
Allora & Calzadilla
Foreign in a Domestic Sense 

Allora & Calzadilla’s exhibition ‘Foreign in a Domestic Sense’ continues the artists’ ongoing investigation into the politics 
of language in public speech. In this new body of work, the uncanny vibrancy of the gestural interacts with a wide range of 
materials (bat guano, copper, ceramic, wax, electric transformers and industrial remnants). Moving from the performative to 
the indexical and back, Allora & Calzadilla take the social, political and cultural as a conceptual base and juxtapose it to the 
incorporated singularity of the human voice.

Conceived in dialogue with Puerto Rican Light (Cueva Vientos), a long-term, site-specific Dia Art Foundation commission 
in Guayanilla-Peñuelas, Puerto Rico, ‘Foreign in a Domestic Sense’ activates the linguistic, biological and physical forces at 
play in Puerto Rico’s geopolitical reality. The oxymoron ‘foreign in a domestic sense’ was first used by United States Supreme 
Court Justice Edward E. White in the 1901 Downes v. Bidwell case; the ruling that gave legal sanction to the US colonisation of 
foreign territories through the ambiguous formulation of territorial non-incorporation. In a decision involving the foreign taxes 
oranges from Puerto Rico entering the port of New York should be subjected to, Supreme Court Justice White reasoned that 
“while in an international sense Porto Rico was not a foreign country, since it was subject to the sovereignty of and was owned 
by the United States, it was foreign to the United States in a domestic sense, because the island had not been incorporated into 
the United States, but was merely appurtenant thereto as a possession”. 

Allora & Calzadilla explore how the paradox contained in the phrase ‘foreign in a domestic sense’ effectively constructs social 
and political relationships that legitimise authority while obscuring sites of conflict and struggle. Through a consideration of 
the material and sensorial byproducts it generates, the exhibition is an exercise in the formal and conceptual expression of this 
contradiction. Substitution, analogy, metaphor and displacement are thus mobilised to redirect the flow of power continuously 
running between the two parts; the incorporated and the non-incorporated, the foreign and the domestic.



	 	 	

 
 

Manifest, 2017 
Bat guano, resin, wood and metal structure 
L: 456 x 243 x 85 cm (179 1/2 x 95 5/8 x 33 1/2 in) 
R: 450 x 215 x 98 cm (177 1/8 x 84 5/8 x 38 5/8 in) 
 
De-familiarization is deployed in massive wall reliefs derived from the engine of a Crowley1 cargo ship. Splayed open, 
separated in two, and cast in bat guano,2 the intestine-like machine is repurposed as a sound paneling that absorbs the 
acoustic energy in the room. The embodied metaphor sets into motion a circuit of analogies between mechanical and 
biological technologies. 
 

While the cargo ship engines enable the circulation of goods from one territory to another, thus concretely manifesting 
what is abstractly traded and procured in financial markets; the exceptionally high mineral contents of bat manure, in 
turn, deliver essential nutrients to soil when used as fertilizer, and result in an increase of agricultural productivity.    
 

However, the guano’s potential as fertilizer is left unrealized in these wall reliefs, in the same as the no longer functional 
engines are unable to move cargo across the sea. Thus, potential remains trapped in a state of latency. The non-
productive, artistic end to which this unlikely combination is now put to suggests a radical reimagining of trenchant and 
ossified relationships. 

																																																								
1 Crowley Maritime Corporation, based in Jacksonville, Florida, and founded in 1892, is one of the primary maritime transportation companies operating in Puerto Rico. It’s fleet of 
cargo ships bring groceries, department store merchandise, building materials, automobiles, and other essential items to the island.  Puerto Rico imports up to 85% of the food it 
consumes, and agriculture accounts for only 1% of the island’s economy. The 1920 Jones Act restricts the carriage of goods and passengers between U.S. ports to vessels built and 
flagged by the U.S. and crewed predominantly by Americans.  In the context of Puerto Rico the economic burden of these regulations on the island’s economy, which depends on 
shipping for provision of their goods, is made starkly palpable. 
2 The use of guano in these reliefs references the key role this material played as a highly valuable commodity in the history of United States Imperialism: in particular, the aggressive 
and interventionist policies that came out of the 19th century idea of Manifest Destiny. In the context of booming demand worldwide for nutrient-rich guano, the U.S. Congress passed 
The Guano Islands Act of 1856 in order to gain control over this commodity market by taking possession of unoccupied islands in the Pacific and Caribbean containing guano deposits.  
This act created the legal framework for a kind of territorial expansion that was not accounted for in the U.S. Constitution, precisely the allowance of non-incorporated or insular 
(“island”) territories, of which Puerto Rico was later to be designated.	



	 	 	

 
 

Blackout, 2017 
Electrical transformer core coil, ceramic insulators, steel, iron, oscillator, speaker, vocal performance 
139 x 262 x 129 cm (54 3/4 x 103 1/8 x 50 3/4 in) 
 
A relic from a power transformer explosion, which led to an island-wide blackout in 2016, is reimagined as a tuning 
device. The production of a vocal-acoustic event excavates, in musical form, the flows, accumulations, overages, and 
eventual breakdown of the power grid. Fragments of ceramic insulators and transformer coils from the Puerto Rico 
Electrical Authority (PREPA)1, together in an amorphous mass of electrically charged copper, are assembled into a 
monstrous power station of sorts. The equation between conductivity and resistance is uncertain and leaves the 
possibility of either transmission or breakdown open.   
 

