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Installation view of How Latitudes Become Forms: Art in a Global Age, with Allora & Calzadilla's Charcoal Dance Floor (2001) in foreground

Allora & Calzadilla: Chalk will be presented in the Walker’s Gallery 7 from February 14, 2019 8y
through February 2, 2020. Paul Schmelzer
FILED TO
Visual Arts
As Swiss artist Thomas Hirschorn once said, “I don't make political are; I make arc policically.”
Sinee 1995, this sentiment has permeated the work of Philadelphia-born Jennifer Allora and DATE
Aug 1, 2014

Havana-born Guillermo Calzadilla, who together create poetic and smartly subversive

conceptual are chat exposes the machinations of power, rethinks notions of “public” arc, and
cleverly dismantles some of the assumptions engrained in mainstream western culcure.

Among their carly works is Chalk (1998), a set of 12 monumental picces of chalk intended to be
left in public spaces and activated by citizens. The work was famously shut down in 2002 by
officials in Peru after protesters used the 54-inch sticks to write statements critical of the
government in a plaza near the president’s mansion. Related works from early in Allora and
Calzadilla’s career include Chalk Monuments (2002), in which the pair took likenesses from
statuary in their home island of Puerto Rico-including Christopher Columbus and Ponce de
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Leon—and cast them as chalk miniatures, thus inverting their monumental power; and
Landmark (Vieques) (20073), created as part of the resistance movement against the US Navy's

rear use of the Puerto Rican island uf‘\-"icqucs as a bomhing range. Each is Llcsigncd. in

bo-

Allora’s words, to “detonate some sort of chain of events” or provoke individual questioning.

Featured in the Walker's 2003 exhibirion How Laritudes Become Forms: Art in a (;fofu!'/i_l’&’.« Allora

and Calzadilla were artists in residence from December 20073 to October 2004, developing

“Radio Re-Vole: One Person .00One Wate,” a project in which they im:lgincd a neework of

micro-radio stations across the Twin Cities and hosted transmitter-building workshops to
help realize it. In the ten years since, the pair has exhibited their work worldwide through solo
shows in Zurich, Munich, Indianapolis, and elsewhere; group shows like documenta ry; and

high-profile honors, including representing the United States ac the 54th Venice Biennale in

2011 (their five-installation work Glorig included, among other elements, a flipped-over 52-ton

army tank on which was mounted a jogging treadmill complete with Olympic runner).

To commemorate both the Walker’s acquisition of the now-iconic work Chalk earlier this year

and the tenth anniversary of the Radio Re-Volt I'C.\idcnc_\‘, we present an archival interview
with Allora and Calzadilla from 2004 on a range of topics—from their thinking on “response-
ability” and the role of artists in social movements to Puerto Rico’s vibrant hir«tm’_\' of

“emergency dc.\ignr«."

Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla, photographed at the Walker in 2004. Photo: Cameron Wittig
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Paul Schmelzer: Your work—which is presented in museums, but also in government squares
and on streets—seraddles the line berween arr and activism. How do you define those terms?

Guillermo Calzadilla: For us it’s important to put into crisis the very terminology you're
spcaking abour—activism and art—by cxtcnding and complicating the undcrst:mding the
meaning, and the use of these terms. For cx:xmplc, for us the word “protest” means a proactive
testing. To test something actively. That shouldn’c be exclusively relegated to marches and

dcmunstrutions in EhL‘ strect but ShUUId b(_‘ ].I'lClUdL‘d in Ll“ ﬁ(_‘ld\ Of-l(ﬂt)\\’lcdgL‘—SC].(_‘I'ICL“ art, ll“

of it. The pu]itic:ﬂ or critical dimension is that it can serve as a space for pcrsonul questioning,
to question preconceived notions of truth or political positions. Arc at that level can be really

powe rful.

Jennifer Allora: Another word that we like is the word “responsibility,” the idea of being able
to rcspond to somctlling. As artists our role is to facilitate vehicles or devices that enable
pcoplc to 1'cspond to a so-called frozen situarion. For us the potcnti:ﬂ of art is to insert
snmctlling iNto a situation to stir things up, cause a cat:ll_\_'tic c]umgc, or detonate a chain of

cvents.

Calzadilla: Or to make visible frictions, conflicts, and balances. To make visible things that

Were not represen [L‘d.

Schmelzer: When discussing socially engaged art, a curator recently told me his job was about
bui]ding a canon, not doing “social work.” You don't seem to sh)r away from the idea that arc

can function in society.

