The Prisoner’s Dream

Queer Visions from Solitary Confinement

STEPHEN DILLON

At first glance, the photograph Space where the Robert Taylor
Homes used to be looks so mundane, so ordinary, that it doesn’t
demand more than a moment’s attention. If you look hard enough
you can see the Chicago skyline. The high-rises and skyscrapers are
hidden behind the foreground of the image—the cracked cement
and patched grass of an empty lot. The sky is slightly overcast. The
grass is ragged and brown. There is a red fire hydrant and a tree
that is either budding leaves or losing them. It might be March or
perhaps November. The only remarkable thing about the photo is
the empty space. A space so big in a city so large could not always
have been empty. People, homes, buildings, and communities were
there and are now only perceptible by their absence. The photo at-
tempts to capture what can no longer be seen; it grasps at a kind
of visible invisibility that characterizes what Shawn Michelle Smith
calls “the edge of sight.”! The photo tells a story about what is left
behind by newer systems of economic and carceral state power
that have emerged over the last forty years. The dismantling and
privatization of public housing like the Robert Taylor Homes in
favor of the biopolitics of homelessness and an unprecedented sys-
tem of racialized and gendered incarceration are critical features of
this shift from the welfare state to the carceral state.? In this way,

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/qui-parle/article-pdf/23/2/161/339840/161Dillon.pdf
bv UNIV ILLINOIS AT CHICAGO user



162 QUI PARLE SPRING/SUMMER 2015 VOL. 23, NO. 2

the photo documents that the sign of economic and carceral vio-
lence is often nothing at all. Gravel and weeds are the detritus of a
system that is unimaginable and sometimes incomprehensible.

The photo is part of an online and touring exhibition titled
Photo Requests from Solitary, created in 2009 by the organization
Tamms Year Ten, a grassroots coalition of artists, advocates, fam-
ily members, and people formerly incarcerated in Tamms Correc-
tional Center in southern Illinois. After facing years of opposition,
Tamms Correctional Center was closed in 2013. Like some eighty
thousand people in US prisons, the prisoners at Tamms were kept
in solitary confinement, locked in small concrete cells for twenty-
three to twenty-four hours a day without human contact, held of-
ten for years, or even decades, at a time.® For this exhibition, the
organization invited Tamms prisoners “to request a photograph
of anything in the world, real or imagined, and promised to find
volunteers to take them.” The organization wanted to give prison-
ers “a chance to see something they want to see, used to see, or
may never see.” The resulting requests ranged from “a brown and
white horse rearing in cold enough weather so that you can see his
breath,” to “a picture of my auntie’s house on 63rd and Marshfield
at 2:00 PM,” to “comic book heroes locked in epic battle.”*

By making visible what has been disappeared from the visual
landscape, Space where the Robert Taylor Homes used to be is a
sign of the forms of power that made Tamms possible. In other
words, the carceral state makes itself known in what we see—the
construction of hundreds of new jails and prisons in the post-1970s
era—and by what has been erased and forgotten. By asking pris-
oners to imagine places and times beyond the visual constraints of
the prison, the project documents the dreams, desires, and hopes of
people held in a state of suspended death. Indeed, Photo Requests
from Solitary asks the simple question, “What would a person in
complete isolation want to see?”® For this particular photo, the re-
quester wanted to “have some picture of 53rd State thru 43rd State
where they have took down the project Robert Taylor Homes.”®
The request was to see something that is no longer visible. But the
photo also acts as a method for making known the forms of vio-
lence that evade normative modes of recognition and perception—
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Fig. 1. Space where the Robert Taylor Homes used to be.
Photo by Greg Ruffing. Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

the forced disappearance of people, buildings, resources, and com-
munities under new systems of power that often go by the names
freedom, justice, and equality. By showing the buildings and people
that have been erased and forgotten, the photo details how what is
known and seen are brought into being through ongoing processes
of disappearance. Photo Requests from Solitary attempts to chal-
lenge social death by giving prisoners a glimpse of a world they
once knew, hope to know, or will never know.