This sculptural assemblage becomes the locus of a vocal performance in which the event of an electrical blackout 
functions as a compositional directive. Working for the third time with renowned American composer David Lang, the 
artists conceived of a sonorous matrix whose full expression unfolds over the course of the entire exhibition and spans 
through human and mechanical sources. In this exhibition, the UK-based choir MUSARC performs Lang’s composition 
mains hum (2017). 

																																																								
1 One of the largest issuers of the island’s 72-billion-dollar debt, PREPA relies exclusively on expensive fossil fuel imports to generate power, despite the abundance of sunlight and 
wind that the island enjoys. The cost is passed onto the Puerto Rican consumer at a rate three times higher than that of the U.S. mainland. Puerto Rico’s crushing fiscal crisis is largely 
fueled by speculation on billions of dollars in tax-free bonds issued by the island’s main public utilities and other governmental development funds. The majority of the bondholders 
consist of large-scale financial investment firms-mutual funds (Oppenheimer Funds, Franklin Templeton), hedge funds (Marathon Asset, Blue Mountain, Angelo Gordon, Knighthead, 
D.E.Shaw) and therefore imbricate this seemingly local issue into a much larger network of the predations of financial capital. 
The island’s unserviceable debt has led to a prolonged recession and unprecedented levels of unemployment that, in turn, have triggered a mass emigration of islanders to the U.S. 
mainland, where they are viewed as “alien” even though they are US Citizens. School and hospital closures, significant cutbacks in social services to the most vulnerable members of 
society, and other austerity measures have put the island on the brink of a humanitarian crisis. With no legal mechanisms for debt restructuring due to the island’s non-incorporated 
territorial status, the U.S. Congress appointed in 2016 a Financial Oversight and Management board to enforce fiscal control measures to protect financial investments, further 
disenfranchising the needs and concerns of the public. This very clear gesture on the part of the U.S. Federal government to supersede the Puerto Rican government’s sovereignty is 
underlined by the island’s unequivocal colonial status.	



	 	 	

 
 

mains hum (2017) 
Composition written by David Lang  
Performance by MUSARC  
 
David Lang’s composition mains hum (2017) uses a quotation by Benjamin Franklin and, while keeping the words 
themselves imperceptible, transforms it into a controlling mechanism for the music itself. The quote reads: “In going on 
with these Experiments, how many pretty systems do we build, which we soon find ourselves oblig’d to destroy! If there 
is no other Use discover’d of Electricity, this, however, is something considerable, that it may help to make a vain Man 
humble.” 
 

Slowly building in the number of voices and intensity of sound, this new performance features a choir singing and 
talking in a frequency range that emulates the sounds of alternating-current electrical power, or ‘mains hums’. 
Interacting with the sculpture Blackout, the vocalists ‘conduct’ the electrical sounds emanating from piece.  
 

The meditative hum of performers’ voices can be thought of as a vocal transformer that, instead of moving electrical 
energy, transmits and distributes circuits of physical, social, historical, cultural and political processes. At the same time, 
the performance will focus on the corporeal and non-narrative aspects of the voice – its acoustic raw matter that 
precedes any organizational structures – mining the source rather than the language, and as a result, de-familiarising it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	 	 	

 
 

The Night We Became People Again, 2017 
Digital HD colour video with sound 
Dimensions variable  

 
The Night We Became People Again confounds the boundaries between the prehistoric narrative of a Taino origin myth1, 
an abandoned petro-chemical plant2, a sugar cane refinery3, and the short story by Puerto Rican novelist José Luis 
González, “La noche que volvimos a ser gente” (The Night We Became People Again)4. An off-camera voice emulates 
the sounds of an alternating-current electrical power by using it as compositional direction. Thus, the voice becomes a 
singular musical agent that sutures together a disjunctive flow of narratives. The text the voice sings, no longer tethered 
to semantic meaning, is now transformed in an affective sonorous collage.  
 

Through highly formalized camera takes, the shape shifting imagery of the film conjures a hallucinatory state. The off-
camera voice streams over the images, in an excessive outpouring of sonic energy, and enacts a ritual-like itinerary 
through the night. It thus functions like a vocal transformer that, rather than moving electrical currents, is engaged in a 
circuitry of social, cultural, and political processes. The voice’s meditative hum participates in and intersects the flow of 
migrations, profit accumulations, transnational cultural identifications, indigenous cosmologies, colonial fantasies and 
aggressions, geophysical systems, failed economic policies, debt and blackouts. 