Allora: Because were part of society. We live in these times, too. A part of what an artist’s
experience is is bcing part of a community, bcing part of a group, or not part of a community.
It’s natural and echical to want to insert \_"Uursclf\vithin that reality and not think vou can

remove _\_-‘oursclf‘just b_\-' saying, “We don’t need to deal with these issues. Ours is a meta-role

and we're supposed to step back and reflect” Throughout history we've seen movements of
artists who have constantly engaged with their times and what was happening in a more direct

way. To me, that's a natural [hing.

Allora & Calzadilla, Chalk, 1998
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Schmelzer: When you say that “responsibility is abour the ability to respond.” you're really
talking about reshaping basic notions of the world. That doesn't really have the same meaning

we've SL)Cilel)f llgl'(_‘(_‘d upon. Are thcrc L)[]l(_‘r words t]mt _\-'L)LL‘VL‘ l'L‘dC{:lllCd in your own \\'ﬁy?

Allora: The starting point for a lot of our projects has to do with words. Because we're two

cople and we collaborate, a lot of our work gets formulaced on a conceptual level. So one of
peop & P
the marterials we use—just as a studio-based artist might experiment with pieces of paper—is

] g P I Pat

language itself, just orying to communicate the fundamental underscanding of words and what
they signify and how they can be reformed. “Reform” is a greac word, too. Reform means to
form differently, to actually give another shape to something. “Revolt.” Were proposing this

[ﬂl(C

pmjcct f‘Ul’ Paris \V]]CI'C we til](L‘ lel thL‘ l.lglltﬁ on a certain street :md FC-\’U]( thcm litcrall_y

thcm from lJU]ﬂ[ll’lg downwdrdx to 501]15 up o EhL SO t]mt a new PZI]“[ UF EhL‘ Cit‘\_«’ hccomcs

darkened and another part becomes illuminated. There’s this really interesting idea about how

Cl’l(_ dd.l l( pd.l'[:v Of []]C thy or Eh(_ d.l'hll’ld()]l(_d spaces are \Vl’lCl’C l'l:\’OlU.EiO]'lS ]'lii.pp(_‘l’l.

Schmelzer: The idea L)Fbc:lring witness also seems important in your work: you give chalk to
pcop]c to write their storics, you give soles of shoes to pcoplc who are bcaring witness to land

they own—

Calzadilla: Well, we don’t give the chalk to anyone in particular. The chalk is just a means; we
don't have a specific end. The chalk is placed there and the context defines what may happen
or may not happen with it.

SC]’ImC]ZCl‘! So \\’hOCVL‘l’ wants to ]'l:l\.’(‘ a voice can I'lil\’(‘ a voice.

Calzadilla: Well, I don't like the idea of‘giving voice to anyone, Pcoplc have their own voice.
Who the fuck am I to give voices to pcoplc? That's very arrogant. [ would just conceive it as
this \‘culpturc that has chis potcntial in it, in which t]]ing\‘ can ]mppcn, and b\-' pl:lcing itin a
very \puth way and a very \puth moment, a very HPLLlfIL result may come out of'it. And in

L1m.1 t]](_ SP(_Llf!l(_ 1“(_\1.11[5 ‘1]]0\\(_(.{ EhL lln‘llt\ 0{ fl“(_L ‘1}1L(_(_h ma \L)'(_‘lllLd L{LI]‘JO(_I atic SOLILE\
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Allora: We like to think of oursclves as critical collaborators with certain groups with which
we share an identification. In the case of the civil disobedience in Vieques, there were many
people doing many things: there were people who were cooking food, there were people who
were bringing in water, there were the people who actually went into the bombing range. As
artists, we asked, “What is our role? What are we going to contribute to this?” So that’s how it

came ﬂlJOU.E.

Calzadilla: The success of that movement was that there were people of different ideologies—
religious, political, class—who detected a passion towards a common enemy. And they all did
something abour it. [After 6o years of Navy presence in Vieques—which included testing live
ammunition, depleted uranium shells, Ildpdll]‘] and germ and chemical warfare, the US
government shut down Navy operations there in 2003 ]

The work, Footprines (2001—2002), in Vicqucs, came out of a 1ong rradition c)f“‘cmcrgcnc_\"
dcs‘igns‘" to intervene within the bomhing The work was part of that spccif‘lc civil
disobedience in which t]u\ smppcd the bumbmg_, b\ the US m111mr\ In that process there
were all these different t]ungs One of the many thmg_,s that happ(ncd was the fontprmts that
.mtual]\ mark that land wich messages that were counter- representations of the sites” current
function as well as proposals for future development.

