it,” he said. Ángel and Fer believe in the importance of a holistic approach to Chi Xot that 
requires a commitment to the town itself through a visual and lived experience, encouraging us to learn 
through experience. Ángel’s own visual language similarly invites the outsider in, to see things from a Chi Xot 
perspective. With “Kaxlanwäy” (Tortilla foránea/Foreign tortilla, 2019) he allows his viewer to see the 
compound formation of words in Kaqchikel, particularly as it refers to things that come from outside the 
community. We can deduce that kaxlan means foreign, and, along with the image of the burger, we are 
permitted to see the world through his eyes, while being reminded that we like the burger, are kaxlanes. 

9. Otras miradas desde Chi Xot /Other perspectives from Chi Xot 
Finally, there are other proposals in Chi Xot, not related to Ángel’s and Fer’s own proposals, that emphasize 
the importance of experiencing the text within the town itself. Luis Chalí’s comic book series Beleje Ajmaq is 
one such proposal. Up to date there are 13 comic books that tell the story of Iximulew and all but one, echo 
the format of a codex. The comic books include advertising for the town’s businesses and in the third issue, we 
are informed that there will be collectible stamps featuring the heroes of the comics, which can be obtained in 
the different businesses in Chi Xot. And while I can read the comics from my home in Kitchener, Ontario, the 
way the series is best experienced within Chi Xot. 


