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The second issue of Al-Croquis will be on the theme of humor, 
irony and joke in relation to architecture. It will focus on 
the subversive potential of humor. This sort of humor doesn’t 
strive for the conventional forms of clowning, comedy and 
jokes, but operates following methods that, as Olav Westpha-
len states, create conditions ‘to attract other, potential-
ly more complex and layered, types of signification.’  This 
mechanism at work in ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘crypto comedy’ is 
not necessarily inclined to appear in some certain humorous 
forms but could be, as Westphalen says, ‘dysfunctional poetry 
or nonsense or accidents or tragedies or ruminations of the 
demented.’  This sort of humor holds a paradoxical quality 
that while it is not supposed to be funny it creates laugh-
ter; a burst of laughter that is radical and critical and is 
produced not because something is funny, but because of a 
dysfunctional situation, a tragedy that is intensified to the 
extent of not being able to sustain itself, and as a result 
falls apart. It arises from a moment when the logic of the 
status quo contradicts itself and renders itself illogical. 
At the same time dissident form of humor is always accompa-
nied with ‘serious play’ in Donna Haraway’s term, ‘holding 
incompatible things together’, and as I argue, could tackle 
complex political questions specially at the present status 
of the world with its dysfunctional political structures.

You can explore the theme in any way you like. Please send us 
your contributions to:
 
writingdissidentarchitecture@gmail.com

Critical Laughter

CALL FOR CONTRIBUTION

‘(…) the joke brings with it, simply by virtue of being 
a joke, the liberating implication that the situation 
described is no longer inherently legitimate or inevita-
ble. Identifying it as something laughable gives us the 
impression that it is also something that can be left 
behind. Laughter is, in this sense, revolutionary.”

Slavoj Žižek  
Žižek’s Jokes: (Did you hear the one about Hegel and nega-

tion?)
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Lieutenant Fontaine (1916-1999) was a schoolteacher and a member of the French Resistance who became an architect not through education, but 
through practice. During World War II and the German occupation of France, he was arrested by Nazis and sent to the formidable Montluc Prison in Lyons 
in 1943. The prison, widely known as an escape-proof prison, became the site for one of his most successful architecture projects: performed through an 
escape plan, it was a project that made him the leading name of an architecture called ‘Interrupting Architecture.’ He did not consider escape merely an 
egoistic way of surviving; instead, he believed in escaping as a means of emancipation that could also interrupt or even disrupt the very system that was 
causing the oppression and confinement. He was a natural-born escapee who undertook several unsuccessful escape efforts when in Montluc Prison. But 
ultimately, by designing and executing this architecture project of escaping, he constructed his way out of prison and transformed the prison from a site of 
despair into a site of hope.

From the early days of his imprisonment, he developed an architectural thinking of cutting through the oppressive structures in various contexts. He spoke 
of such architecture as an amateur practice of love for freedom and of hope as a risky activity, criticizing the material and immaterial structures of control 
and oppression by constructing an architecture that, in his words: “cuts narrow gaps of light in a solid and impermeable room.” He looked for architectural 
tools and devices in everyday objects. He believed in the subversive potential of those humble objects, and that the potential could be put into action and 
the objects transformed into tools for change. He never waited for architecture commissions, but he made his own architecture proposals by forcing himself 
into existing power relations. His clients, he argued, were the surrounding environments, the impermeable walls of a confinement – the exclusive systems 
that refused him entry, the systems into which he did not fit. In this way, his architectural work emerged through his forcing himself, as a practitioner, into 
oppressive and exclusive systems and using his practice to critically engage with them, to interrupt them.

After his escape from Montluc Prison, Fontaine dedicated his life to teaching and practicing architecture that had criticality, emancipation and subversion at 
its core. He died in 1999. 

Lieutenant Fontaine
Biography
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Introduction

The idea for this journal emerged in response to the question of how to engage critically with institutions via various methods of 
interruption. Al-Croquis is a parody of the mainstream architectural journal El-Croquis, which is usually focused on starchitects. It is a 
fictitious journal born out of a proposal that was rejected by the editors of El-Croquis, but that nevertheless found a way to continue 
an institutional existence. This issue of Al-Croquis is mainly dedicated to the prison. It introduces Lieutenant Fontaine, the prisoner 
and the main character of Robert Bresson’s movie A Man Escaped, as a protagonist of Interrupting Architecture. Fontaine escapes 
from the Nazi Montluc Prison, and his escape plan is investigated as a work of architecture that interrupts the institution of the prison. 
Appointing an escaped prisoner to the role of architect and studying his applied tools and methods through the lens of architecture 
work is a way to expand architecture beyond its disciplinary limits and to develop minor modes of architectural practice. His ephemeral 
architecture does not exist today as a building, but it exists as a narrative of freedom. His architectural work of escaping is the main 
body of this issue of Al-Croquis.

In line with the expansion of the work of architecture beyond the limits of the discipline, this issue has used the prison site as a restrict-
ing institution and a condition of impossibility to test what sorts of architectural tools could be constructed to overcome the impossibil-
ities. In this issue, the prison represents the omnipresent controlling systems and the fixed and dogmatic agendas of the institutions 
where we live and work in our everyday lives and the defined possibilities and impossibilities that we adjust ourselves to fit. A prison, 
then, as an extreme condition of impossibility where the possibilities are very few, is taken as a context to challenge such impossibil-
ities and a place where “the art of the impossible”1 could be investigated. A prisoner who escapes the prison performs this art of the 
impossible.

In this context, the act of interrupting the institution is investigated through the architectural lens and the act of cutting. Cutting stands 
for the material interruption. It is applied as the act of architecting that creates another way of moving in space and engaging with 
the material world around us. Jill Stoner describes the minor architecture as an architecture created within the major architecture.2 In 
line with Stoner’s description, cutting is one method of executing this minor architecture in an impossible condition. This architecture, 
constructed by cutting through an oppressive structure, points toward construction of alternative worlds. Situating the act of cutting in 
a prison is to create a spatial narrative of emancipation within the established and dominant rules of institutions whilst engaging with 
them. By cutting through the prison, the prisoner creates a minor architecture within the major architecture of the institution (prison). 
Prison as a modern institution is taken as a metaphor for our institutions, where constructing an escape plan could be read as a proto-
type of acting in our various modern institutions whilst critically engaging with them.

Fontaine, in the execution of his escape plan, has applied cutting in various ways and made different tools thereby. The investigation of 
these tools and the way they are made and put into action is a way to also expand our understanding of architectural work.

This issue of Al-Croquis consists of three parts: 1) Architect 2)Voices, and 3) Views. 

In the first section of this issue, “Architect,” Interrupting Architecture is discussed through a visual and textual investigation of Fon-
taine’s architectural escape plan from Montluc Prison. What is called Interrupting Architecture in this project is in fact a material 
interruption through the prison to construct a way out of the confinement. As an effort to expand architecture beyond its discipline, this 
architecture needs a different method of representation that is not only through traditional architectural drawings of plans, sections and 
façades, but also stories presented through various forms of writing, drawing and storytelling.

In the second section, “Voices,” the invited contributors look at the issue of prison from various perspectives. The first three authors, 
Rolf Hughes, Hélène Frichot and Adrià Carbonell, look for spaces of freedom within the spaces of prison. Hughes and Frichot, each 
through their texts and from different angles, make a connection between this space of freedom and the potential of practice of writing. 
In his text “Pro Forma,” Hughes gives an account of his experience as a writer-in-residency at HMP Wayland, a Category C prison for 
adult males in Norfolk, UK. With “an ethical resistance to speaking on behalf” of the prisoners who have “first-hand experience of crime 
and punishment,” he helps them to develop their own stories. In this residency set by Norwich Arts Center, he uses various media such 
as Film Studies, Creative Writing and Drama to give the prisoners different tools for creating spaces of freedom within the confinement 
of prison. In a connection based on mutual trust and respect, Hughes enters the prisoners’ world while letting them enter his world 
throughout the duration of their co-inhabition of the space and collectively undertaking creative activities, and thus constructs a new 
subject out of a writer-in-residency in a prison. The writer is no longer speaking on behalf of the others, but instead talking with them. 
Throughout this experience, both the writer and the prisoners are appointed new roles different from what they are identified with; they 
construct new subjectivities.

1. Slavoj Žižek discusses the need for “authentic politics” as “the art of the impossible;” that is, how to go about “changing the very parameters of what is considered “possible” in 
the existing constellation.” Žižek, S (2009). The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology. London: Verso. p. 199

2. Stoner, J. (2012), Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p
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The construction of subjectivity is the core idea discussed by Hélène Frichot in her text “The Unfurling of Constrained Subjectivity: Jean 
Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers” through Genet’s writing in prison. Frichot takes the site of prison as a site of subjectification. She 
discusses the importance of fiction in this process of subjectification and writes how Jean Genet creates a slippage between the real 
spaces of the cell and the fictional, and thereby breaches the walls of his cell and escapes. Through writing, and by the application 
of “episodic shocks” and “surprising juxtapositions,” Genet on one hand renders himself as monstrous, and celebrates the difference 
of being a monster, and on the other hand “unfurls a variety of other spaces” and “other situations” within the confinement of his cell. 
The “creative resistance” – a term used by Frichot – to what is imposed on a prisoner is projected through the juxtaposition of various 
worlds that confuses the real and the fictional and ultimately produces spaces of freedom, or as Frichot addresses it, “line of flight,” 
“leakage” or “line of escape.” I suggest that Genet’s line of escapes could be read as monstrous spaces escaping fixed definitions of 
imprisonment and freedom that, as Frichot writes, are those “whereby the segments that compose his imaginary constructions become 
smoothed over and he is enabled to breach the boundaries of his containment.”

In his contribution “Walls of Dust”, Adrià Carbonell takes the voice of a prisoner to talk to both the material architecture and the architect 
and the designer of his space of confinement. The disturbed and impulsive voice of the prisoner is represented through the fragmenta-
tion of the structure of the text. The prisoner’s voice and thoughts bounce within his cell and thereby defines the architecture of confine-
ment. “A prison cell is a bouncing device,” he writes, where not only voices and thoughts bounce, but also hope. By writing how hope 
fades by bouncing against the rigid walls of a prison, the materiality of the cell is represented. Yet when the prisoner’s dreams ”escape” 
and “sneak into a different world,” the harsh materiality of the architecture of the cell is immediately challenged.

While the first three authors have taken the reader into the interior of the prison and cells, Roemer van Toorn confronts the reader with a 
landscape of imprisonment. In his text-image contribution, “The Architecture of Occupation. The Israeli Apartheid Barriers,” he renders 
the Palestine occupation as an advanced form of imprisonment. Through a series of images of the Israeli apartheid barrier running 
between the Shuafat refugee camp and Pisgat Zeev, and Abu Dis and East Jeruselam, van Toorn depicts how refugee camps as con-
temporary prisons are spread over the landscape. The landscape is punctuated by walls, barriers and signs representing a fragmented 
prison, yet connected by the wall, the main element of imprisonment. In this context, one’s home is transformed into her/his prison.

In the third section of the journal, “Views,” the text “No Longer a Prison” reviews the architectural design and renovation project Qasr 
Garden-Museum in Tehran, which is a prison that has been transformed into a museum, cultural center, and public garden. The text ad-
dresses the political connotation of opening up a prison and its transformation into a cultural center as a political statement. It discusses 
the political role of architectural design when commissioned to deal with such projects and investigates whether the play of form and 
tectonic qualities to lighten the spaces of a former prison could present possibilities for inducing liberating potential into a very closed 
space and its relations? Or does it carry a risk of depoliticization of the prison as an architectural example of control and the execution 
of power by aestheticizing its material, by situating it in the past and detaching it from its present political context? In order to expand 
architecture beyond its discipline, the text not only investigates the architectural design of the project, but it also focuses on the design 
of the infrastructural process of this transformation and discusses the evacuation of the prison prior to the architectural design as part of 
the architectural work.