We basically made soles for shoes thar could artach wich Velero to any kind of shoe. All the
different organizations that worked with this civil disobedience gave us the informartion. They
gave us sig_,naturcs—vcr\-' direct signatures: “l am against this” or “I want this™ or “This is my

PO\IUOI] Jlld ]'ll\t()l’lLA] l]'n‘li_’(\ b]()z_,l’dpl’llLdl lmJH(\ bd\ -4 H\ an J.I'Ll'll\( Of 1magcs thdt were
counter- ILPIL\LI]L[E]UU\ (‘Jf thL‘ site’s fllnLtlDIl EdL]] person I"ldd th(lf OWn message UI]L{LIHLJ[]]

th(_ll SI'IULS. Tl]L_\ !sL](_Lt(_d \-\’]'ld[ t]'l(._\ \\-dﬂt(_d to ILJ.VL m t]'l(_lr space.

Schmelzer: That theme of leaving your mark on the world and claiming ownership runs
through several of your picces. Does that have an autobiographical root?

Calzadilla: There’s a famous quote by Walter Benjamin chat says: we are remembered by the

traces that we leave. I think thart’s Very poetic and interesting and political at the same time.
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Allora & Calzadilla, Land Mark (Vieques), 2001-2002

Allora: I don't think there’s anything autobiographical about it. It’s a great expression, an
index of one’s existence in a p]ace and what one did. A mark. How do you leave a mark? What
is the mark? What is the physical. indexable imprint of your being here, or not?

Schmelzer: Your legacy.

Allora: But not in a glorified way cither. It could be in the most humble way—something that
could be ephemeral and disappear a second later. Ie's not about monumentalizing the mark. It's
not like the arrogant footstep left on the moon that’s going to be there forever because there’s
no wind. It’s about something that’s a transitional marking that’s constantly being reclaimed
and redefined and shifting. The whole project of Land Mark was about that idea, about how
land can differentiate itself from other land by the way that it’s been marked, llistm'icany,
snciﬂ]]_y, pa]itica]ly.

Calzadilla: We wanted to insert this practice within a tradition oftmcrgcncy dcsigns in Puerto
Rico. In the 1960s, for example, a practice developed where people gathered all different kinds
of metals on the beaches and in the streets and in car shops and welded them together to make
gigantic metal chains that l:he_y attached to a rope and a buoy. When the NATO forces in 78
came to practice mancuvers for 28 consecutive days—you had countries from all over the
world practicing there, renting Vieques for $80 million—fishermen went out in small boats,
going in front of the boats and dropping the buo_ys with the ropes and the metal chains, When
a boat goes over a buoy, the propeller eats the rope—

Allora: The motor sucks up the chain and it clunks the motor and it makes it stop. Thcy
smppcd the entire NATO fleet that wayv.

I wish art historians would go and look at these popu]ar cxpressions of resistance—the level of
creativity and dandyism and Dadaism and all this kind of vocabulary we use to oy to look at
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this very insular canon of a particular set of Western, particularly male European artists—and
app]y it to different things pcop]e are doing thar are so much more rich and lively,

Calzadilla: Emergency design is not to fix something permanently. It’s like, you scracch vour
hand and it’s bleeding. Whart do you have around you right now that you can use to stop the
b]eeding for a second? Its like somcthing you need to deal with 1'ight now, immediatc]}r.

Allora: The other great examplc is when the NATO fleet was doing mancuvers called
“amphibious practices.” There’s a control tower on top of a mountain and then all the beach
arcas that the boats bomb from the sea. The way it works is: a fleet of boats maneuver one in
front of the other based on what the control tower tells them. On the side of the boats are
these numbers chat are like their tags—FgIzﬁ~ cte. The fishermen got S]ingshuts and paintbal]s,
so that when the boats came out, they paintballed the sides of the boats so all the numbers
were blocked out. The control tower couldne tell them what to do and all the boats stopped.
What an interesting indictment: it’s the US milital‘)’ and NATO forces, and rhcy'rc tot:lll_y
useless when they don’t have their set of commands—

Schmelzer: Its like found are, yet the intent isn’t to make art.

