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What do we make 

Of the flowering vine 

That uses as its trellis 

The walls of a prison? 

A number of contemporary compositions seem to deny the presence of the beholder in 
their arrangement nevertheless what primarily matters to the canon of art today is its 
dialogue with the beholder. Acknowledging the beholder’s presence and the “to-be-
seenness” of the artworks has also been the decisive contribution to the ongoing visual 
discourse on modernism. But how can the limits of this canon be tested in relation to the 
broader society. What if the beholder remains hidden from the public unable to be in any 
kind of dialogue with the artwork. Facing the wall, in a concrete cell with no windows or 
sitting blindfolded in a tiny concrete cube in perfect silence, waiting for an interrogator. A 
constitutive element of the prison is silencing - the silencing of lives, often of justice, of 
suffering and political expression.  

 Mass incarceration has been discussed in terms of degrees of in/visibility but not so much 
in terms of the range of processes that reveal the in-between of representational 
languages that could be called in acoustic terms silence and in visual terms invisibility. Is 
silence connected to invisibility in a cause and effect relationship? The prison’s status as 
a silent and invisible space was challenged and is still being challenged today primarily 
by incarcerated artists who are working with communities most affected by prisons and 
policing so as to examine prison privatization and the politics and economics of the 
massive increase of the U.S. prisoner population since the 1970s. Prisoners, ex-
prisoners, their families, social activists, academics, and professionals founded in the ‘70s 
a voice-magnifying attack on the prison’s own foundations that was called GIP (or the 
Prisons Information Group) and aimed to relay information about prisons between 
prisoners themselves, as well as from prisoners and the outside world. They lifted the veil 
that obscured their experiences from public view. 
      
Featuring pieces by visual and performing artists the group exhibitions attempts to 
uncover the profound and complex sense of silence that characterizes the prison 
industrial complex so as to examine whether art and aesthetics can break the silence 
about crucial political issues such as mass incarceration and criminal justice reform, as 
well as corruption/abuse, transgender-juvenile rights and solitary confinement in prisons. 
The exhibition also addresses the relationship as well as the discrepancies between the 
current self-confinement and self-isolation conditions and actual incarceration by 
examining the mental, physical, emotional and spiritual tensions that humans have to 
endure while in isolation. As Mischa Twitchin notes ‘what might be the "echoes" of silence, 
in what social space or locations might that be pertinent (or, in the privilege of "privacy,” 



how might it be resisted)...and what is to be understood by "remote" in these 
circumstances, after all?” Acknowledging the impact of practices that encourage the wider 
public to empathize with prisoners through art or the ways that art can heal incarcerated 
people the exhibition will also draw on forms of representation that have the potential of 
pointing beyond themselves to the unseeable and the unsayable.   
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