Throughout this issue of Al-Croquis, as you will observe, the intention is to expose how the project of change, subversion and emanci-
pation should find its way even in the most restrictive and impossible conditions, such as imprisonment. By expanding and complicating 
the relation between architecture and prison, the issue seeks to expand architectural work beyond the constraints of the discipline.
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Prison
As A Site of Impossiblity

Sepideh Karami

If architecture is an art, then its minor mode is an essentially politicized art of escape – challenging our fundamental 
understanding of container and of being contained.1

Jill Stoner (2012), Toward A Minor Architecture

I think it can never be inherent in the structure of things to guarantee the exercise of freedom. The guarantee of freedom 
is freedom.2

Michael Foucault

Prison epitomizes an architectural condition of control, confinement, restriction and exclusion that maximizes the disciplining of the bod-
ies through spatial organization. It could therefore be a performing ground for the investigation of subversive actions in a context where 
the mechanism of control and oppression is present in its extreme state. As a symbolic space of impossibilities, it could be a site where 
tactics of escaping, emancipation, breaking free – and thereby interrupting the dominant system – could be played out. In the present 
text, prison is taken as a site to construct a minor architecture and political act of space-making, and to develop ‘Interrupting Archi-
tecture.’ Interrupting architecture is acted and constructed in response to and with political engagement with the material and spatial 
relations of an institution and its existing oppressive structure. Through this political engagement, this sort of architectural practice tries 
to interrupt the continuity of a dominant and oppressive power. In this interruption, the alternative could be practiced with the hope of 
disrupting, changing and subverting the dominance.

When the interrupting architecture is practiced in an impossible site such as a prison, it involves a risky activity of hope for freedom. In 
a gamble between death and life, risk-taking in this context is accompanied with hope. As Rebecca Solnit says, hope is “to bet on the 
future, on your desires, on the possibility that an open heart and uncertainty is better than gloom and safety; it is a ‘gamble.’”3 “To hope 
is dangerous,” she says, “for to live is to risk.”4 Interrupting architecture practiced by Lieutenant Fontaine, the prisoner who escaped 
Montluc prison, is that gamble; it is to take a risk to be able to live. He constructs that hope through the material elements of a prison 
when he is sentenced to death.

BEING THERE: MONTLUC PRISON

The dark nights have grown longer than the frosty pink days, and the nights’ colonization of days has let the shadow cast by the building 
extend over the small artificial hill a hundred meters in the distance. In exchange, a streak of light has stretched along the floor and wall, 
indicating an opening in the continuity of the building’s material architecture. I have positioned my desk in the middle of the cell and my 
chair in line with the streak of light, which passes through the door where a plank is missing, then flows into the corridor beyond it and 
pours down to the central void of the building. I write:

In the hands of a prisoner, cutting is a death-and-life gamble to break free; a patient dialogue with the material prison; a negotiation, a 
research that engages imagination; applies deep listening, touching, observing and looking at surrounding objects. It requires a long 
investigation of the active elements of the institution called prison. The prisoner imagines the relations between spaces and between 
spaces and people. She adds layers and layers of observation to her imagination. She listens constantly. Doors, windows or any 
opening that compromises the perfection of the containment beckons her to the world outside, to freedom. She eavesdrops, listening 
for words of hollowness, she longs to discover the hidden ones in the walls and ceiling and floor. “Escape modes include tapping, 
scratching, reading, writing, gazing, and pacing.”5 Thus tapping becomes her words of greeting for the material around her, and cutting 
becomes the dialogue and the ultimate language of freedom: a whispering language.

Breaking free could be read as forcing something to detach from what is usually the cause of restriction. Breaking in this sense has a 
violent connotation and material destruction. Breaking free from a material confinement requires an act; it suggests cutting, breaking, 
exploding, demolishing, burning, grinding. It suggests interaction with something rigid, inflexible, solid. It causes fractures, cracks, 
dry noise, dust, irregular edges, unspecified shapes and forms. Cutting could suggest a more stealthy, slow, and architectural way of 
breaking (free). Cutting requires an extra object, a tool, an instrument, perhaps sharp enough to excavate, to destruct – to cut. Cutting 
is a slow encounter between two different materials, it is an antagonistic dialogue between them that creates change. Cutting suggests 
making; it could be understood as radical making, as it changes a rigid and inflexible structure.

1. Stoner. J. (2012), Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p.22

2 . Foucault, M. (2000). ”Space, Knowledge and Power”, interview with Paul Rainbow, Skyline, March 1982. In K. M. Hays, Architecture Theory Since 1968. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
p. 433

3 .Solnit, R. (2016). Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. Edinburgh: Canongate Books Ltd. (epub). p. 45-46

4 .Ibid.

5 .Stoner, J. (2012). Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p.28
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THERE: MONTLUC PRISON

The existing building where I am sitting now was designed and/or renovated by the French architect Lieutenant Fontaine in 1943; the 
renovation liberated it from its oppressive discipline. The original Montluc Prison building was built in 1921 as a military prison, and it 
was later used by the Gestapo as an escape-proof prison. Yet Fontaine – as one of the many unknown dissident architects practicing 
Interrupting Architecture – transformed it into a totally different structure while he was imprisoned there during the Nazi occupation of 
France. He believed in architecture that was “beyond aesthetic pursuit of making buildings” and “commit(ed) his practice to a politics 
of selectively taking them apart.”6 He was thinking of his escape plans architecturally. Rigorous investigation, material construction and 
social interaction resulted in a representative example of critical architecture that radically questioned and reconfigured the structure of 
a notoriously rigid institution when Fontaine executed his own escape plan. Montluc Prison never became a prison again afterward.

LOOSE ELEMENTS

The film director Robert Bresson says: “When one is in prison, the most important thing is the door.”7 Thus a perfect prison has no door; 
it offers no way out. This, however, is instead a grave, in which the existence of a prisoner would be impossible. For a prisoner to exist 
there must be windows and doors. For a prison to be, it must, paradoxically, be permeable. Michael Foucault writes that “power is exer-
cised only over free subjects.”8 As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri explain, that means that:

all subjects have access to a margin of freedom, no matter how narrow that may be, which grounds their capacity to 
resist.9

Thus, any sort of architecture that represents power is paradoxically permeable to that against which it is sealed. And those points 
of permeability are the chances of breaking free, of subversive actions. In architecture, doors and windows are the legal elements of 
escape. They are cut in walls, where the architect dreams of leading the inhabitants – read prisoners, in the case of a prison – to enter 
and to exit the container. But doors are not always open. Locked doors are a condition that guarantees the continuity of the contain-
ment. The architect cuts the wall, but she adds a plate (door) afterward to reconstruct an element that guarantees the continuity of the 
wall and its excluding and including function. On that wall, the door is a paradoxical element. On one hand, it is a device of control for 
the one in a position of control. On the other hand, that very device of control is an open-able element for the one who is under control; 
she imagines her escape through that door.

The door to Bresson’s prison’s in his movie “A Man Escaped” is, like in any other prison, a door of control, but paradoxically, it is the 

6. Stoner, J. (2012). Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p. 01

7. Pipolo, T. (2010). Robert Bresson: A Passion for Film. New York: Oxford University Press. p. 115

8. Hardt, M. & Negri, A. (2009). Commonwealth. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. p.75

9. Ibid.

MONTLUC PRISON - SITEPLAN AFTER 
FONTAINE’S ESCAPE. 
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Lion, France, 1943

Escape Section through the Site Plan
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weak material element of prison. For Fontaine – the prisoner and the main character in the movie – the door is a promise to the world 
outside. Bresson introduces Fontaine to us as a natural-born escapee who is constantly checking the loose elements of the system 
to find a way out. The movie starts with the image of Fontaine captive in a car, being taken to a Nazi prison during the occupation of 
France in the Second World War. The camera lingers on his hands, then on the door handle: a possibility for running away, an escape 
plan in the outset; alas, unsuccessful. The story unfolds in this failure, and dreaming of escape becomes his impossible mission to 
overcome. Fontaine believed that there are loose elements even in the most rigid and closed system, and that those loose elements are 
where subversive acts could start. When he arrived in his cell, he soon identified the door as the loose element and the starting point for 
the execution of his escape plan, to start his interrupting architecture.

Once the prisoner devises an escape plan, the world suddenly, paradoxically, becomes open and tight to her; she feels more impris-
oned as she discovers the possibility of the impossible. This paradoxical perception of the world makes the act of cutting the only way to 
continue with life. Her active life shrinks into the periods of cutting; the rest becomes the unbearable waiting.

FIRST SKETCH OF ESCAPE PLAN WHEN TAKEN TO THE  PRISON 
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Lion, France, 1943

INVESTIGATING THE POSSIBILITY OF ESCAPING THE CELL AFTER THE 
FAILURE OF HIS FIRST ESCAPE PLAN
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943

LOOSE ELEMENTS
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943
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Jill Stoner writes in her Toward a Minor Architecture:

Architecture can no longer limit itself to the aesthetic pursuit of making buildings; it must now commit to a politics of 
selectively taking them apart.10

‘Selectively taking apart’ becomes a political decision; when, where and what to take apart? The answer could be found by the duration 
of inhabiting a place, by being imminent to the moment and the existing relations, and discovering its latent urgencies, the potentials 
existing in the loose elements. Describing the act of emancipation, Ernesto Laclau writes:

Emancipation is not, in this sense, an act of creation but instead of liberation of something which precedes the liberating 
act.11

In Laclau’s term, on one hand, there is no emancipation without oppression, and on the other hand there should be a free subject for 
the oppression to be inflicted upon. Following him then, a prisoner is a free subject and that is why she could be imprisoned. On the 
other hand, the existence of the oppression, the prison, the closed cell, the warder’s gaze and the punishment paradoxically create the 
ground for the act of liberation and emancipation. For a prisoner, there is no other choice but the act of emancipation.

Interrupting architecture enhances emancipation. It becomes the act of liberation, the act of taking apart, and Fontaine becomes a 
master of this architecture. He becomes the architect of his cell by taking its elements apart. He uses what is at his hand – or what arbi-
trarily and accidentally arrives in his cell – to cut his environment. His language with surrounding objects is cutting: he either transforms 
the objects into devices for cutting or objects to be cut. Upon arriving in his cell, he determined that the door was the starting point for 
his plan. He commenced to remove door planks using a spoon. His tools of action are thus what Jean Genet called ‘humble objects;’12 
artifacts that are generally not associated with mischief in the prison everyday, which allows him to work stealthily. His tools of action 
are simple: a spoon, a pen, a piece of paper, clothes, safety pins, etc. 

While working on various parts of his cell, he inscribes a different story inside the objects and tries to keep the appearance of those 
objects intact. He transforms the humble objects into rebellious and dissident things. He disassembles the few items in his cell: the 
bed and the lamp casing. He shreds the blanket, the pillowcase, the clothes that he receives from the outside to make a rope that will 
assist his escape; he shreds the world around him to break into freedom. Simultaneously, he documents the process, drawing details 
of his escape plan, his failures, and when he leaves, he leaves the details behind for other prisoners to use as a manual for escape. 
This manual however is written not only on paper, but also by leaving a (hi)story for others to encourage them to start the same journey 
toward emancipation.

10. Stoner, J. (2012). Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p.01

11.  Laclau, E. (2007). Emancipation(s). London: Verso. p.01
12. Genet, J. (1964). The Thief’s Journal. New York: Grone Press. p. 22

FONTAINE STUDIES THE DOOR, ITS MATERIAL AND DETAILS BEFORE TAKING IT APART.
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Lion, France, 1943
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HOW TO UNLOCK HANDCUFFS WITH A SAFETY PIN IN A 
PRISON CELL
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943

Communicating with neighbours through the walls
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HUMBLE OBJECTS
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943

OSCILLATION AND SECTION

Fontaine’s work is a simultaneous act of destruction and construction; he constantly conceals what he destructs until the very last 
moment before freedom. His method of working is oscillation. He is mapping, drawing, measuring, negotiating and documenting his 
failures and successes. As the work of cutting proceeds, Fontaine needs to mask it and to restore the elements to their initial state to 
protect his escape plan. In this sense, the combination of destruction and construction is a fragile process, oscillating between freedom 
and death. Through this oscillation the route to freedom is constructed.

The process of escaping is similar to making sections in architecture. When a prisoner cuts a door, a wall, a channel out, she is in fact 
making a section into the material and immaterial architecture of prison. She imagines the layers of walls, doors and spatial sequences 
of what has confined her; wall by wall, door by door, corridor by corridor, warder by warder. She draws her way out based on imagina-
tion, collected observations and her tapping on the material world that surrounds her. She makes an imaginary section to see herself 
both inside and outside, to be able to cut through the prison. Yet she always comes back to the cell before the section is entirely real-
ized. She oscillates between imprisonment and liberation. Her cell both imprisons her and protects her against the risks of her escape 
plan. When she rehearses her escape plan, it’s a simultaneous experience of being outside and inside, free and captive. At every 
moment of her cutting, she is both out and in. As soon as the section is performed to its end, she is freed.