In this essay I explore what this exhibition conveys about the
dreams, desires, and demands of prisoners held in solitary confine-
ment. In At the Edge of Sight: Photography and the Unseen, Shawn
Michelle Smith argues that photography has the ability to deliver
bodies “beyond the grasp” of those who control, detain, and define
them. Photography can represent forms of “alternative perception”
and modes of thought that seek the unseen and unknown so that
the “ineffable—desire—[comes] into view” (AE, 71). Photography is
one way that different conceptions of time, subjectivity, and power
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might pierce the ongoing repetition of the old under the guise of the
new. We can place the utopic possibilities of the photograph within
José Esteban Murfioz’s theory of queerness as “that thing that lets
us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed something is miss-
ing.”” For Mufioz, “Queerness is a structuring and educated mode
of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the
present. The here and now is a prison house. We must strive, in the
face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think
and feel a then and there” (cu, 1). In this way, queerness is detached
from identity, becoming a mode of thinking and feeling that can see
beyond the pervasive and crushing weight of white supremacy, het-
eropatriarchy, and the carceral state. Indeed, the visions created by
the prisoners and artists in Photo Requests from Solitary see beyond
the “prison house” of the here and now to spaces and temporali-
ties that may seem familiar but are ultimately otherworldly, in that
they demand an undoing of normative epistemologies, ontologies,
and order of the world itself. The queerness of the photos marks
a radical departure from the normativizing racial, gendered, and
sexual violence of the prison and the world more broadly. Seeing
beyond the normative violence of the everyday, the queerness of
the photos point to ways of living, thinking, seeing, and organizing
life that render the prison and its regimes of social death abnormal
and unnatural. In this essay, I argue that the photos document the
violence of the carceral state by pointing to a utopic time and place
beyond the grasp of the prison—a place toward what I'm calling
“the prisoner’s dream” draws us.

Captured Vision, Queer Dreams, and the Time of the Dead

Photo Requests from Solitary attempts to open up possibilities for
prisoners to dream, imagine, and see beyond the physically and
psychologically crushing confines of a cage. It seeks to oppose the
fact that solitary confinement is a mode of incarceration that works
to deaden the mind, body, and senses of its captives. Prisoners held
in solitary confinement are by definition isolated from the social
and physical world but also normative modes of seeing and expe-
riencing life. The physical architecture of solitary confinement—a
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six-by-eight-foot cell one inhabits for twenty-three hours a day—
produces hallucinations, memory loss, blindness, and other forms
of pathologized perception.® Most prisoners held in control units
will never see the horizon, the night sky, or touch another human
being. Many prisoners have lived in these “breathing coffins” for
decades—an indefinite death in life.” Eddie Griffin, a prisoner held in
solitary confinement at the federal prison in Marion, Illinois, writes:

The cell itself contains a flat steel slab jutting from the wall.
Overlaying the slab is a one-inch piece of foam wrapped in
coarse plastic. This is supposed to be a bed. Yet it cuts so deeply
into the body when one lays on it, that the body literally reeks
with pain. After a few days, you are totally numb. Feelings be-
come indistinct, emotions unpredictable. The monotony makes
thoughts hard to separate and capsulate. The eyes grow weary
of the scene, and shadows appear around the periphery, causing
sudden reflexive action. Essentially, the content of a man’s mind
is the only means to defend his sanity.'

Solitary confinement, according to Griffin, is, of course, a mode of
bodily incapacitation, but it also seeks to capture the very senses
of the captive. Feelings blur, skin numbs, vision dulls; monotony
makes thinking impossible. Solitary confinement works to regulate
and discipline the affects and vision of the captive—the prisoner’s
feelings, bodily intensities, and sight become the object of the pris-
on’s power. In other words, the prison not only targets the body
and soul of the prisoner, as Foucault famously observed, but also
her emotions, affects, and perceptions.'' The significance of Photo
Requests from Solitary lies in this simple fact: the prisoner’s non-
normativities make her a threat to the prison state, and one way
this threat is regulated is by controlling and abolishing her ability
to perceive the world. Why deny a person sight of the horizon,
the stars, and trees for hours, days, months, and years? Why lock
someone in an underground white room until her eyesight dulls?!?
Until she sees shadows where there is only whiteness? Until she for-
gets the feeling of a breeze and the smell of fresh air? Until she loses
her balance because she doesn’t know the difference between the
floor and the ceiling? Why force death on a still-breathing body?
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What does the prisoner see and feel that is so dangerous to the ra-
cial state? What queer dreams and visions does the prisoner have
that must be targeted for eradication?