Calzadilla: You look in art llistury and it fits within a tradidion, buc ic also fits within a very
creative histor_y of Caribbean culture about how to do somtthing with anything. Crcativi[}"
and an cconomy of means how to do it.

Schmelzer: Let me ask you about Chalk Monuments. Tt strikes me that that’s about disso]ving

mytho]ogits« ]iterﬂlly and ﬂgurativt]y.

Allora: We're deﬁnite])r interested in this idea ()ftﬂl(ing snmething that is permanent, that
seems incontestable, and rfndering it fragil& ephemcraL open to questioning. That is the basis
of our practice—to take things that scem po]arizcd. isolated, and oy to undo them in some
way. Of course the monuments of a city arc a clear ohjcct of interest because thc_y’rc SO present
and, especially those particular monuments in Old San Juan in Puerto Rico, they're just so
unavoidable, and the sort of arrogance of their p]accment in the city that, seeing them da)'
after dn)r, malkes YOU Want to create a srructure to 1'espond to it.

Allora & Calzadilla, Chalk Monument, 2001
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Schmelzer: How old are thc_\"f’

Allora: Th
still. There

use ﬂxpél\"(:l.’ money to bll\" a statuc 0F(‘]1rismphcr (301[[“‘[1‘]1.[% It was léll'H(_‘l' t]'l:].]'] []'l(_‘ Statue L)f"

re both from the zoth century. But Puerto Rico has this total colonial comp]cx

s a funny story: a mayor on the other side of the harbor from San Juan wanted to

Liber ty, so it would be the first rhmz_, that would welcome American cruise \h1px to the island.
But he didn't have Lnough money to lm\ the entire monument. In fact, the story’s even more
complex because it was made by a Russian sculptor [Zurab Tsereteli] who wanted to give it as
a 5_,1& to the pLoplc of (,olumbus. Ohio, but the lJ(_Opl(_‘ of Columbus didn't wanr it. So, while
the Russian government and the sculptor decided to give it to the pcnp]c of Columbus, thc'\"
wanted to sell it o the Puerto Ricans. The mayor didn’t have enough money to buy the whole
monument, so he (m]_\" huught the head. Now there’s 01]1_\-‘ the head of‘(:hrismphcr Columbus,
decapitated in the plaza!

This sort of colonial mentality is really part of the culture, and it’s something that really needs
to be contested. That's why we t]wught using the discursive place of the classroom would be a
really important way to link this public monument with the place these stories get generaced
and constructed. [After casting images of Columbus and Ponce de Leon in chalkboard-sized
chalk, they distributed them to area teachers to use in their social studies and history classes.]

Schmelzer: Is your best known work to date, Charcoal Dance Floor, a critique of'globalizzltion?

Allora: Dcﬁnitcl}-‘. It was [l'l(_‘ f‘]l’.‘if \\’Ol’k we madc EOgCEl’]CI’ Eil'ld we were in our (.‘ilrl)’ 208 ElI.']Ll

going through this process of-tr_\'ing ro ﬁgurc out our identities. We got interested in how
people try vo differentiate themselves through the costumes they wear and the projection of
identification through clothes. There’s such violence in the process of idenrifying; because of
advertising and media and consumerism, you feel somehow compelled to have to dress in a
certain way, shop in a certain way, either to atfirm a certain relationship with a group or to try
to distinguish yourself. So we chose to represent a space where people are in a hyper-state of
expressing their individllnlit’\"—u dance floor. The idea is that you would be wulking around
[on a floor drawing of dancers, rendered in charcoal that easily smudges underfoot] and
looking at the different people, and as you look at the work, you inevitably step on the people
who are dancing below. And, because we're wearing these shoes that are pare of this global
commodity culture, people start getting branded with all those same things that are trying to
make them feel like they're different. So they've got Nike emblazoned on their face, and
Adidas, and not only that but the acrual shoes start to smudge all the drawings and instead of
them being very clean and detail-ful, they become smudged and dircy and homogenized and

erased.
Schmelzer: The idea being that, in our efforts to express our individualit\' by wearing youth
culeure’s globally recognized brands—by our “hip consumerism,” as Tom Frank calls i—we

h]tﬂd m lﬂ\tde ()f \Edl]d out?

Allora: Yeah. In the end it becomes kind of a blur.
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Allora & Calzadilla, Charcoal Dance Floor (detail), 2001

This interview was originally published April 7, 2004, ar Eyeteeth: A Journal of Incisive Ideas.






