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BOOK REVIEW
The Arts of Imprisonment: Control, Resistance and Empowerment
Cheliotis, L. K., 2012, ed., Farnham: Ashgate; 322pp: 9780754675860 (hbk).

THIS COLLECTION of seventeen
essays on the relationship between art
and imprisonment speaks eloquently
of the functions and value of cultural
expression in its various manifestations:
from propagandistic representations
that serve to terrify and simultaneously
assure the public that prison is an
austere and cruel place, a reminder that
a suitable amount of punishment awaits
the transgressor, to sites of resistance
to power (as Foucault would have it)
and assertions of subjectivity, albeit
of a sort that is always limited by the
constraints of the punitive imperative.
It is interesting, but not surprising, in
this age of a seemingly ubiquitous
managerialism, mass incarceration, and
populist punitiveness, that the arts,
whether in the form of state-sponsored
therapy or (relatively) autonomous
expressions of resistance, should provide
the means, not only of assuaging the
pains, including boredom, of doing time
but, importantly, as Michelle Brown
(2009: 212) writes elsewhere, of ‘semiotic
44

subterfuge’. Conventional wisdom has
it that the ‘average’ prisoner is undereducated, inarticulate, and incorrigible,
on the outside an inhabitant of society’s
most dangerous corners, yet these essays
reveal that art is often most vital when it
articulates an outsider aesthetic.
The editor’s introduction, more than
a mere summary of contents (and with
an impressive eight-page bibliography),
provides a concise and interesting history
of the ways in which art has been used to
represent prisons, to the outside world
as it were. This is art as an instrument
of control: gothic architecture, dancing
convicts in orange jumpsuits, prison
choirs and concentration camp quartets,
all of which suggest the pains of
imprisonment while at the same time
implying that prison can be a ‘site of
benevolence’(p. 2), of ‘open-heartedness
and care’ (p. 11). The reformists used art
as a therapeutic tool which, however,
served largely to validate the utility
of prison; such is the way of total
institutions. But, the dominant theme
of this collection is of the struggle
for autonomy, albeit conditional; of
producing a narrative of sorts (Nellis, pp.
189-210) in order to describe ‘a subjective
truth’ (p. 203) which is more than
redemptive.
From Jewkes’s (pp. 27-46) discussion
of the prison as an ‘an-aesthetic space’,
that is to say, a space that is the product
of a technology of disenchantment,
where ugliness is ‘designed-in’, to
Ruggiero’s (pp. 73-86) critical comparison
of the prison exposés of Victor Hugo
and Octave Mirbeau, the essays in
this collection go some way to a
recuperation of cultural criminology’s
unfulfilled promise of a new and exciting
challenge to its more traditional modes
of interpretation. Yet, the baby remains
safe in the bathwater as many of the
essays do not neglect structuralist or
objectivist critiques of prison as a site of
criminal reproduction that serves largely

to confine and punish the economically
disadvantaged, socially marginalised, or
politically ‘dangerous’.
As Jewkes (p. 33) notes, the ‘outside/
inside’ couplet is nowhere else as
evident as in prison building; that is, the
outside interpolates the inside and vice
versa, serving as reminders, each to the
other. While critiques of the ‘landscape
of social control’ (Cox and Gelsthorpe,
257-275) are discussed engagingly and
with erudition, the enduring effect of
this collection is that it incites the reader
to admire and support the human
ability to resist the call of prison, and
its destructive effects, in creative ways:
among others, through black humour
and music (S. Gauntlett, pp. 150-165;
Digard and Liebling, 277-301); painting
(Carnochan, pp. 133-147); writing
(Johnson, 167-188; Nellis, 1289-210).
Finally, this reader is left with a
sense of hope for the creation of a truly
communitarian ethos which, in terms
of criminal justice and the constant
complaints of criminologists and others
that prison doesn’t work, is in keeping
with the principles of restorative and
redistributive justice. For some prisoners,
it seems that artistic expression enables
a sense of care for others, a care for
community that non-prisoners might
find curious. The promise of this book is
that the mortification of the self may be
transcended by doing the work that goes
to make art:
But, oh,
the changing is
agonizingly slow.
(Horner, in Johnson, p. 184)
Brown, Michelle (2009) The Culture of
Punishment: Prison, Society, and Spectacle. New
York: New York University Press.
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