																																																								
1 The Taíno origin story related to the Cacibajagua (Cave of the Jagua) describes the Taínos’ original emergence from a dark cave called night. According to the myth, those who did 
not make it back to the cave by dawn were captured by the sun and suffered a variety of metamorphoses.  
2In 1947, the US government stimulated Puerto Rico’s economic development by implementing Operation Bootstrap. American corporations were encouraged to relocate to the island 
with lucrative tax benefits. Operation Bootstrap was praised as a model for democratic and capitalist development. However, thousands of people were displaced, profits generated by 
U.S. companies rarely remained on the island, and Puerto Rico came to rely heavily on imported goods. Jobs were, moreover, perilously concentrated on the Commonwealth Oil 
Refining Company, one of the world’s largest industrial complexes that occupied in the late 1950s and 60s an 800-acre site complex between the municipalities of Guayanilla and 
Peñuelas. Working in the petrochemical plants built under Operation Bootstrap was extremely hazardous, as employees recall. Yet the industry’s demise in the 1970s brought about 
new dangers. The abandoned buildings in the municipalities of Peñuelas and Guayanilla have been left to contaminate the coastline, with far-reaching consequences for the local 
population. To this day, residents continue to suffer various health problems, along with high rates of unemployment and migration.  
3 Under the New Deal, Puerto Rico had an economic policy of criollo-industrialization and import substitution that led to the creation of local enterprises. This plan included an agrarian 
reform that sought to break off from King Sugar and put the land back in the hands of local farmers. Over subsequent decades, the development of petrochemical projects in the 
southern and western coasts dramatically affected the sugar cane industry in the region, which slowed down until finally disappearing. Central Rufina and Central San Francisco, the 
sugar cane plants in Guayanilla, closed in 1967 and 1977 respectively. 
4 The Night We Became People Again tells the story of a Puerto Rican migrant during the 1965 Northeast Blackout who has to get home to El Barrio in time to see the birth of his child. 
Once in El Barrio, he is invited to the rooftop of his building and finds there is a party going on. Perplexed, but giving in to the mood, he finally realizes the cause of the celebrations: 
without the glare of electrical light, the moon and the stars are visible again, reminding the careworn workers of what they left behind.  



	 	 	

 
 
Loss, 2017 
Wax from a lost-wax casting/Investment casting process 
49 x 36 x 34 cm (19 1/8 x 14 1/8 x 13 3/8 in) 
 
A bag of Puerto Rican oranges has been cast, by means of a lost-wax or investment casting method. The resulting 
sculpture, which is not finalized in bronze or other more durable material, but rather left in the intermediary wax form, 
stands as a metaphor for the in-between status of the island.  
 

Oranges were one of the earliest crops introduced by Christopher Columbus and the early Spanish colonizers to the New 
World in 1492, as they were essential for the survival of sailors. Ponce de Leon, the island’s first colonial governor, is 
credited for having planted the first orange trees in Puerto Rico, as well as in St. Augustine, Florida, sometime between 
1513 and 1565. While this citrus heritage was destined to blossom into billion-dollar industries in the continental United 
States; in Puerto Rico, oranges are to this day exclusively locally grown and consumed, as a direct result of the 1901 
Downes vs. Bidwell ruling and the 1920 Jones Act. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits 
travelers to Puerto Rico from taking oranges out of the country. Ironically, a sculptural anti-monument may prove to be 
the the only way for oranges to legally leave the island.        
 



	 	 	

 
 
Cephalic Signal, 2017 
Digital C-Print 
66 x 46 cm (26 x 18 1/8 in) 
 
A slightly modified photo of the reliquary right arm of St. John the Baptist,1 on display in the treasure room of the Topkapi 
Palace2 in Istanbul, evokes a fleeting and uncanny vitality. Cropped, rotated, and digitally altered to remove the nameplate 
identifying the object, the cyborg-like arm appears to be lying in a natural state of rest at the side of an absent body. The 
position of the fingers, frozen in the gesture of blessing, appear resting at first glance. It is only upon closer inspection that the 
cutout window into the golden arm reveals an encasing for the bone relics of the saint. 
 

The prosthetic relic at once evokes the absent flesh of a hand, together with its basilic, dorsal, and cephalic veins, and reminds 
us of the anatomical network of signals, nerves, tissues, bones, and fluids mobilized in the transformation of thought into 
gesture.  
 

This photograph is a consideration of transubstantiation as a religious technology, whereby one thing may indeed become 
another. In the context of the exhibition, it relates to energetic technologies capable of transmuting the physical properties of 
objects, as they enter the superhuman networks of transnational financial capital.  
 
 

																																																								
1 San Juan Bautista (or St. John the Baptist) was the name Christopher Columbus, during his Second Voyage, gave to the Taino island Borinquen, today known as Puerto Rico. 
2 Coincidentally, the Topkapi Palace also holds the Piri Reis map- one of the oldest surviving maps to show the Americas from the Age of Exploration.   Compiled in 1513 from 
military intelligence by the Ottoman admiral and cartographer Piri Reis who cites Christopher Columbus’ map as a reference to the coasts and islands depicted.  The map depicts Puerto 
Rico as Sanjuwano bastido – or San Juan Bautista. The zoomorphic features of the Piri Reis map depict fabulous animals among monstrous headless or acephalic natives. 