By targeting the senses, incarceration and solitary confinement
also contort and distort them. Prisoners in solitary confinement
experience chronic rage, claustrophobia, heart palpitations, de-
pression, the blunting of affect, dizziness, visual disturbances, and
weight loss (sc, 14-16). Captivity also produces insomnia, daily
panic attacks, obsessive focus on dying or being killed, inability
to concentrate, the forced reliving of past forms of sexual vio-
lence caused by “humiliating and physically injurious body search
procedures,’
breakdown.!> These states of psychic and physical duress make it

)

nonstop hallucinations, and ongoing fear of mental

so that the walls of the prison whisper, scream, vibrate, and close
in; cement, steel, and space become animated by the necropoliti-
cal institutionality of the prison. Prisoners become unhinged from
reality—objects move, walls melt, space contracts.'* Lisa Guenther
calls this “ontological derangement” (sc, 166). In this way, the
prison not only produces non-normative genders and sexualities
but also non-normative bodies and minds. It captures queer bod-
ies and shuts down queer ways of being, but it also produces queer
experiences of space and time. The prisoner’s dream emerges from
this experience of state violence, where time stops and space con-
stricts. Guenther describes the effects of solitary confinement and
its relationship to the sight and imagination of the prisoner:

What would it be like to have one’s bodily contact with oth-
ers reduced to the fastening and unfastening of restraints, punc-
tuated with the intimate probing of the surface and depths of
one’s body? Not to be able to speak to anyone except through
the intercom or by yelling through the slot in the door? To be
kept in solitude and yet exposed to constant surveillance and to
the echoing noise of other prisoners? What would it be like to
be prevented from having a concrete experience of open, unre-
stricted space? Not to see the sky or the horizon for days, weeks,
even years on end? Not to know if it’s day or night apart from
the schedule of one’s feedings and allotted exercise times? It is
impossible to imagine. (sc, 164)
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Fig. 2. Trash Can Rolling Down a Hill. Photo by Shannon Lee.
Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

Many prisoners held in solitary confinement describe the above ex-
periences as akin to death: solitary confinement is “a white tomb,”
an “existential death,” akin to being “buried alive.”® When
George Jackson wrote in 1970 that “capture is the closest thing to
being dead that one is likely to experience in this life,” he was not
being hyperbolic or poetic.'® He was articulating the historical fact
that the modus operandi of the temporality of incarceration, and
the prison itself, is to produce premature death.

The prisoner’s relationship to death has profound consequences
for how imprisoned people experience time and space. This inti-
macy with death queers normative temporalities and acts as the
condition of possibility for the queer demands articulated in Photo
Requests from Solitary. For Muiioz, the non-normative temporali-
ties central to queerness escape the crushing weight of “straight
time” with its temporal structure of school, work, family, repro-
duction, marriage, and death (cu, 185). We can extend Murfioz’s
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understanding of queer time by noting, as Regina Kunzel has
shown, that the prison has been one of the central institutions that
regulates modern temporality and sexuality.!” The prisoner inhab-
its a queer time and place where he is expunged from gender and
sexual normativity through racialized discourses of immorality, pa-
thology, deviance, and abnormality. The racialized position of the
prisoner is always already sexually deviant and perverse and this
figure inhabits the queer time of the prison’s regime of discipline.
In short, the prisoner exists in a queer temporality that acts as the
constitutive underside to the normativities that guide straight time.
By seeing beyond the time and space of the cell, the photos in Pho-
to Requests from Solitary queer the visual horizons produced by
solitary confinement.

The centrality of death to incarceration undoes normative
modes of temporality so that the prisoner is subjected to a space
that is timeless. Indeed, the carceral state’s dream of the prisoner’s
future is one of incapacitation, slow death, and nothingness. As
Ruth Wilson Gilmore argues, the prison no longer attempts to re-
deem the future of the captive.'® The prisoner’s future is restricted
to the endless dead time of the present. This politics of time is evi-
dent in the request for the photo titled Trash Can Rolling Down a
Hill: “At 66 yrs. of age I try to use a little humor: T want a picture
of a trash can with the lid half off + on and 2 eyes peeking out of
the half open lid as the trash can is rolling down the hill toward an
incinerator with the caption: ‘I seem to be picking up speed I must
be headed towards a bright future.””" In an era when the pris-
on’s function is to incapacitate millions of racialized and gendered
bodies—turning them into waste in the trash can that is a cell—this
request and image name the prison’s temporality of the future as
one of premature death. The photo can be understood as argu-
ing that the forward movement called “progress” is used to push
power to the edge of the frame, so that all one sees is blue sky and
green grass. In response, it asks the viewer to envision what lies
beyond this forcefully imposed normative frame, to look for the
futures hidden where we cannot see or refuse to look. It reminds us
that the prison limits, determines, and shapes what we see and how
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we know. To queer sight and knowledge is to see that a future with
prisons is no future at all.