Cutting through an imagined building or site produces plans and sections in architectural drawing. Architects draw sections to render 
the relation between the adjacent spaces; the connection between the building and earth and sky, the building and the site. A section 
is an archeological excavation to the future; giving an account of how the building is built and how the plot unfolds in it. A section offers 
a view that will never be experienced in the real life of a building. A section is an instrument for studying the experience of simultane-
ity. Simultaneity helps us discover and understand subtle and hidden relations between events and things, which we usually perceive 
as irrelevant and separated realities. A section in this sense could manifest imaginary alternatives for breaking free from the rigid and 
established forms of life and making different sense of the world.
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DRAWING A SECTION OF THE EXISTING BUILDING IN ORDER TO BUILD THE HOOKS 
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943

TESTING THE HOOK IN THE PRISON CELL 
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943
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21 To take care of the fragile process of cutting the door he has to apply further methods and tools: wet paper or a basic method of papier-mâché to fill in 

the gaps between the planks that he has already scratched; and a pencil to color and camouflage the cracks created by the cuts. 
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Fontaine’s sections are not only an instrument of investigation, but also a literal cut, detaching the elements from their original function 
and institutional control. By making a literal section in the material elements of the prison, Fontaine claims those elements and achieves 
control over them instead of being controlled by them. When he cuts the door, he decides when the door is open to him and when it is 
closed.

The artist and filmmaker Bill Viola describes the painting The Dream of Pope Sergius by Rogier van der Weyden as an example of 
simultaneity. In this painting, several stories that are actually sequential are coming about simultaneously. To achieve this, the painter 
has used a representational language of opening up the room (an interior) and has juxtaposed it with what is happening out of the 
room (the exterior). The main character in the painting is both inside and outside the room. This reiteration makes it possible to observe 
inside a special moment, and to see what happens afterwards at the same time. Two sequential plots are rendered simultaneous in one 
reference frame. Viola applies the same method in his video Going Forth By Day. He exposes the artificial staging of various separate 
scenes that makes a plot work sequentially, all in one single frame. Yet by opening up the interior in the manner of an architectural 
section, he lets time unfold in a continuous process and creates the condition of simultaneity. Divulging interiority while being exposed 
to exteriority locates the observer in between worlds.

The prisoner who is cutting out a door or digging a channel out is in this simultaneity: being in and out at the same time; free and 
captive. A prisoner cutting her way out, however, does not represent, but perform. She acts in the present moment. Her architecture 
is performative. Fontaine performs the section by moving through and over the doors, the walls, the courtyards, the corridors and the 
warders. His escape is a performative section.

In Laclau’s words, in the process of emancipation there is a “chasm” or “a radical discontinuity” between the moment of emancipa-
tion and its prior domination.13 The prisoner who is escaping or constructing her way out is within this radical discontinuity. Even if she 
fails, her escape plan points to the imperfection of the dominant system. In any case, an authority will repair the escaping section; the 

destruction that the escape has left behind. Her material architecture is ephemeral. Her architecture disappears after her freedom. Yet it 
yields a priceless harvest; and its eternal materiality is the narrative of breaking free. That narrative remains forever in the stories we tell 
each other.

The prisoner builds her own world that no one could arrest, break down, or destroy. She writes her own fiction that cancels out the fiction 
of the warder. She finds her character in the walls, in the doors, in the windows and corridors. She finds voices that escape the objects; 
voices that arise from the dialogue among the elements and things surrounding her. The prisoner writes his freedom. His cell is his page 
of writing; his imprisonment is his site of writing. Here, writing opens up a dream. When the prisoner draws lines on the wall to count her 
days of imprisonment, she is in fact writing towards a future to come; a future that she is constructing.

13.  Laclau, E. (2007). Emancipation(s). London: Verso. p.01

THE DREAM OF POPE SERGIOUS

by: Rogier van der Weyden

In this painting, several stories that are actually 
sequential are coming about simultaneously
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ARCHITECTURAL DISCIPLINE

 “Interrupting Architecture is an important architectural practice that can not only rescue architecture from its inevitable complicity 
with dominant power but also introduces new methods and tools to making or unmaking spaces and extend architecture beyond 
its established discipline.14 As a method, interrupting architecture has emancipation at its core. In other words, it emerges 
through the questioning of an oppressive institution and breaking free from its disciplines.”

I write, put down the pen and climb on the stool to glance out of the window to the prison courtyard, where Fontaine had received the 
first tools to execute his architecture. The courtyard is deserted. Yet it radiates thousands of stories of footsteps, gazes, hopes and 
despair, as a mediated space between prison and freedom. Back at my desk, I flip through a couple of back issues of the architecture 
journal El Croquis. El Croquis, or ‘the sketch,’ could have been a place for experimental and minor forms of architecture practices, as 
its name suggests: ‘a rough or unfinished version of any creative work.’15 Instead, it has turned out to be one of the most prestigious 
architectural magazines and a showcase for starchitects to display their triumph over the architectural discipline. Flipping through the 
magazines piled on the floor, I cannot manage to convince myself that the work of even one single featured architect has anything to 
do with Fontaine’s architecting. Would Fontaine’s work of architecture get a chance of being published there? It would perfectly fit to 
the line of the issues, as such architecture is absent from the mainstream architecture publications.

So I wrote to the editors of El Croquis journal:

Dear El Croquis Editors,16

As part of my PhD project, which is about Interrupting Architecture and Dissident Devices, I have a critical/fictional approach 
to starchitects by introducing non-architects who create, modify, destruct or occupy the existing dominant structures through 
their dissident acts; hence an architectural investigation of their ‘material work’. This, I believe, can expand the architectural 
discussion and its social and political application through dissident acts and resultantly include other silent agents in archi-
tecture discourse. 
To do so, I have a proposal of producing a complete issue on: A Dissident as architect, and interrupting architecture that 
leads to emancipation that I suggest can fit into your series on architects. Firstly I would like to ask you about its possibility, 
and if you think it is possible I can send you a more detailed proposal.

Two days later, I received an answer from the editor, Fernando Márquez:

Dear Sepideh Karami,

Thank you for your kind offer, however your proposal does not fit in our editorial line, focused on the publication of monographs 
on specific authors.

Having received the failure of my request, as it didn’t fit in their editorial line, I started thinking of the idea of not fitting to in relation 
to Interrupting Architecture. In fact interruption could be about introducing an element, a mechanism, an activity, a space that doesn’t 
fit into the existing relations of a context. As a result, this introduction might stop the relations from working the way they do, or give 
them a different route. But if such interruption needs permission, what happens when it is not permitted? Is it about further negotiation 
or turning ‘the not fitting to’ into a dissenting force?

I re-read the lines of the email received from the editors. My proposed architect was, ironically, a very ‘specific author’. I wrote 
back to the editor: 

However what I proposed was exactly about a specific author. To be more specific I have chosen the main character from 
Robert Bresson’s movie A Man Escaped, who is a prisoner trying to escape. I have compared his escape plan and its 
execution to the work of architecture. Fontaine who is the escapee, in this way, becomes the architect of a prison, which he 
has destructed and escaped from.
     So my idea is to produce an issue that rethinks who the architect could be and what kind of making and unmaking of 
space can be counted as architecture. Fontaine is based on a real character in real life, but is also the representative of all 
those who question the dominant structures by creating a minor structure within the major, toward the project of emancipa-
tion.
     This proposal would not fit in your editorial line, and the idea is exactly about not being “fit to” as a special issue. In this 
issue even the advert pages are designed to advertise imaginary tools for such architecture.

While I did not receive an answer, I started to ponder further the idea of not fitting that could be one of the main characteristics of 

14. Jill Stoner in her Toward A Minor Architecture, discusses the inevitability of the complicity of major architecture with political and economic powers. She writes: ‘Political and eco-
nomic powers set forth conditions of complicity in which major architecture are made. But once made, buildings can be challenged to relinquish their share in this complicity.’  Stoner, 
J. (2012). Toward A Minor Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. p.02

15.  Oxford Dictionary of English

16.  These are excerpts from a real email exchange with the editors of El Croquis journal.
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a dissident architect and interrupting architecture. Not fitting into, in fact, is a phrase that – paradoxically – hints at restricting the frame 
of a discipline. How could a practitioner or researcher bring about a change by not fitting into, and how one could still continue acting 
within an institution when not fitting into? 

Appointing Fontaine to the role of architect and the description of his act of escaping through architectural discourse questions who 

an architect is and what is considered part of the work of architecture. It displaces the borders of what is acknowledged as part of the 
architectural discipline and architectural work.17 In this way, a work of architecture is no longer limited to the work of designing and 
constructing a building, but it could also become, in the case of Fontaine, the destruction of what is built or the construction of another 
logic within a discipline (here the prison) by creating different ways of moving along the spaces and thereby modifying the sequences, 
appointing different roles to material agents, and producing new subjectivities by manipulating the existing objects and turning them 
to something else. When the prisoner escapes, the architecture she has created by means of her escape reveals the gaps and weak 
points in a highly disciplined structure. Even in the event of failure, those weak points are exposed. This fictional take on architectural 
work pushes architecture as a discipline to a state of collapse and thereby hints at what architecture cannot do, introducing an architec-
ture that ‘accepts’ its ‘insufficiency.’18 As a result of this action, architecture could be expanded beyond its discipline and into a political 
work of space making.

17.  Defining what art does in his Dissensus, Rancière states: “Doing art means displacing art’s borders, just as doing politics means displacing the borders of what is acknowledged as 
the political.”
18. Rancière, J. (2011). Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics. London: Continuum. p. 149

MAKING THE ESCAPING TOOLS IN THE PRISON CELL 
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943
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PERFORMING THE SECTION THROUGH MONTLUC PRISON
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943
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PERFORMING THE SECTION THROUGH MONTLUC PRISON
Architect: Lieutenant Fontaine
Montluc Prison, Lion, France, 1943

Research and investigation through inhabiting the space 

Cutting
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Cutting

Performing the Section
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Voices
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Pro Forma

Rolf Hughes

Dr. Rolf Hughes is a prose poet, writer and researcher of innovative forms of artistic and transdisciplinary research over more than twenty years. Formerly Head of Research and 
Professor of Artistic Research at Stockholm University of the Arts, and Vice President of the international Society for Artistic Research, he has published extensively. He is co-found-
er of Radical Circus (2016) and Director of Artistic Research (2017) for the Experimental Architecture Group (with Professor Rachel Armstrong, Andrew Ballantyne and Simone 
Ferracina) at Newcastle University – a group dedicated to transdisciplinary, experimental research practices.

“Are you housed in me or not? The tenant 
or the landlord of my skin? Am I your 
avatar? Are you my East Berlin? Are we an I 
or each other’s synonym?”

Steve Gehrke, from “The New Self”

I think it was around ’91-‘92 when he was commissioned by Magda Russell to devise a production for Norwich Arts Centre on the 
theme of “Crime and Punishment” – not a topic he had been researching. He was intrigued, and eager for commissions, but wary 
of embracing a topic he knew so little about first-hand. Stories and characters encountered through literature could not count, even 
though there are those who claim that if a powerful imagination can people the world, there may be no need for the existence of actual 
people.

We, at least, have never been impressed by the “write what you know/write from experience” mantra recited by certain writing tutors, 
those seemingly so certain of who they are and what they (somehow) know that they can utter such platitudes without blushing. We 
feel unease at the prospect of speaking from where others certainly are not listening. This qualm arises not from artistic diffidence, or a 
failure of introspective vim, but rather from a reluctance to speak on behalf of others with greater first-hand experience of such topics. 
To prefer not to can be an ethical stance. So too can be a calculated queering of the self. Je est un autre, declared the French poet 
and voyant Arthur Rimbaud,1 while Roland Barthes asked “Why should I not speak of ‘myself’ since this ‘my’ is no longer ‘the self’?”2 

He and Magda agreed that the answer was to set up a writer-in-residency, during which he might help prisoners develop a “voice” 
through stories, poems and writings. He would curate the results at the end of the year for a NAC audience. It was a plan. Using her 
considerable persuasive powers and journalist contacts, Magda soon secured a position for him at HMP Wayland, a Category C prison 
for adult males near the village of Griston in Norfolk (where, he discovered later, Reggie Kray was still serving out the final years of his 
life sentence).3

She was not yet 30, splitting up from a first marriage, teaching creative writing and experimental literature, while completing a PhD 
in Creative and Critical Writing at the University of East Anglia. She lived alone in a terraced house with an inherited piano and a 
wood-burning stove. As a girl during the first world war, she had witnessed a German zeppelin eclipse the entire sky over the street. 
Gradually it went black, she said. No light anywhere. Naturally, she’s dead now.

