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Exhibition History: 

Originally  commissioned  for  the  San  Francisco  Art  Institute  for  the  exhibition:  “Allora  & 
Calzadilla:  Sediments,  Sentiments  (Figures  of  Speech)”  October  18—December  15,  2007; 
Kunstverin Munich “Allora & Calzadilla: Wake Up, Clamor, Sediments, Sentiments (Figures of 
Speech) June 13- July 13 2008; “7th Gwangju Biennial”, September 5 – November 9, 2008

The third and final work in a trilogy of site-specific sound-focused installations,  Sediments, 
Sentiments (Figures of  Speech),  2007, carries  forward lines of  exploration opened first  in 
Clamor, 2006, and then in Wake Up, 2007, but extends their investigation to include for the 
first time the spoken word. Allora & Calzadilla’s endeavor to reissue sounds whose meanings 
have  grown  far  too  familiar  is  an  effort  to  restructure,  at  the  source,  those  corporeal 
conformities—always  marked  in  and  on  the  body  already—through  which  violent  and 
potentially devastating action first becomes possible. Part of their collaborative task has been 
to track such martial sound effects to their precognitive hideouts “under the skin,” where the 
body is agitated and stirred before the mind has had a chance to reflect—the hangouts, in 
short,  of  an unthinking  patriotism.   With  Sediments,  Sentiments  (Figures  of  Speech)  this 
system of undoing is set in motion against the equally inured fixations of the word—from the 
grain of the speaking voice to the artificial diction of operatic language and political oration. 

***



Sediments Sentiments (Figures of Speech), 2007, is the last in this trilogy that takes this 
investigation into new terrain by examining the role of the spoken word. It consists of two large 
truncated forms, with tunnel-like passageways that intersect the sculptural masses.  Made of 
foam and white plaster, they were conceived as 1:1 scale models of some future disaster - 
broken planes, masses of geological rock forms and subterranean tunnels are conjoined together 
in a manner that recalls the aftermath of an explosion or a natural cataclysm, whose color can 
only be added by the events of a history yet to unfold. These amorphous sculptures function as 
stages for a satirical dissection and re- interpretation of the leitmotivs, symbolism and emotional 
charge of political rhetoric. Lying within the tunnels are opera singers, performing through the 
musical language of opera fragments of speeches by key actors in the global theatre of recent 
political  history: from Martin Luther King and the Dalai Lama, to George Bush and Saddam 
Hussein. 

The speech fragments, are themselves historical sediments that have accumulated over time. 
First uttered in such a passionate, affective , and resonant way, that the present can only be 
understood as an archaeological site created as a result of the impact and outcome of these 
powerful  orations.   From rallying-calls  at  times of  national  danger  to  expressions  of  moral 
outrage at  the evils  of  war,  the performers enact a range of  voices: patriots and sceptics, 
radicals and conservatives, debaters and polemicists, campaigners and crusaders.   The singers’ 
physical position within the work also recalls the moments of climax in traditional opera, when a 
hero or heroine, mortally wounded or lying on their deathbed, deliver their final soliloquy. The 
performers  bring  these  words  back  from  the  dead:  isolated  and  highly  mannered.  The 
estrangement of  this  language from its  original  setting serves to underscore the allegorical 
dimension of these expressions, as something from the past that can resonate in the present, to 
alarming  or  admirable  effects.   At  the  same  time,  through  the  operatic  delivery,  the 
performances  test  the  speeches’  original  functionality,  making  them  in-  operative,  while 
exploring the role of the spoken word as it is mediated across a continuum of expressivity: from 
the weighty depths reached through the grain of the voice to the artificial diction endemic to the 
language of opera and political speech alike. The cumulative result leads to a kind of frustrated 
opera: an orchestra of battles, a contradictory and commemorative subterranean theatre driven 
by combustion of verbal explosions. 