In his writing from solitary confinement, Griffin similarly de-
scribes how the state organizes the sight and time of the captive:

In the control unit, a prisoner only does two things: recreate
and shower. Only one range of men (18 out of 72) is allowed
to work. Although everyone recognizes that the work is ex-
ploitative, it is generally considered a privilege. The rest of the
control unit prisoners spend 23 1/2 hours a day locked in their
cells. According to what state the man’s mind is in, he may read
or write. He sees the Control Unit Committee for about thirty
seconds once a month to receive a decision on his “adjustment
rating.” He may see a case-worker to get papers notarized, the
counselor to get an administrative remedy (complaint) form, and
a phone call authorization (on a “maybe” basis). He may see the
educational supervisor for books. Other than that, he deterio-
rates. (“BMM,” 7)

For Griffin, the time of captivity is one of deterioration. The
temporality of slow death that structures the day-to-day of incar-
ceration is managed by the state, controlling and restricting any
fugitive modes of life possible from a cage. Social life is deadened
by restricted access to the minor socialities available inside and be-
yond the prison; thought is managed by regulating access to books;
vision is dulled by a lack of space and by florescent lights that
never turn off. One can write only if one can still think. To see an-
other time and place, to see something somewhere else, is to refuse
the racial state’s attempt to capture the mind, body, and senses of
the prisoner. The act of imagining “opens up an elsewhere and an
otherwise within our current situation; it allows us to transpose
ourselves into another place and time, another social position, an-
other subjectivity” (sc, 165). Understanding this process of seeing
beyond the violence of the present as a kind of queer politics helps
us identify the normativitizing forms of knowledge that support
the racialized carceral state. It also points to a place beyond the
prison and its regimes of violence.
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Escaping the Frame

In The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and
Histories, John Tagg argues that in the mid-nineteenth century the
portrait provided a way of making visible the individual and as-
cribing a classed social identity onto the subject: “To ‘have one’s
portrait done” was one of the symbolic acts by which individuals
from the rising social classes made their ascent visible to themselves
and others and classed themselves as those who enjoyed social sta-
tus.”? As photographing technology became more affordable and
convenient, the portrait became central to emerging strategies of
surveillance and incarceration, so that “it was no longer a privi-
lege to be pictured but the burden of a new class of the surveilled”
(BR, 59). The camera was thought of as an “apparatus of insight”
that could make visible on the body’s surface what skin and facial
features sometimes refuse to divulge: the inner truths of the mind
and soul.?! Photography became critical to the production of new
forms of knowledge about race, sexuality, gender, criminality, and
the body, and thus became foundational to new apparatuses of
racialized state surveillance, control, and population management.

As the racial state, the prison, and capital expanded in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the camera became a
technology of epistemological and bodily capture, rendering the
photograph a record of a “wordless power” that measured, num-
bered, named, and arrested workers, vagrants, criminals, patients,
the poor, the enslaved, and the colonized (BR, 64). By documenting
spaces and populations illegible to the state’s regimes of knowing
and governance, the camera aided the modern state in creating a
system of visibility and legibility available to policing and control.
The modern state’s aim is to contain the disorderly, chaotic, al-
ways changing social order within its purview into a reflection of
the administrative knowledge central to its governance. The state
works to produce temporal and spatial intelligibility in order to
manufacture the orderly administration and regulation of the na-
tion’s population, resources, and infrastructure.?? Thus, the camera
and the photograph became tools for inscribing a racialized and
gendered truth onto the criminalized body. The captured body was
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Fig. 3. My mother in front of a mansion. Photo by Jeanine Oleson.

Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

subjected to an “unreturnable gaze” that isolated, illuminated, and
sharpened it, so that gestures, faces, and features could be scru-
tinized for an inner truth that only the camera’s lens could make
visible (BR, 85).