I was making it up as I went along. Not his thing, this “career development”.

A blue Peugeot 208 got him from Norwich to the prison car park in 45 minutes. Gaining entry to the prison took about the same time 
again – waiting to be inspected and searched, for doors to be unlocked then slammed shut with an echoing clang. Negotiating time 
became a weekly ritual. Killing it.

The writing workshops revealed paradoxes around how the personal and impersonal blur within a prison setting. I must not show 

1. Letter to Georges Izambard, 13 May 1871.

2. Roland Barthes. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2010. 168

3.  Other well-known inmates include Jeffery Archer, Charlie Gilmour, son of Pink Floyd guitarist David Gilmour, and Khalid Masood, who subsequently became the perpetrator of the 
2017 Westminster attack.
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vulnerability lest others prey on me. And yet I am vulnerable because I fear a Dear John letter.4 So I write to maintain contact. But there 
is nothing to write about. If I’m honest, and express my feelings, I will write about how miserable everything is, how depressing. But this 
will increase the likelihood of receiving a Dear John letter. So I have to write letters about other things, things I know nothing of – children 
growing up, love, the future, optimism. But this sounds false – and increases the likelihood of receiving a Dear John letter…

John Keats once wrote a letter in which he briefly outlined an idea that had come into his head while walking back from the Christmas 
pantomime with two friends in December 1817. He described “Negative Capability” as being “when a man is capable of being in uncer-
tainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason”.5 The word “negative” here refers not to a judgement but 
to the idea that human potential may reside in what a person lacks – status, knowledge, authority, explanation, for example. This seems 
like an empowering idea.6 

What began as a writing residency swiftly expanded into other media: he initiated what he presented to the authorities as “a film festival” 
– highly educational – showing films that addressed “crime” and/or “punishment” in some way, then (the educational bit) discussing 
how these themes were depicted and what this might tell us about societal assumptions as opposed to the actuality experienced by 
the audience of inmates. Blinds were drawn, lights switched off, the flickering screen in the classroom became increasingly wreathed in 
cigarette smoke as his pouch of Old Holborn rolling tobacco was passed around in the dark. In these pre-internet days, the VHS films 
seemed like fetish objects in the room – clunky black cassettes containing portals to other, distorting worlds. The Long Good Friday 

went down well (not least the scene where a security guard is nailed to the floor), while Jim Jarmusch’s 1986 masterpiece Down by Law 
inspired mainly pity – a low budget movie, was the verdict, using cheap, B&W film stock. 

He made a point of not asking why anyone was in prison. Some wanted to discuss this, others not. It was their choice. On learning that 
there was another group of prisoners who he hadn’t met – those kept in isolation for their own safety – he insisted that the option of at-
tending his classes should be extended to them. This was not a popular decision among his regulars. He was told that he would be the 
first teacher in the isolation wing for 20 or so years. It was where you’d find only the prisoners that the public would rather forget. 

Of all the topics he discussed with this group, Keats’ notion of the poet, who “has no Identity – he is continually informing and filling 
some other Body”7 was most troublesome. One prisoner in particular was extremely provoked by the proposition that one might relin-
quish the idea of having an identity, with its baggage of personal opinions. No matter that Keats had written in another letter to a friend 
about ‘poetical Character’ as being

not itself – it has no self – it is everything and nothing – It has no character – it enjoys light and shade; it 
lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated […]. What shocks the virtuous 
philosopher delights the camelion Poet.8

Now he understands that he was wading into some pretty murky waters, arms raised high, oblivious of both crocodiles and his inability 
to swim. At the time, he was struck only when suddenly patronised by the pity expressed for his “moral emptiness”.

Theatre director Matthew Taylor was invited by a couple of inmates to direct Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, a play which puts killing time 
onstage. The prisoners started the production in their regular “association” period (5.00-6.30pm) under a glass ceiling from which 
the daylight (the only lighting used in the production) gradually drained away as the play proceeded. Ping pong. Snooker. Channel 
changing. Cards. All the daily rituals of passing time confronted an audience that could only incrementally fill the seating area due to the 
requirement to be security checked by guards in small groups through the many entrances between car park and performance space. 

4. A “Dear John” letter, I learned, would typically begin (or end): “Dear John, It is hard for me to tell you this, but I have come to the decision that I can no longer spend my life waiting for 
you to be released…”. 

HMP Wayland guidelines for letters to/from prisoners are as follows: 

Letters 
When you write to a prisoner you must include your full name and address. In most prisons the letters are searched and can be read before 

being given to the prisoner.
You can write about anything but letters must not be obscene, name ‘victims’, or be a threat to discipline or security. Do not enclose any 
items with letters. Make sure you put sufficient postage to cover the costs (anything bigger than A5 counts as ‘large’). Prisoners can normally 
receive a ‘reasonable’ number of letters per week.

If you send greetings cards these should be of reasonable size and not padded or pouched. Do not send musical cards. If you are sending 
more than one card put them all inside one outer envelope, this saves postage. Remember to include your full details (you could put your 
details on a ‘Post-It’ note stuck to the card or include a letter which has your details).

Always put the prisoner’s full name and prison number. If the person has been moved their mail will be forwarded.

On conviction or transfer a prisoner should be given a ‘Reception’ letter to write to tell you where they are.

Prisoners are given a free letter each week to post out, they can send more, but at their own expense. Some prisons allow you to send in 
stamps.

5. The Letters of John Keats, ed. by H E Rollins, 2 vols (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958), i, pp.193-4.

6.  In “John Keats and ‘negative capability’”, Stephen Hebron writes, “The experience and intuitive appreciation of the beautiful is, indeed, central to poetic talent, and renders irrel-
evant anything that is arrived at through reason.” Published online (15 May 2014): https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/john-keats-and-negative-capability#footnote1 
[Accessed 31 August 2017].

7. Ibid., p.387.

8. Ibid., pp.386-7.
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By the time the first lines of the play were spoken, the audience had become immersed in an absence of progression and purpose – 
the utter elimination of ‘time’ as experienced on the ‘outside’.9 

Knowing that it would be impossible to take the show on tour, he commissioned a photographer and sound recordist (both Magda con-
tacts) to make a continuous audio recording of the play which would be accompanied by B&W slide projections of photographic stills 
from the live performance. The idea was to present the absence of the production – to present at NAC what one might bill as Waiting 

for Waiting for Godot. It was a successful interpretation, conveying the nuances of the actors’ voices as well as the expressivity of their 
faces against the starkness of the setting. 

We managed to secure permission for the lead actor, a Glaswegian serving life, to join us for the première at NAC.10 Afterwards, I 
bought him a pint at the theatre bar, the guards watching and waiting nearby, car keys jiggling in fists, impatient to be getting on with 
the drive back through the gathering gloom to the luminescent lights of the lock-up. 

We lingered. Some of the audience wanted to talk. Shame to disappoint.

It’s not about guilt, or degrees thereof.  

From the first sip, with beaded bubbles winking at the brim, to the very last drop of bitter, we felt as if we were free.

9. The production was outstanding. Critics and Beckett scholars travelled considerable distances to catch one of the few shows.

10. This was the man who told me on my first day “You’re safe with lifers – they’ve usually killed the person they needed to kill, have no expectations, and can inhabit time like a 
Buddhist.”
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The Unfurling of Constrained 
Subjectivity: Jean Genet’s Our 
Lady of the Flowers

Hélène Frichot

Dr Hélène Frichot is an Associate Professor and Docent in the School of Architecture, KTH, Stockholm, where she is the director of Critical Studies in Architecture. Hélène’s research 
examines the transdisciplinary field between architecture and philosophy, while her first discipline is architecture, she holds a PhD in philosophy from the University of Sydney 
(2004).

Then he continues by fits and starts the gestures of the drama which he is unaware he is acting out.
        Jean Genet1

Aesthetics is the science which envisages things and beings under the category of power or possibility. A handsome 
man in prison for life is the object of an aesthetic judgement, not only because the vigour and balance of his body are 
separated from their natural exercise and thus simply imagined, but because the imagination is in this case fascinated 
by those characteristics. 

        Gilles Deleuze 2

Jean Genet wrote Our Lady of the Flowers from within the confines of a prison cell. The creative activity of his writing manifested as 
a series of appropriations. In order to set the activity of his writing in motion, the writer accumulated various frayed and fragmented 
memories, faded pictures torn out of old magazines, scraps of newspaper and photographs, which he pinned like captured butterflies 
to the walls of his cell. Genet fabricated, from this collection, both an identity for himself and a company of imaginary others, “in short, 
a host, a still long litany of creatures who are glittering names.”3 In the introduction to Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers Sartre suggests: 
“We can be sure that our ‘dreamer’ never leaves reality; he arranges it.”4 How, then, does Genet negotiate that liminal zone between 
what Sartre calls reality and the fiction the writer constructs? The onanistic dreamer, Genet, deploys the method of montage; that is, 
he pastes otherwise disparate images together in order to posit not only his own subjectivity, ever in motion, but the subjectivities of a 
company of others to support this construction and to offer him scant comfort. The realms of fiction and reality are, in this way, effec-
tively sutured.

When Genet began to write he was a man condemned to life imprisonment for having stolen the property of others one too many times. 
A series of petty crimes resulted in his indefinite confinement. From the spatial constraints of his prison cell, through the activity of 
writing, Genet constructed, in fits and starts, his subjectivity shaping its corporeal expression as an aesthetic object that would in time 
secure his release from incarceration. Genet was not the handsome man Gilles Deleuze describes in the opening quote, but finding 
himself in an impossible situation, it was exactly the curtailment of life’s possibilities that led the writer to resituate himself as writer, to 
summon forth the powers of his imagination as a retort to his spatial containment. A man condemned to indefinite confinement, he takes 
his confinement and frames a project to while away the idle hours. As a point of departure Genet effects a reversal of the two slurs with 
which he has been repeatedly annointed, thief and monster, making of each something of a technique of the affirmative construction of 
subjectivity. 

The process of subjectification is an activity perpetually in construction from which the ‘self’ emerges as a fiction of a special kind. Jean-
Paul Sartre suggests that, from the midst of the ‘sweet confusion’ of childhood, “[Genet] has learned that he is and, by the same token, 
that this person is a monster.”5 This childhood ‘discovery’ is elided with an ongoing act of construction, for Genet continues to actively 
generate and multiply the monstrous. Throughout his novel, Our Lady of the Flowers, Genet deploys his subjectivity not only through the 
transgender character of Divine, but through the misadventures of the young boy Culafroy, who stands in for his own childhood. Genet 
manifests various gestures to augment his subjectivity in construction across any number of the minor queens, pimps and convicts that 
people his story. His subjectivity in process is folded and unfolded across the bodies of the innumerable characters who compose his 
quasi-fictional tableaux. Divine is the character with whom Genet is most closely intertwined.  Genet writes “I close my eyes. Divine: a 
thousand shapes, charming in their grace, emerge from my eyes, mouth, elbows and knees, from all parts of me. They say to me: ‘Jean, 

1. Jean Genet, Our Lady of the Flowers, trans. Bernard Frechtman, intro. Jean-Paul Sartre, London and Boston: Faber and Faber, 1964 [1943] p. 196.

2. Gilles Deleuze, Empiricism and Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume’s Theory of Human Nature, trans. and intro. Constantin V. Boundas, N.Y.: Columbia University Press, 1991 [1953] 
p. 57.

3. Jean Genet, Our Lady Of the Flowers, p. 52.

4. Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘Introduction’, Jean Genet, Our Lady Of the Flowers,  Ibid.

5. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. Bernard Frechtman, London: Heineman, 1988, (1952) p. 23 
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how glad I am to be Divine and to be living with Darling.’”6 Genet anoints himself, through the voice of Divine’s mother Ernestine, as 
monstrous, imagining Divine’s mother, who stands in for his own, as she who has “brought forth a monstrous creature, neither male nor 
female.”7 

The ongoing construction of subjectivity depends on the conjunctions of the imagination. Genet, who imagines himself as monstrous, 
can be organised as an imaginary body, specifically, an imaginary body bound up in the process of constructing subjectivity. The Aus-
tralian philosopher Moira Gatens describes an imaginary body as a collection of often ready-made images, symbols, metaphors and 
representations.8 I will be concerned here with the arrangement of such ‘fragments’ as I propose to examine the construction of Genet’s 
multiple expressions of subjectivity through the process of montage. Genet depicts himself as monstrous and, a reading of his text 
provokes mixed reactionsof fascination, disgust, desire and even horror. The writer reconstructs himself as relegated to the obscene, 
“which is the off-scene of the world”9 composing himself as both abject and grotesque. Paradoxically, both of these characteristics are 
sufficient to engender wonder. Where the grotesque finds its place in the sacred grotto, in this instance represented by the confines of 
Genet’s cell, the abject is that which is always on the outside. Though he is imprisoned, the writer Genet locates himself as beyond the 
constraints of ‘polite’ society, occupying “a really dead man’s existence ... on the margin of the living.”10

If the archetypal monster can be imagined as a concatenation of mismatched or disparate parts, stolen from the dead or appropriat-
ed from a past now turning toward decay, then the process of montage may illuminate the means of composing such a monster. The 
assemblage that is the monstrous offspring of montage recollects a Surrealist game, which incorporates the efforts of a number of 
participants in disjointed collaboration. This game is called cadavre exquis (exquisite corpse). The corporeal is evinced in this game 
not only through the close collaboration of the players, but in their ongoing fascination with the multifarious figurations of the human and 
non-human form that erupt once their game is completed and their canvases unfolded.

Gilles Deleuze points out that it is not only the sleep of reason but the insomnia of thought that gives rise to monsters.11 Recall, for 
instance, the pale, sleep deprived face of Frankenstein as he readies his own monstrous construction. The monster is the sign of differ-
ence. On this count both Deleuze and Michel Foucault agree: “Thought ‘makes’ difference, but difference is monstrous.”12 The monster 
disrupts the hegemony of the Same, it disturbs expectations, proceeds at a marvellous speed and breaches boundaries, especially 
that sacrosanct boundary that wraps the body in the containment of its own skin. When Frankenstein’s monster realises his difference 
from humankind, he is appalled by the fact that he does not belong to a community of others. “When I looked around” he says, “I saw 
and heard of none like me.”13  The appearance of the monster shocks the senses of all those who apprehend its ill-defined form, but 
more importantly the monster evades easy categorisation. 

The monster, especially Frankenstein’s monster, as Marie-Hélène Huet points out, is an “aesthetic shock”, even a “failed aesthetic 
endeavour.”14 I would like to recuperate this apparently failed venture and ask why the monster must be conceived as what Delezue 
describes as a “bad encounter, a bad occasion”?15 Instead I wish to examine how the monstrous might further illuminate the construc-
tion of subjectivity. I will now enlist a series of procedures of montage to present my case. 

Shock is one of the effects of montage whereby two or more otherwise disparate realities are drawn into the proximity of each other in 
a moment of incomprehension or, alternatively, of creative realisation. Walter Benjamin appealed to the effect of shock meetings and 
chance encounters when he invoked the use of montage for his own philosophical endeavours.16 Benjamin, who subsumes the process 
of montage within his notion of allegory, suggests: “If it is to hold its own against the tendency to absorption, the allegorical must 
constantly unfold in new and surprising ways.”17 Here allegory is conceived in a specific sense, as the means by which a concrete or 
imagistic fragment is recollected from a past in order to illuminate a present. The writer Genet closely attends to this process.  

The allegorical fragment is related to the process of montage in that the latter organises the former. In this respect, Susan Buck-
Morss notes two effects which result from the process of montage: either the fragments collected together in a present(ation) remain 
in unreconciled  juxtaposition or the fragments are so artfully fused that they appear to depict a seamless reality that erases any hint 
of artificiality.18 Benjamin, who conceived the unfolding of history as a vast accumulation of debris,19  sought to expose the seamless 

6. Genet, Our Lady of the Flowers, p. 88.

7. Ibid., p. 230.

8. Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Powers and Corporeality, London and New York: Routledge, 1996, p. viii.

9. Genet, Our Lady of the Flowers, p. 232.
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depiction of reality as myth, suggesting, “Allegories are, in the realm of thoughts, what ruins are in the realm of things.”20 Allegories 
expose the artificiality of deceptively continuous, panoramic representations of history and, I suggest, apparently seamless depictions of  
the self. Through the use of allegory, Benjamin sought to depict modernity and history in general as a construction or an unfolding event 
composed of shifting fragments.21 The process of montage organises the allegorical fragment in varying degrees between unification 
and disorganisation, identity and diversity, resembling in this respect the twofold activity of the Humean imagination. 

The imagination, so described by the 18th Century father of empiricism David Hume, not only facilitates the smooth transition between 
otherwise disparate ideas, but produces separations or disjunctions where differences are perceived.22 Once this cartography of dis-
junction is applied to the ‘self’ that which is constructed is the monstrous. The self, habitually conceived as invariable and uninterrupted, 
is instead depicted as fissured, and thrown into what Hume describes as a flux of perceptions.23 Deleuze not only augments Hume’s 
notion of the ‘self’ by celebrating the artifice of its construction, but approaches the history of philosophy in general by way of an act of 
buggery.24 Through this profane and violent act, Deleuze imagines the philosopher with whom he becomes so conjoined conceiving a 
‘monstrous offspring’. With the trope of the monstrous offspring Deleuze effectively thwarts the linear narrative of the history of philos-
ophy to suture thinkers and concepts otherwise diachronically arranged, in synchronous moments of intensity. By confusing what was 
otherwise a carefully arranged chronology of historical events, Deleuze might be described as participating in the activity of montage. 
Furthermore, Deleuze writes, “It seems to us that the history of philosophy should play a role roughly analogous to that of collage in 
painting”25 and collage bears a close relationship to the process of montage. Both activities require the appropriation of fragments from 
one context and their subsequent application in another: “beau comme...la rencontre fortuite sur une table de dissection d’une machine 
à coudre et d’un parapluie” [“As beautiful as the chance encounter of an umbrella and a sewing machine on a dissecting table”].26 A 
textual image used by Lautremont to describe the appearance of a young man, resulting in a juxtaposition both wonderful and disturb-
ing.

The violence of the above method of appropriation is further supported by Deleuze’s recommendation that “Theft is primary in 
thought.”27 Deleuze not only confiscates ideas from the history of philosophy, as though it were that vast accumulation of historical 
debris that Benjamin invokes, but he effectively feminises the philosophers he enters from behind, or afterwards. Also requisitioned is 
that aspect of the procreative domain conventionally reserved for woman. In this respect, Huet finds it troubling that the feminine imag-
ination, which had been traditionally blamed for the creation of ‘monstrous offspring’, is subsequently reclaimed as a tool by masculine 
thinkers who reassign the creative impetus of the imagination from the maternal to the paternal.28 As I hope to illustrate, Genet compli-
cates this simple binary of masculine and feminine attributes and capacities by passing effortlessly from one gender assignation to the 
other and circulating amidst a variety of body morphologies. Yet with respect to Deleuze’s sexualised, textual encounter, that which 
proves most interesting is the manifestation of the body of a thinker, whereby the body is at once admitted and occluded. 

Genet is a thief, he is named a thief while positioned in the realm of childhood and takes this appellation seriously.29 The occupation 
of thief is well suited to his enterprise as he confiscates all the materials he deems necessary for his task of writing. Genet writes from 
within the confines of a prison cell, pilfering paper designated for the humble making of bags in order to inscribe his fiction. He appropri-
ates both images and ideas from dog-eared paperback romances, adventure novels, newspapers and used-up magazines. Genet also 
steals the stories of others, the testimonies of fellow convicts and snippets of gossip from the guards. He has an eye for the object trou-
vé and pleasures himself by putting it to use. Genet attends to a further technique on the list of procedures that pertain to the process of 
montage: confiscation, that is, to lift, steal or appropriate elements from one context in order to use and misuse them in another. 

The elements that Genet confiscates are from innumerable sources. These sources are not just textual and visual, but also corporeal. 
The body in bits and pieces is deployed throughout Genet’s text, recollected from the interludes the writer has enjoyed with other men 
and taken from the context of the writer’s own body. In terms of Genet’s exceptional context, the cell, and the prison, it is important to 
recall Foucault’s conception of heterogeneous space here, of heterotopias or other spaces. Cordoned off from the general public, the 
prison constitutes exactly such a space and houses a litany of gestures that are repetitively practised by the initiate.30 Genet describes 
these gestures in such minute detail that they explode in fleshy constellations across his fiction. Genet recounts, for example, the memo-
ry of a fellow inmate from whom he creates a character in his fantasy:
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He was perhaps the handsomest Negro I have ever seen. How lovingly I shall caress, with the memory of him, the image I shall com-
pose, thanks to it, of Seck Gorgui.31

In one instance, Genet appropriates the palpable memory of his fellow inmate, Clement’s “elastic muscle [which] he dug into me 
without using his hands”32 and deploys this fragment of the body amidst various of his characters. Where Deleuze presents, yet at once 
conceals, his scene of buggery, Genet constructs such a scene in minute detail, evoking a palpable sense of the corporeal.

Having used confiscation as one technique, Genet then participates in the category of collector, one of those figures, alongside the 
flâneur, the prostitute and rag-picker, with whom Benjamin admits a fascination. Like a bower bird Genet collects colourful objects and 
decorates the walls of his cell with the images of desirable men. He misappropriates beads, otherwise reserved for the fabrication of 
funeral wreathes, to frame his most prized pieces: the disembodied faces of murderers and thieves. According to Benjamin:

To the collector, in every one of his objects the world is present, and indeed ordered – but according to a surprising relationship, 
incomprehensible in profane terms.33

Genet compresses the world into the confines of his cell and therein proceeds with the construction of his fantastic confabulation. The 
ordering of Genet’s collection is paratactic, and parataxis constitutes a further montage procedure whereby ideas are strung together 
without the benefit of a conjunction.34 Deleuze in particular is fond of parataxis, for it opens up an entire territory of the in-between or of 
relations, externally wrought between one concept and another.35 Parataxis also provokes a stammering or a stuttering that transforms 
language so that it becomes fissured.36 It follows that a writer, such as Genet, is enabled to sculpt what he has called the ‘language of 
the enemy’ by rearranging it for his own use.37

Genet’s text can be read as a series of fragmentary tableaux, paratactically accumulated and arranged in such a way that they con-
found a strict chronological reading. Segments of Genet’s narrative might be removed or rearranged or simply read in isolation. The 
text of the novel, in other words, does not form an organic, but an inorganic and fragmentary whole. Where the organic work recognises 
a relationship between the parts and the whole, the particular and the universal, the inorganic work is composed in such a way that, as 
Peter Bürger suggests, “the element of unity is withdrawn to an infinite distance.”38 Sartre argues that the episodic structure of Our Lady 
of the Flowers corresponds to the masturbatory habits of the writer. Genet is affected by the onanistic magic of words and according 
to Sartre, Our Lady of the Flowers is an “epic of masturbation.”39 Genet writes to get off. Furthermore, there is a sense in which the 
text, though fragmentary, is interminable, as though the writer could indefinitely continue pleasuring himself. The reader, whom Genet 
was not at first expecting to be anyone but himself,40 is pressed close against both the body of the narrator, Jean Genet, and, in turn, 
against the bodies of a select committee of his characters. Genet, through repetitive acts of auto-eroticism, compulsively writes and 
reads his own text as he fondles and caresses his own body, realising at once an otherness concomitant with his flesh. 

Between concepts of the self and the other, and between the parts that gather to form Genet’s text, resonances can be observed. Still, 
these resonances should not be mistaken as lending the work a coherent unity.41 Cutting across the tableaux that compose Genet’s 
text, one such resonance serves to perpetuate the repetition of a meticulously described gesture. Within different narrative sequences 
both Divine and the young boy Culafroy make enormous gestures, which seem to share the same expansiveness and concoct what 
appears to be a continuity between childhood and adulthood. But with each occurrence of this gesture there is a subtle shift. Divine’s 
enormous gesture is, in fact, composed of two smaller gestures, the second “grafting itself on just as the first ceased”42 and dampening 
what was going to be a tremendous arc of her arm. This arc instead falls short and becomes strange or hybrid, a montage of seg-
ments. On the other hand, the trajectory of Culafroy’s gesture, which is stolen from a ‘tragedian’ continues:

A gesture that went beyond the room, entered into the night, where it continued onto the stars, among the Bears, and even farther; 
then, like the snake that bites its tail, it returned to the shadow of the room, and into the child who drowned in it...this final laceration 
sawed his soul apart; the silence, the shadow, and the hope of separating these diverse elements, which fell away severally, thus 
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dashed to the ground an attempt at construction.43

With this gesture the lived body unfolds itself into a universe which returns to enfold the lived body. Culafroy drowns within a gesture that 
has imbricated him with a radical otherness. The result of this doubling of folds is a diversification, a becoming-multiple, a construction 
that indefinitely forgoes completion.

To further explore concepts pertaining to the representation of the lived body, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh is useful. Flesh 
denotes the reflexivity of the sensible; that the body can touch and be touched, see and be seen.44 The lived body or the embodied 
subject both perceives and recognises itself as perceived. The body, bound up with subjectivity in process, is intercalated with a world 
at a present moment. Merleau-Ponty writes: 

Things are an annex or prolongation of itself; they are encrusted into its flesh, they are part of its full definition; the world is made up of 
the same stuff as the body.45

Genet participates in the reflexivity and reversibility of the flesh. He unfolds himself into a sensible world and, in turn, enfolds this world 
into himself. This activity is ongoing for, as Elizabeth Grosz points out, a fully realised reversibility of positions between self and other, 
inside and outside, is never quite satisfied.46 Thus, Genet can maintain a perpetual state of erethism. Imagine Genet’s flesh folded and 
unfolded like a game of cadavre exquis. The results of this game are both unexpected and monstrous, a juxtaposition of parts organised 
around the intervals that come between each segment or body part or around the lag that occurs at those moments wherein the flesh 
negotiates its reversibility. Here I enlist the montage procedure of juxtaposition, which is enacted through the reassignation of confiscat-
ed fragments, imagistic, textual and corporeal.

Throughout Genet’s text the most explicit juxtaposition recurs between the prison cell and the fantasy that the writer has constructed. 
From the midst of a scene composed between two or more characters and various props, all the fantastic workings of Genet’s fiction 
can be suddenly evacuated. Genet writes, “Darling, Divine and Our Lady flee from me at top speed, taking with them the consolation of 
their existence.”47 Genet’s characters become diluted or insubstantial as his cell periodically crowds in around him. Nevertheless, the 
division between the real and the fictional is not without complication. Through repetitive juxtapositions the apparently real space of the 
cell becomes transformed and is confused with the construction of fictional space. Genet positions his characters, such as Darling, in 
cells that resemble his own, describing his own cell through a fictionalised inhabitation:

My cell is an exactly cubic box. In the evening as soon as Darling stretches out in bed, the window carries the cell off toward the west, 
detaches it from the masoned block and flies off with it, hauling it like the basket of a balloon.48

Genet facilitates a slippage between what is real and what is fictional and through this loophole he breaches the walls of his cell and 
escapes.

With the confusion of the real and the fictional I arrive at that principle of montage I have named tropological passing.49 This is where 
language is let loose from its significatory bindings and enabled to celebrate the ludic. Genet writes “[f]rom his nostrils [Darling] plucks 
acacia and violet petals.”50 The tropological51 enables the subversive use of words (images, gestures), so that words can be turned 
away from their original meaning. The transformative qualities of objects and words was also manipulated by the Surrealists who sought 
to defamiliarise everyday objects through a systematic derangement of their use.52 Deploying such a procedure Genet celebrates, 
rather than denigrates, the occupations of thief, murderer, pimp, prostitute and ‘queen’. A tropological passing can also be explained by 
recourse to Roland Barthes’ notion of obtuse meaning,53 which is excessive in that it is supplementary to communication and significa-
tion. The tropological turns of obtuse meaning put into play a field of permutations, which confound ‘straight’ signification.54  
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Confronted with the character of Divine, the reader cannot ascribe her/him with sexual identity. She/he is ‘gay’ or ludic but never 
‘straight’ nor bound by a heterosexist logic. The field of Divine’s body (which is simultaneously Genet’s and the child Culafroy’s body) is 
crisscrossed with innumerable gestures perpetually undergoing permutations, as Genet writes: 

While walking. Everywhere. Her body was always manifesting itself. Manifesting a thousand bodies ... You might have taken her for 
some mad tragic actress who, unable to re-enter her own personality, keeps trying, trying...55

Genet describes Divine/himself as a “monstrous creature”56 a concatenation of disparate bits and pieces, a juxtaposition, a montage. 
Above all, Divine locates that position through which Genet can pass at will between the masculine and the feminine.

Passing denotes the mobility of the corporeal expression of subjectivity. At this point, I would like to ask whether Merleau-Ponty’s 
conception of flesh adequately addresses this mobility. Catherine Vasseleu argues that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh does not 
secure the body as a “[fixed] locus from which we perceive” suggesting instead that “the possibility of self-presence is dissipated 
in the divergence of perception.”57 To further explicate the divergence that is concomitant with the flesh, Vasseleu draws attention to 
Merleau-Ponty’s use of the term ‘dehiscence’. This is a biological term used to describe the splintering of seeds or pods, which results 
in the bringing forth of new flesh.58 Appealing as this term may be in its evocation of the perpetual unfolding of the flesh, it still defers 
to a prior state of unity that grounds the eruption of difference or otherness. I would like to augment Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh by 
grafting onto it José Gil’s notion of exfoliation.59 Gil explicitly dispels the phenomenological standpoint, which securely positions a uni-
fied perceiver or corporeal whole apprehending a delimited world.60 Admittedly, this is a position that Merleau-Ponty is also questioning 
or leaving behind, but Gil in addition suggests that he is concerned with a “mechanics of space”:

Being in space means to establish diverse relationships with the things that surround our bodies. Each set of relations is determined by 
the action of the body that accompanies an investment of desire in a particular being or particular object. Between the body (and the 
organs in use) and the thing is established a connection that immediately affects the form and space of the body; between the one and 
the other a privileged spatial relation emerges that defines the space uniting them as “near” or “far”, resistant, thick, wavy, vertiginous, 
smooth, prickly.61

The variegated spatio-temporal dispersions of the lived body, which are always already ongoing, form innumerable relations (with 
objects, others, itself). Gil configures these relations as exfoliations. Through the ‘mechanics’ or, as I prefer to put it, the constructive 
capacity of exfoliation, I envision a promising means by which the reification of the embodied subject can be resisted.

As it turns out the flesh that composes the monster Genet imagines himself perpetually becoming secures no unitary, primordial ground 
for the writer. It is not so much a matter of flesh, as described by Merleau-Ponty, but exfoliation. Though this term seems to closely 
resemble Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh, I suggest that exfoliation privileges no prior unity of body and perceiver. Instead, exfoliation 
promises access to what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘lines of flight’, which participate in the work of creative philosophy. A subjectivity, 
such as that invented by Genet, suffers such eruptive exfoliations, or as Genet so describes: “that disquieting air of being multiple.”62 
With respect to aesthetic practise, the Surrealist André Breton suggests that the process of unfolding and connecting images is hard to 
grasp and effectively eruptive.63 These eruptions manifest lacunae or fractures in the self and it is Deleuze’s contention that creativity is 
made possible from the midst of these fractures, at those moments when the self becomes so cracked that it can travel the otherwise 
unforged paths of becoming-other. Similarly, the game of cadavre exquis is organised around intervals or interruptions and, as Ben-
jamin notes, “interruption is one of the fundamental devices of all structuring.”64  Before each player inscribes their fragment a break 
occurs, the ‘canvasä is passed along, not only that but the material of inscription is folded.

The fold is the means by which subjectivity can be constructed out of the forces of the Outside or the world or the given. As Hélène 
Cixous suggests, “There is the world and the self: everything ... It is the meeting of two equivalents” and this encounter, according to 
Cixous, is a “marvellous thing.”65 But it is a meeting of a particular sort, like two sides of a piece of paper or cloth, folded and refolded 
in such a way that Deleuze can posit “the inside as the operation of the outside.”66 That which is enabled is a reversibility. Genet finds 
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himself entranced by the sweetness of his own work, for he forgets that a moment past it was he who wrote.67 Genet suggests that his 
encounters occur outside time, in those fractures wherein he loses himself, only to be confronted, in turn, with lucidity and insomnia,68 
the ‘insomnia of thought’, and the interior walls of his cell.   

Approaching the closure of his novel Our Lady of the Flowers, Genet claims, “I already feel that I no longer belong to the prison.”69 The 
writer has, through his innumerable exfoliations, breached the boundaries of his containment. At this juncture a further fold is articulated 
through the double investment wherein the lived body, the writer Genet, is both informed by and forms space.70 But by no means should 
this text or process be considered finished. As Deleuze recommends, “Writing is a question of becoming, always incomplete, always in 
the midst of being formed ... It is a process, that is, a passage of Life ... to the point of becoming imperceptible.”71 Genet, who imagines 
himself monstrous, constructs a text punctuated by episodic shocks and surprising juxtapositions. Constructing his fragmented pro-
cessional, Genet periodically escapes along ‘lines of flight’, or lines of leakage, which are also lines of escape, whereby the segments 
that compose his imaginary constructions become smoothed over and he is enabled to breach the boundaries of his containment. Still, 
a tension persists that threatens the writer with delirium, for the writer’s work is an ongoing struggle between containment and eruption, 
invoked as the creative stammer of subjectivity.72 As Paul Patton points out, where he reiterates Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of a 
‘line of flight’, such a line of potential escape is “both the line of maximal creative potential and the line of greatest danger,”73 for it can 
sometimes go awry and the creative impetus can exude the odour of death.  

This ongoing, though stricken creativity can be loosely organised by way of an open list of montage procedures that I have enrolled 
throughout this essay, and by attending to the process of montage I have likewise composed a loose assemblage of disparate ideas 
anticipating the arousal of surprising effects. The investigation I present concerns the construction of subjectivity worked out in a site of 
greatest constraint, that is the prison cell, considering specifically how it is unfolded in the realm of Genet’s work. Gil names the lived 
body a ‘decoder-body’, suggesting that it is “the privileged ground for metaphorisation.”74 Genet’s fictional experimentations are exem-
plary of such transformations, represented in text, of the capacities of the lived body, inclusive of subjectivity, encoding and decoding 
his particular spatio-temporal moment and perpetually manipulating language and the body to suit his purposes.  It is through the lived 
body, the ‘decoder-body’ that the subject in process, Genet, shifts across diversely located positions, manipulates language or config-
ures relations between self and other, self and things: near, far, resistant, thick, wavy, and so on. Such relations or exfoliations can be 
organised by appropriating procedures of montage. Genet deploys subjectivity, inclusive of the hecceity of the lived body, as his mode 
of creative resistance; he displaces the closeted domain of his cell and through language or his variety of ‘wild-flowering’ metaphor, 
unfurls a variety of other spaces, other situations. The monster can break out and celebrate its difference, enabling at the same time the 
inauguration of a specific approach to a literary and creative philosophy. 

AFTERWORD: AUGUST 2017

This essay was originally written as the third part of an Honours thesis for a joint degree in philosophy and literature in 1999 at the 
University of Western Australia. It has been partially edited, but not updated in terms of its source material for the purposes of this new 
context. It is an old essay from another century and much has changed in the interim, but as a writer I maintain a fascination in the 
potentialities and pitfalls that pertain to the construction of subjectivity, and I am still very much taken by David Hume’s argument that 
the self is a fiction constructed from images and ideas. Today this notion of the construction of subjectivity can be analysed not only in 
terms of its creative, even liberatory potential, but in terms of how populations come to think together, their processes of subjectificaton 
managed through sophisticated media at the massive scale of Big Data. This is what can be called noopolitics, the politics of how minds 
think together and sometimes unwittingly collaborate toward the manufacturing of unintentional effects. 

The first two parts of the honours thesis proceeded with a discussion of Hume’s arguments and progressed into an account of Gilles 
Deleuze’s controversial discussion of Hume on subjectivity and artifice, in order to conclude with a reading of Jean Genet’s Our Lady 
of the Flowers as something of a test site for considering the construction of subjectivity, self, work, and world, as undertaken through 
procedures of theft and montage. 

Though Jean Genet’s name is dropped from time to time across Deleuze, and also Deleuze and Guattari’s work, Deleuze is better 
known for his analysis of artists such as Francis Bacon, who in fact also used a cut-up, collage and montage technique when compos-
ing his canvases, from the 1940s onwards lifting images from newspapers and magazines, and from the 1960s commissioning photog-
raphers to take images that he could cut and paste and juxtapose so as to compose the by now well-known distorted figures depicted 
across his canvases.

67. Genet, Our Lady of the Flowers, p. 107.

68. Ibid., p. 117.

69. Genet, Our Lady of the Flowers, p. 236.       
70. Gil, Metamorphoses, p. 127.

71. Gilles Deleuze, ‘Literature and Life’, trans. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco, Critical Inquiry, 23, Winter 1997, p. 225.