We can place Tagg’s analysis of prison photography as a class
project central to the emergence of industrial capitalism within the
history of what Loic Wacquant has called the “carceral continu-

»23 This anti-black formation was foundational to the forma-

um.
tion of the US state during the twentieth century. Wacquant argues
that the prison is part of a racialized apparatus of necropolitical
control that traverses time (slavery, the convict-lease system, Jim
Crow, and the early ghetto) and space (the prison, schools, welfare,
and the hyper-ghetto) to manage and contain populations rendered
surplus or disposable to the racial state and (neoliberal) capital. In
this way, an anti-blackness established under chattel slavery pos-
sesses and structures a variety of institutions over space and time.>*
Visions of photographic “truth” came to rely on the force of the
racialized imagination—an imagination animated by the ways that

“the afterlife of slavery” structured the political ontology of black-
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ness as criminal.?® This process also included the construction and
development of normative notions of gender and sexuality that
were formed in concert with modern notions of race.?® Thus, the
photograph became one document of normativity and its accom-
panying forms of racialized, gendered, and sexual abnormality, de-
viance, and perversion. Within this context, the photograph of the
prisoner/captive became structured by the protocols of a system
of racialized and gendered management, control, and governance.

Photo Requests from Solitary challenges the politics of truth,
visuality, and knowledge surrounding the captive body and thus
subverts the state’s attempt to control and silence the imprisoned.
Many of the pieces in the exhibit challenge the truth represented
by the photograph by cutting and pasting multiple images together
to make the impossible, possible. While I call them photographs
for the sake of brevity, we might think of them as a “word-text
image-dreams.”?” For example, the image My mother in front of
a mansion overturns the historical function of the camera’s dis-
ciplinary power by using it to imagine a scene where the dispos-
sessed have wealth and abundance impossible under contemporary
formations of power. The requester asked for an image of “my
mother standing in front of a mansion, or Big Castle, with a bunch
of money on the ground. or if you can’t do that, THEN a substitu-
tion is a big mansion or castle with a bunch of money in front of it
and a black hummer parked in front of it. I truly appreciate this a
lot. . . . Now I know somebody out there in the world cares about
us in here.”?® This impossible queer dream of a world where an
imprisoned man’s mother lives in a castle, drives a Hummer, and
has piles of money challenges the normative order of the world. In
addition, the requester notes the power of the relationality between
artist and captive—“somebody . . . cares about us in here”—a pro-
cess that challenges the social death of isolation and imprisonment.
This process requires forging queer connections: care and love are
extended to people coded as worthless, expendable, and forgetta-
ble. Remembering them, dreaming with them, and caring for them
upsets a racialized and gendered normative order that defines what
is thinkable and who is valuable.
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Within the prisoner’s dream, the camera and photograph are
not technologies of state control but rather technologies central to
a perceptual politics of escape. For the prisoners held in Tamms
Correctional Center, a request could open up new ways of seeing,
knowing, and imaging the world, creating an escape from the disci-
plinary function of the frame and the affective violence of the pris-
on. Many of the photos included in Photo Requests from Solitary
are of beaches, families, old neighborhoods, and free-world activ-
ists involved in the struggle to end solitary confinement at Tamms.
However, a number of prisoners requested the alteration of their
prison-issued 1Ds so that they appear as though they are no longer
incarcerated. For example, one prisoner’s request, A Photo Within
a Photo of Me, describes the process of capture and escape that
takes place through the photograph:

PHOTO REQUEST: A PHOTO WITHIN A PHOTO OF ME
5 [copies]. A photograph within a photo of me + the lake front.
5 [copies]. A photograph within a photo of me + Navy Pier.

copies]. A photograph within a photo of me + wild wolves.
copies]. A photograph within a photo of me + Chinese Dragon.
For next Christmas mailing of cards. Additional instructions:

[
5 [copies]. A photograph within a photo of me + wild lions.
il
51

Yes, please place me in the right, upper corner of the photos
within a photo + make copies of them 5 each. Thank you very
much + many blessings ¥. Get my photo off the Tamms prison
profile website. (PRs)

Similarly, the request for Myself! (not pictured here) reads, “I
would like to have a picture of myself! The only picture I’ve had
of me is my 1D and that’s been since 1996” (PRs). In order to fulfill
the request, photographer Greg Broseus cut and copied the head of
the prisoner from the prison-issued 1D and pasted it onto two dif-
ferent photos: one on the body of a man in a suit and another on
the body of shirtless man at a beach. By placing the photo of the
imprisoned in another time and place, the above request works to
negate the power of the carceral state to determine the meaning of
the captive body. In another photo, My Picture with a Blue Sky,
the requester writes:
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Fig. 4. A Photo Within a Photo of Me. Photo by Kate Joyce.
Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

I would like my own picture done with an alternate background
from the [Illinois Department of Corrections] picture. I have
no pictures of myself to give my friends and family. This would
mean a great deal to me. If this is not able to be done. Then I’ll
leave the picture for you to decide. Additional instructions: If
you can place my picture on another background. Nothing too
much please. Something simple like a blue sky with clouds or a
sunset in the distance would be fine. (PRs)

In this photo the prisoner attempts to symbolically escape solitary
confinement by imagining another time and place he longs for, has
never seen, and may never see. The photo works to symbolically
and affectively rewrite “the very texture of reality” by helping the
requester to see and feel something different.?

The prison uses the camera to make the prisoner’s body visible
to its regimes of knowledge. Each scar, the length of limbs, the
shape of the face, eye color, and the texture of hair are mobilized
to force the imprisoned body to subject itself to the violence of the
prison—to submit to its regimes of meaning making (Pv, 116). The
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Fig. 5. My Picture with a Blue Sky. Photo by Laurie Jo Reynolds and
Chris X. Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

prisoner is dispossessed from her body not only by the physical and
psychological terror of incarceration but also by its representational
regimes. Indeed, representation becomes a way to manage and con-
trol unruly subjects by making them visible and legible to systems
of regulation.’® Because of the “ontologizing affects of the photo-
chemical” that turn the photographic into flesh, the imprisoned lose
hold over the meaning of their bodies—the camera and photograph
force prisoners to effectively turn themselves in (RF, 69). However, A
Photo Within a Photo of Me, Myself!, and My Picture with a Blue
Sky escape the prison’s regimes of representation and thereby chal-
lenge the prison’s hold on meaning, opening a passageway to other
epistemologies—ones that leave the goals of solitary confinement
unfulfilled. These pieces help us to envision a space and time where
the prisoner can be more than a dehumanized and pathologized
object of the state. By manipulating the prison-issued 1D photos,
they disrupt the technologies used to arrest, capture, and manage
the bodies of those rendered surplus, considered rebellious, or con-
structed as deviant and perverse to the normativities that guide the
operation of the neoliberal-carceral state.’!

In these images the prisoner feels and senses the world in ways
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made impossible by solitary confinement. The images pierce
through a racialized and gendered visual field so that represen-
tation as capture becomes representation as escape (RF, 68). The
prisoners inhabit space from which they have been banished. These
photoshopped portraits attempt to raise the socially dead and bring
them back to the world of the sun, sky, and water. The racialized
violence that thus constitutes the idyllic minimalism of the Ameri-
can pastoral, untouched by the prisoner, is made visible when the
captive body moves to the center of the frame. The imprisoned
make a visual claim on the world and thus rearrange dominant
ways of seeing. By using the very photographs—the prison-issued
1Ds—that detain and monitor the prisoners to open up modes of
unauthorized thought and perception, these pieces not only name
photography as central to the operation of the carceral state, but
also use photography as “modes of exodus,” leading to places and
times beyond normative temporalities and epistemologies (cu,
177). The photos open up an impossible space between the forms
of subjection produced by the disciplinary frame and a place where
prisoners are free from the state power that brings them into be-
ing and refuses to let go.>> What I am calling the prisoner’s dream
attempts to grasp at this impossibility—one that rests between the
discipline of the camera, the terror of the cell, the cut in the frame,
and the dreams of the living dead.

The dreams and visions of Photo Requests from Solitary em-
body what Avery Gordon calls “the prisoner’s curse.” For Gordon,
“the curse delivers to you a vision of your own deathly existence
laid bare,” because “the prisoner’s fate is always bound up with
those of us who are not yet captured, regardless of whether this
relation is acknowledged.”3? The prisoner’s curse is a response to
the social death created in the name of life, freedom, and justice.
It responds to social death by asserting a life force that demands,