72. Deleuze suggests “A thing, an animal, a person are now only definable by movements and rests, speeds and slownesses and by affects, intensities”. According to Deleuze this 
movement causes subjectivity to stutter.  Deleuze and Parnot, Dialogues, p. 93.

73. Paul Patton, ‘Conceptual Politics and the War-Machine in Mille Plateaux’ in SubStance, no. 44/45, 1984, p. 66. 

74. Gil,  Metamorphoses, p. 127.         
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Walls of Dust

Adrià Carbonell 

Adrià Carbonell is an architect based in Stockholm. He graduated in Barcelona in 2005 (URL), and subsequently received a Postgraduate degree in Architecture and Writing (Elis-
ava/UPC) and a Masters in Architecture and Urban Culture (UPC). Since 2008, he has combined his own professional practice in architecture and urban design with research and 
teaching. He currently teaches at the KTH School of Architecture, and has previously hold teaching positions at KU Leuven Faculty of Architecture, at Umeå School of Architecture 
and at the College of Architecture, Art and Design of the American University of Sharjah. He has recently co-founded the research platform Aside, where he writes about architec-
ture, territory and politics. His writings have been widely published, including journals like San Rocco, Monu-Magazine, Cartha or Zarch, and have been awarded the AJAC prize for 
young architects in the category of theory and criticism five times by the Official College of Architects of Catalonia.

There is nothing out there. Dunes. Dunes, rocky valleys and orange stones crushing to dust. Dust. Dust all over. I can’t see anything out 
there. I can’t even see the emptiness, the vastness of the desert; I can’t even see the immensity of the sky. The sky is blurred, perma-
nently indistinct like everything else, all covered by the everlasting, ever-enduring, ever-present dust. Dust. Dust through the window. 
They call it window, but it’s not, it’s not a window, it’s not an opening, it’s not a hole; it’s a wall that pushes you back, it’s a motion 
picture in the wall. A picture of dust. Dust. Have you ever tried to paint dust?

I bet you haven’t, you can’t deal with the intangible, with something you cannot grasp nor touch nor mould. How could you portrait an 
object with no matter, how could you even imagine such a beautiful paradox. Aballí did. Aballí did paint dust. I recall him as the most 
sharp and clever and precise of all artists I ever met. Aballí did manage to paint dust. He actually did better than that, Aballí recorded 
time by capturing dust. Through a sedimentation process of floating particles in suspension slowly settling on a horizontal canvas, 
Aballí solidified dust into matter. The opposite than Sujimoto. Sujimoto erases time by superimposition, Aballí paints the invisible by 
accumulation. Have you ever seen Baltic Sea, Rügen, 1996?

I always thought of myself as an intellectual, as a creative intellectual mind that would benefit from an ascetic life. Detached from any 
outside, I convinced myself that living in a voluntary confinement, in the most extreme mode of isolation, would ease the pain of social 
ties, and would bring my dull compromised existence into a state of joyful and glorious creation. Without any burden other than myself, 
loyal to no other than myself, with no obligations that would limit my capacities, I would be able to explore every single corner of my 
being and, thus, turn it into art. Art. I can’t see any art. I can’t find any art. I’m deprived of any art. I’m left with no sight, my hands alone 
touching in the darkness. I can’t see my blindness. I am trying to condense the whole world into pictures, shaped with my arid, parched 
and atrophied hands, because is with my hands that I write the images of my world, and there is nothing beyond my writing, my words. 
My body has become the continent that encapsulates my world. Can words make art?

I can’t feel nothing but my body. I paint my body. A second body. Another body. A tough, rough, harsh, impregnable, inextricable, 
inscrutable body. I stroke your body, I scratch your body. You, beautiful striped wooden fibered concrete skin, I caress the surface 
of your body like a blonde hair mane, I move through the relief of your texturised surface, I can feel every winkle of your impenetrable 
membrane, hence this is all I know, this is all you show. Flesh and stone. And I stand, I walk, I stop, I step, I stop, I lean, I rub, I scrub, 
I stop, I sit, I hold, I stretch, I crane, I pause, I lay, I shrink, I wrap, I rest, I stand. I record all of these movements and play them again, 
and again, and forever, thus approaching perfect automation. This is how punishment looks like. Incarceration is a dual reducer, that’s 
what it fundamentally consists of, a reduction of all possibilities, all multiplicities and detours, all nuances to one duality. One confronta-
tion. One brutal antagonism. Are you in or out?

A prison cell is a bouncing device, an enclosure of walls that expel your body like opposite magnets, a floating corpse in a slow steady 
motion to nowhere, there is no landing nor burial. Your body bounces, your thoughts bounce, your hopes bounce as far as they stay 
alive, because hopes die quickly in a prison cell. They’re not like hopes anymore, not like they used to be when you lived outside, when 
you had an actual outside. They transform, they stop being hopes to progressively mutate into dreams. Dreams. Dreams have the 
virtue of lacking expectations, dreams are not meant to be fulfilled, they are made to scape, to evade, to sneak into a different reality. I 
live in a dream that someone has designed. Have you ever designed a prison?

Take a pen, take a pice of paper, and draw a cell. I guess what you will draw. In fact, I’m entirely sure about your drawing. You will take 
a pen and will draw a line, a straight line. You will proceed with a second line in right angle to complete an L shape line, and will contin-
ue tracing the line until the loop is closed into a rectangular shape. You will draw the walls of my confinement, that is what you will draw: 
walls. Just walls. Four walls that will define my world, that will condemn my life, or any other. You will not draw anything else but walls. 
Walls. This is what architects do, they draw walls. Only walls. Páez i Blanch put it so harshly and hurtfully clear: specific distances are 
decided upon for the separation of particular materials. Radically, that and only that is what designers do. This is what they do, 



40

A

A

B

B

C

C

D

D

E

E

F

F

G

G

Plan / SectionsTHE CELL
1:200

0.3m 0.6m 0.9m 1.2m

DESIGN OF A PRISON CELL IN AL-AIN 
by Saif Mhaisen.



41

what you do. Walls. Distances, materials, and walls. Walls. Trembling walls caught between determination and pro-
liferation, between needs and desires. A splitting line cutting through the core, dividing (walls), separating (hearts). 
Erecting the tension between fixing and allowing, dealing with the struggle between duty and wish. If we could ever 
transfer one into the other, if we could ever make a hole. This what he does, he holds a mirror before our eyes. Have 
you ever been an architect?

No, you’re not. You’re not Perec, and I regret that so much. I would have loved him to draw a cell for me, to draw 
everything but the physicality of walls, to describe all the rest, ce que l’on ne note généralment pas, ce qui se passe 

quand il ne se passe rien, sinon du temps, des gens, des voitures et des nuages. It disappoints me so much your not 
being Perec, deep in my dysfunctional, broken, dying heart. Heart. I try to make music with my heart, with the beats of 
my heart, with the streams of blood in my veins, with the knock of my bones. Bones. Hearts. I try to make music out of 
silence, like John Milton Cage jr. taught me. Although we wouldn’t need him here, we learn that silence is not possible 
here, we’re raised in this forceful reality here, a learning that takes the form of a sudden revelation: nothing does not 
exist.

Passe un 86 presque plein

Passe un 63 presque vide

Passe un 96 plutôt plein

Passe un 87 plutôt plein

I can hear the heart beating as one when I dress my autumn sweater, when I drive my little Honda in my little corner

INTERIOR VIEWS OF A PRISON CELL IN AL-AIN
by Saif Mhaisen
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of the world. I follow the green arrows and dive deeper into movies, I stack sugar cubes, I trace the contour of their shadows while 
displace their centre of gravity. A whimsical celestial body is surfing on galactic waves and I damage my brain and hurt myself, I inflict 
casual injuries in my flesh, I open the wounds and stretch my skin. All is underserved when randomness rules, and this is our rule, 
when destiny is nothing but story tale, and this is our tale, when free will is restrained by universal chaos, and this is our chaos. What is 
freedom, then?

Red was the first man on the yard that morning, Red found the silent emptiness disturbing, Red was still depressed, Red was slightly 
over six feet, Red had long since faded, Red was pleased to consider improvements, Red was scheduled, Red’s ears were greatly 

altered, Red figured, Red experienced a momentary uncertainty, Red found himself wildly contorted, Red grinned, Red drove back, 
Red said from where he had sprawled on the bed, she turned to Red, they call you red? Red stripped, Red figured she might as well,  
Red didn’t figure himself with excessive cleaning, Red explained why, Red admitted, Red to chuckle with amused tolerance, Red made 
afternoon lockup, Red’s footprint, he told Red, Red yawn hugely, Red was asleep, Red flush on the mouth, Red tried to wash his face, 
he told Red he could probably save the tooth, fit Red with a partial, Red wanted to keep his own teeth, Red thought mockingly, Red was 
waiting, Red returned. Red, you think you’ll ever amount to anything? Red shrugged, Red’s eyes began to grow, Red knew he had made 

his date, Red thought about the men waiting somewhere in some county jail. I walked four thousand miles up north, I’m not Society Red 
and this is not a major novel, but a sterile delusion of a confined body casted in concrete, a faint cry of a bird. A distant sound through 
the deaf walls. Walls. Walls perforated by birds. Birds. Birds overlooking my room. Birds seeing it all. Birds singing our freedom out to 
the world. Birds carrying our ultimate questions to unreachable cliffs and deserts. Birds piercing curtains of dust. Dust. Dust can’t defeat 
birds. Birds. Birds are the voice of all inmates, fugitives and wanderers, the soul of us all. What was my crime?

Note
This short text started as a counter-fiction of a beautiful design of a prison cell by the Palestinian architect and artist Saif Mhaisen. The 
design was carried out within a design studio run by the author at the American University of Sharjah in the fall 2012. The text borrows 
ideas and fragments equally from books, artworks and music albums.
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The architecture of occupation. 
The Israeli apartheid barriers.

Roemer van Toorn

Roemer van Toorn is an architect and Professor of Architecture Theory, at UMA School of Architecture, Umeå, Sweden. He is a member of the Formas supported Strong Research 
Environment “Architecture in Effect” hosted by KTH in Stockholm. He has been in charge of the publication, history and theory program, and was head of the PhD research school 
at the Berlage Institute, the Netherlands. He was guest professor at the Technical University of Delft, and the Universität der Künste, Berlin, while at the same time pursuing a career 
as an international lecturer, researcher, writer and photographer. His research focuses on modernization, political theory, visual culture, as well on policy and education in architec-
ture. After publishing “The Invisible in Architecture” (with Ole Bouman) he was the editor of “Architecture in the Netherlands”, co-founded the Berlage report “Hunch” (with Jennifer 
Sigler), and contributes to many journals and books on architecture. Currently he is co-editing with Architecture in Effect the twin publications Rethinking the Social. Making Effect 
and After Effect (Actar publishers, 2017) and curates a lecture series at the KU Leuven “Civil Imagination as a Staging Ground for Action”, while finalizing his book on the “Society of 
the And”, and his research on “Aesthetics as a Form of Politics”. 

“In every type of politically-motivated settlement enterprise in the country, whether or not backed by the institution, 
there exists a paradoxical mixture of a civilian and military operation: a military operation camouflaged in civilian 
clothes, recruited civilians under the patronage of the army. ‘Civilianization’ is the transformation of the soldier into 
the pioneer – who is able, if need be, to change his clothes and transform back into a soldier at any time – and the 
transformation of the camp into a home is the description also assigned to the transformation of the para-military 
outpost into a permanent settlement. This is the reason why the apparent preservation of normality, of routine civilian 
life, has always had to be backed by military and tactical operations, which in the long run demand much higher funds 
than the act of settlement itself: in Israel, the mundane is a strategic weapon.”1

Sharon Rotbard (2002: 26)

These photos are taken from the Israeli apartheid barrier running between the Shuafat refugee and camp and Pisgat Zeev, and Abu Dis and East 
Jeusalem, 2013.

* These photos are part of a research funded by Architecture in Effect, Stockholm, and The Swedish research Council Formas.

1.  Rotbard, S. 2002. “Homa Umigdal: The Mold of Israel Architecture.” In A Civilian Occupation: The Politics of Israeli Architecture, ed. R. Segal and E. Weizman. London: Verso; Tel Aviv: Babel.
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I walk in. A piano is playing amid the cheers; one takes over the other. The espresso machine hisses. Within a few seconds Adele’s 
voice prevails, filling the space:
‘I let it fall, 
my heart, 
And as it fell you rose to claim it, 
It was dark 
and I…’ 
The lyrics fade into the clink of spoons stirring in teacups, voices chatting, footsteps, chairs being pushed back and forth, strangers, 
familiar faces, sounds, gazes, smells, noises, words; then memories emerge: metal doors roaring, voices dropping in the middle of a 
cabin visit, fingers completing the last sentences on the glass. A history: This used to be a prison.

It is Café Markov – also known as Café Architect – which is only one part of the huge complex of Qasr Museum-Garden in Tehran, 
which was a prison not so long ago. It was only in 2003 that the prison was shut down, and in 2008 a decision was made to transform it 
into a museum and a recreational center for the public.1 Back in 1790, the original site was a royal palace; later Qasr Prison – meaning 
Palace Prison – was named after that palace.2 In 1927, when the numbers of political dissidents increased, the then-king Reza Shah 
Pahlavi ordered the construction of the first civil prison in Iran, and the Russian-Iranian architect Nikolai Markov designed it. Later, in 

1.  Laylin, T. (2013). “Qasr Garden Museum: Iranian Prison Transformed into a Hot Cultural Attraction”. Prophet: Sustainable News for The Middle East. https://www.greenprophet.
com/2013/06/qasr-garden-museum-iranian-prison/. Accessed 01 August 2017.

2.  In Persian, qasr means palace, and the Qasr Prison has taken its name from the palace that was originally located on the site.”Iranian Political Prisoner Cells to Turn into a Muse-
um”. Peyvand. http://www.payvand.com/news/05/jan/1013.html. Accessed 01 August 2017.

No Longer A Prison
A Question of Architecture

Sepideh Karami

QASR PRISON TRANSFORMED INTO QASR GARDEN MUSEUM
Cells, Historical Prison
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)
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1953, a new building was added, needed at the prison site due to the increasing number of political prisoners.3 This building, which 
was constructed of concrete, is aesthetically different from the older brick buildings; it was constructed in concrete with a brutal form 
that corresponded materially to its function. It was located at a distance from the old prison on the north-east part of the site. Following 
the completion of the building, all of the political prisoners who had been exiled to different parts of the country were relocated to this 
prison. The building is still a reminder of the many big names – political activists and thinkers – who were imprisoned there until the1979 
Revolution.

Whilst the central watchtower and the original main door of the prison  – which almost every Tehraner or former visitor to the prison re-
members – are still standing now, the prison yard has been opened to the city, becoming an extension of it and acting as a lung for the 
densely built surrounding neighborhood. The cells that have been opened to the public exhibit a history of political prisoners who were 
imprisoned before the 1979 Revolution. After the revolution, both parts of Qasr Prison were used only for non-political prisoners.

Today, the carefully renovated prison with its old ochre brick walls and pointed arch windows that have been retrofitted with glass walls 
in dark brown coated metal frames and thin bracings and surrounded by sycamore and cypress trees, has become a hub for artists 

3. “Political Prison”. Qasr Museum-Garden. http://www.qasr.ir/tabid/127/Default.aspx. Accessed 21 March 2017

QASR PRISON TRANSFORMED INTO QASR GARDEN MUSEUM, HISTORICAL PRISON
Left: New glass corridor added to the brick building
Right: Entrance courtyard and garden
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)

QASR PRISON TRANSFORMED INTO QASR GARDEN MUSEUM 
Historical Prison
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)
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and thinkers and a city park and museum for a larger public to stroll around.4 The halls and corridors have become calm and relaxing 
spaces amidst columns of light and shadow. It is still silent, and the footsteps on the brick floor echo through space. The design and 
renovation of Qasr Park Musuem was done by the architecture office Experimental Branch of Architecture, with the lead architect Arash 
Mozafari, in Tehran. The project, which has mainly dealt with the older parts of the prison – namely the brick buildings and the garden – 
makes an effort to play with the materials and aesthetics to produce a liberating space borne out of a state proposal and a building that 
was originally built to confine. The application of layers of light and transparent walls, light bracings, light hanging stairs, open spaces, 
offers a contrast to the massive walls of the former prison, which was a solid and closed architectural structure. It is a humble approach 
to the renovation of the materials and spaces of a historical building with its brick walls, arches and wooden doors. The renovation has 
effectively lightened this heavy building, burdened as it was with a hefty history of fear and imprisonment, by means of delicate archi-
tectural design and renovation.

Today, the building hosts various cultural activities, concerts, exhibitions, seminars and discussions in its different galleries, library, 
conference halls and cafés. It has achieved success, as it has attracted a wide range of the public since its inauguration. This complex 
is doubtlessly an asset to a highly populated and densely built city like Tehran, which suffers from a lack of open public spaces. And 
yet one cannot ignore the instrumentality of the whole project of transformation of a prison in this sociopolitical context. In other words, 
what does opening up a prison symbolically mean as a political performance, turning its spaces into a stage for strong political state-
ments and even propaganda? These spaces hold a silent performance that simply says: There is no prisoner. The opened-up prison 
becomes a stage upon which the absence of prisoners could be a symbolic performance of a politically open society.

Opening up a prison that was originally designed to confine, hide, control and punish is a complicated task for architecture. In this proj-
ect, turning the prison corridors into galleries and exhibition spaces mixed with various cultural and recreational activities while some 
of the cells of well-known political figures are kept intact detaches the prison from its present context and represents it as historical 
heritage. But how does the project operate politically? Does bringing light into the space of a prison with architectural means enable a 
hope for change even in the most restricting structure? Does it present possibilities for inducing liberating potential into a very closed 
space and its relations? Or does it carry a risk of depoliticization of the prison as an architectural example of control and the execution 
of power by aestheticizing its material, by situating it in the past and detaching it from its present political context?

If prison architecture as a modern institution is to move “beyond constructing the image of power to becoming an active power in 
itself,”5 in Keller Easterling’s terms, then what does an architectural commission that opens up a prison to a public entail politically? 
Should it reverse the process of control and surveillance? Or does it maintain something of the architecture of the prison as a con-
trolling factor, organizing human behavior through different activities – namely cultural and recreational? When a building stops serving 
its initial function and is planned to become a representation of its own story, exhibiting its own history, how can architecture continue 
contributing to this process? The modern prison became “an organizer of human behavior” and “an active power in itself” instead of 
representing the power.6 Based on the modern concept of prison, the State organizes human behavior not by punishment but by in-
struction, as Adrià Carbonell writes in his “Walls, Bars, Open Space.”7 This instruction is done by institutions that are organized around 
“the idea of discipline as a structuring force for morality.”8 Following such an argument, spatial instruments of modern institutions are 
powerful tools assisting the instruction for morality and reform. As Roger Paez writes in Critical Prison Design, such instruction, or such 
a correcting mechanism, became a new role for modern architecture that started with the prison project and continued on to hospitals, 
housing, factories and public space.9 Prison is a place in which modern techniques of control are revealed in their unbridled operation. 
The architecture of prisons, then, is the most exemplary form of an architecture that maximizes control and normalizes human behavior. 
The instruction towards normalization and reform effectuated through architecture reveals the role of architecture in the reinforcement 
of a political agenda within a context by way of design. Looking at prisons as modern institutions that are oriented toward reform rather 
than punishment10 suggests that the transformation of Qasr Prison into a cultural and recreational center could also be read through the 
concept of reform. Regarding this transformation through design, one could ask how a museum and a cultural center constructed as 
the continuation or reform of a prison could perform; how does such a transformation instruct the public? How could the political mean-
ing of such a transformation become part of the represented history of this prison? The prison is itself re-formed into a cultural center 
and a museum of the history of political prisoners; a museum of the history of itself. Symbolically, the re-formed prison could stand for a 
reformed society, where the need for a prison has become something that existed in the past, as history.

Of the different parts of the prison complex, the concrete building that historically held political prisoners suggests a different story. The 
building is located far from the main entrance and seems somehow separate from the rest of the complex and the cultural activities 
take place there now. In the process of renovation and transformation of the whole complex, this prison building has been left almost 
fully intact. The cells, the torture rooms, the yard, and the visiting spaces are open to the public. Sound installations, historical docu-

4. .”Qasr Garden Museum/ Experimental Branch of Architecture”. Archdaily. http://www.archdaily.com/381379/qasr-garden-museum-arash-mozafari. Accessed 01 February 2017.

5.  Easterling, K. (2014). “Confined”. In Roger Paez (ed.) Critical Prison Design. New York: Actar Publishers. p. 40.

6.  Paez, R. ed. (2014). Critical Prison Design. New York: Actar Publishers. p. 44.

7.  Carbonell, A. (2014). “Walls, Bars, Open Space”. In Roger Paez (ed.) Critical Prison Design. New York: Actar Publishers. p.46.

8.  Ibid.

9.  Paez, R. ed. (2014). Critical Prison Design. p. 44.

10.  Carbonell, A. (2014). ‘Walls, Bars, Open Space’. p.46.



54

mentation of the prisoners and the dark and empty cells with doors left ajar create the illusion that it is still a prison. Walking in the space 
is frightening; it feels like the function of the building as a prison has just been temporarily interrupted; as if the space could resume 
serving as a prison at any moment. Despite the older brick prison that tries to represent itself as a historical building and strongly assert 
what it is not;  i.e. that it is no longer a prison, this building stands there, creating a moment of pause, a silence that triggers uncertainty. 
The Political Prison is still somehow a prison, the function of which is on hold. Rather than accentuating its change of use, it is exposed 
in this moment of emptiness, as though the prisoners have only just left.

The juxtaposition of the two buildings, with their almost contrasting qualities on a single site could lead us into another phase of this proj-
ect that I would like to use to expand the discussion of architecture. It could be interesting to appropriate this project as a platform for 
expanding architectural work beyond the act of design and construction. In other words, that phase of the process when the architect 
is still absent and the architecture design in its disciplinary connotation has not yet started is not necessarily external to architectural 
work. The preparation phase of the prison site, dealing with various factors, relations, elements of the site in order to host a new function, 
could be understood as a work of architecture, although not undertaken by architects. This phase could be read as preparing the stage 
for architecture work, and thereby – in this very project – the construction of a political statement. I would like to discuss this prepara-
tion phase, which is mostly absent from the architectural design narratives, in order to arrive at the performative aspects of the work of 
architecture.

Prior to opening up the prison site for architectural design commission, there is the hidden process of evacuation, which is itself a spatial 
question of organization and design. It involves the design of infrastructure and sequences of movement. The call for an architectural 
proposal for an evacuated prison immediately summons an image of an in-between phase: an empty prison with unlocked doors, empty 
cells, no prisoner, no warder. In the moment of evacuation, architecture becomes a stage that gradually arrives at a moment of silence. 
Suddenly, the prison becomes a point of departure. Doors open – not to freedom, but to another prison. After the dislocation, what is 
left is an empty container that has lost the bodies upon which control and confinement was once imposed. At this moment, architecture 
is suddenly unburdened from its controlling and disciplining mechanism. It suddenly becomes a container that could host any other 
activity. It manifests a chasm.

POLITICAL PRISON, QASR PRISON TRANSFORMED INTO QASR GARDEN 
MUSEUM 
Main Entrance 
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)

POLITICAL PRISON
Main Door 
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)
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The transformation of the prison from a closed and controlled space into a public space obviously requires detailed planning and deci-
sion making for relocation, transportation, and evacuation, or more generally, the design of an infrastructural process for this transfor-
mation. In this context, understanding architectural work as an act of performance brings the design of the sequences of actions – be-
sides designing the spaces in which those actions happen – into the core of the work of architecture. All of this happens in the spaces 
of the prison, in its corridors, cells, yards and administrative offices. The sequences through which all this work is carried out are spatial 
performances that happen behind the scenes of the real performance; i.e. architectural design and renovation of the building in the 
project of Qasr Museum-Garden.

Similar to architecture that designs sequences of movements and pauses in space, this dislocation could also be understood as an 
architecture that forces, controls, captivates and moves in different sequences. The story itself, the moving of the disciplined bodies 
from one prison to another, could be an act of architecture through evacuation. If architecture creates sequences of movements in 
space and creates connections or disconnections between humans and nonhuman things, then the act of evacuation could be read as 
an architectural act that transforms a space of control into an empty space or a moment of total silence. This silence could be filled with 
various voices, sounds, noises, or it can be kept intact. Each architectural decision in this context directs the project toward a different 
political statement that tells us what it could mean when a prison is no longer a prison.

POLITICAL PRISON
Cells 
Tehran, Iran, 2016
(photo by: Sepideh Karami)