3% The prisoner’s curse is a method

“I am not what you say I am.
for the living dead to show the living what we stand on. It shows
that normative modes of subjectivity require the desubjectification
of others we cannot and will not know, rendering them usable,
expendable, and dead.’* These photos name the death of solitary

confinement by highlighting what it denies and destroys: access
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to the social world, the world of the senses. They connect social
death to the free world by inserting the picture of the captive into
the frame of “normal life.”3¢ They show how solitary confinement
steals life and creates so many living deaths, and they demand that
normative epistemologies that naturalize incarceration allow for
an envisioning of prisoners in places they cannot be, if only for
a moment. They ask the viewer to be haunted by the people the
prison has stolen. In this way, the prisoner’s curse is a type of sub-
jugated knowledge that can alter the course of events. It can send
reality reeling in unexpected directions, sending the time of prog-
ress to unimaginable places. It is a way of ensuring that regardless
of whether anyone is listening, no one will ever forget that “your
world is dead” (“m1,” 655).

But the photos in Photo Requests from Solitary are not only a
series of curses; they are also dreams, desires, and demands. For
example, A Photo Within a Photo of Me attempts to see beyond
the ways that the social and living death of incarceration capture
the past, present, and future of blackness. It grasps at a somewhere
and a something beyond the state’s determination of what is real
and true. In addition to asking for his picture to be resignified with
lions, dragons, wolves, the lakefront, and Navy Pier, the requester
also wanted his photo removed from the Tamms prison website.
His request thereby steals back the “wordless power” of the photo-
graph and sends it to places rendered unthinkable for the prisoner
(BR, 64). This request seeks to use photography to transport the
mind and body of the captive beyond the social and living death
of the prison, even as it also demonstrates that photography is a
technology central to his capture. It issues a curse, but it also em-
bodies a dream.

The Prisoner’s Dream

The prisoner’s dream is a dream of escape, but escape means more
than getting out. Escape is not the absence of limits and prohibi-
tions foundational to liberal conceptions of freedom.’” Escape is
perceptual, visual, epistemological, and affective. The prisoner’s
dream is a methodology to think, feel, and see beyond the prison
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and its carceral commonsense. Within the prisoner’s dream, the
prison’s unfreedom shapes the contours of the world so that re-
lease is not enough. For the requester of Space where the Robert
Taylor Homes used to be, there is no home to return to, no outside
to the prison’s power. For him, the prison has left nothingness in
its wake. Release from prison means entering a world still marked
by its power and determined by a seemingly endless apparatus of
capture. The prison is more than an institution composed of cages,
corridors, and guard towers; it is also a system of affects, desires,
discourses, and ideas that make the prison possible. The prison
could disappear tomorrow, but the types of power that give rise to
its reign would live on. Escape doesn’t mean getting out; it means
remaking the order of the world out of new ontologies and episte-
mologies that change the fashioning of life and death (ER, 61). The
queerness of the prisoner’s dream is more than a counter-discourse
or reaction to the operations of power (cu, 177). Instead, it ges-
tures toward something that exceeds dominant epistemologies. For
example, the request for the photo My Empty Chair by Lake with
Woman and Motorcycle describes the haunting absence of the pris-
oner from a time and place beyond captivity:

I would love a photograph of a woman setting by a lake fishing,
with an empty chair next to her, with a cooler of beer. And in the
empty chair have a sign with FreeBird on it! And have a Harley
Davidson motorcycle in the background! Additional instruc-
tions: I’d prefer the photographer take the photo from a boat
out in the lake! Also, I'd prefer a woman that’s over 40! (“vs”)

Unlike My Picture with a Blue Sky, which filled an empty space
with the presence of the captive body, My Empty Chair by Lake
with Woman and Motorcycle and Space where the Robert Taylor
Homes used to be call attention to emptiness left behind by the car-
ceral state, noting that somewhere an empty place is waiting. The
empty chair waiting to be filled is the mark of the prison’s power.
Yet the empty space of My Empty Chair by Lake with Woman
and Motorcycle is different from the vacant lot of Space where the
Robert Taylor Homes used to be. My Empty Chair by Lake with
Woman and Motorcycle documents the violence of incarceration
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Fig. 6. My Empty Chair by Lake with Woman and Motorcycle.
Photo by Sun Woo. Courtesy of Tamms Year Ten.

while simultaneously dreaming of a place beyond the prison. This
empty place inhabits not only the here and now but also a place
and time we do not know. It is an absence to run toward, akin to
Muiioz’s utopia of “something different, something better, some-
thing dawning,” but also of something missing (cu, 189).

My Empty Chair by Lake with Woman and Motorcycle demon-
strates that an ongoing process of “revelation and obfuscation” is
central to the visual politics of photography and the prison regime
(AE, 215). Photography can make the “invisible visible, showing
us what we ordinarily don’t see,” thereby demonstrating how nor-
mative modes of seeing and knowing render so much unseen and
unthought (AE, 215). My Empty Chair by Lake with Woman and
Motorcycle forces the viewer to confront a scene that is normally
outside the frame of what is thought. In this way, it shows the
forms of disappearance that make normativity and normal life pos-
sible, because “What you cannot see, and cannot remember, is part
of a larger geographic project that thrives on forgetting and dis-
placing blackness.”*® By placing imprisoned people in places they
cannot inhabit—a field, a beach, their childhood playground—the
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exhibit draws attention to how spaces of freedom are made pos-
sible by the disappearance of millions of people into the US prison
regime. Within this visual regime, the unseen, the unthought, and
the unknown produce the visible, the thinkable, and the knowable.
In response, the exhibit asks, How can we bring people back and
ensure they are never taken again? How can the world be reor-
dered so that there is no longer an empty chair by a lake?

The utopic vision embedded in My Empty Chair by Lake with
Woman and Motorcycle is powerful because it is familiar in its
banality but ultimately impossible in its demand. Sitting by a lake
fishing with a beer, a motorcycle, and “a woman that’s over 40”
is not a dream of a utopia unrecognizable in its alterity from the
horrors of the present. Indeed, the power of the photos in Photo
Requests from Solitary does not reside in their explicit utopic de-
mands of a world beyond capital, captivity, heteropatriarchy, and
white supremacy. The photos do not accompany revolutionary
manifestos or a list of radical demands. Rather, the impossibility
of the dreams, demands, and desires embodied in the requests and
the photos lies in their banality and simplicity. There is a world-
shattering force embodied in someone living a death in life asking
to see the street he grew up on, My Picture with Blue Sky, or My
Mother in Front of a Mansion. In this way, even as Photo Requests
from Solitary shows how imagination animates technologies of
capture like the photograph, making some truths visible and oth-
ers unseen, it also allows one to see more, “to see the gap . . . to see
the dark, in-between spaces” where fantasy, pleasure, and impos-
sibility are also embedded in the frame of the photograph (AE, 98).

For these requests to become a reality beyond the photograph,
the entire organization of the world would need to change. The pho-
tos are simple in their profundity and quiet in their desire and abil-
ity to see behind the impossible weight of cement and steel. For the
scene of someone sitting by a lake fishing to take form—a scene that
looks familiar and possible—the stated ideals of freedom, democ-
racy, and equality must be decoupled from a world that needs the
prison. A world that tastes freedom in the incapacitation of black
and brown bodies, that feels liberation in the textures of subjection,
that turns living death into justice, needs to disappear altogether.
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I want to end not with the prisoner’s curse but with the pris-
oner’s dream. Unlike a curse, a dream does not concern itself with
the life of the captor. A dream sidesteps the future of a world that
is dead and tries to imagine a place and time that can leave the
prison behind. Like queerness as a force that insists on a time and
place that is unknown and unthought, a dream leaves behind the
rules and conventions of the world and runs toward the unimagi-
nable and impossible. Queerness, in this formulation, takes flight
from the non-normative to escape “closed economies of societal
meaning” produced by white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, neolib-
eralism, and the carceral state (QF, 147). It can be hard to recog-
nize queerness when it exceeds the body or sexuality, because its
possibilities are excessive, illegible, and impossible. But the hope
of queerness lies in this illegibility—its attempt to escape what is
always tracking it down, always working toward its capture. And
so, for queerness to grasp at the utopic it must follow the dreams,
visions, and epistemologies of the prisoner. It might lead to an
empty lot left by the violence of the carceral state, a cornfield, or
an “imaginative picture of beach, palm trees and colorful birds,”
but like queerness, the prisoner’s dream imagines something fa-
miliar yet new, grounded yet disorienting, utopic but already here.
The prisoner’s dream demands recognition of the violence of the
now and paints a vision of something and somewhere else, a place
where the prison’s hold on our feelings, desires, and imaginations
is left behind—even if it’s just the “Stone archway I used to play on
in Back of the Yards” (“vs”).
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