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Artist Claus Carstensen intended the black  
copper sculptural group to encourage  

interaction between inmates. 
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A variety of surfaces are used to add spatial and  
visual variation to the enclosed, static environment. 

BEYOND THE 
PANOPTICON

——
Costing over £100 million and taking five years to make, Denmark’s 

Storstrøm Prison has been described as the world’s most humane prison. 
There’s a lot at stake for those who believe that architecture can help 
people change, as John O’Reilly hears from the architects on a social 

mission to reconnect prisoners with a positive future
——

I M A G E S :  T O R B E N  E S K E R O D

Whether it is the Garden of Eden, Plato’s 
Allegory of the Cave or Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon, our models of punishment 
and justice have often blended landscape 
gardening, architecture and visibility – 
kind of God cop/bad cop. The architecture 
of justice, the material spectacle as an 
institution of power, has traditionally also 
been about sending a message. Consider 
the following two accounts of justice. 

On March 28, 1757, Robert-François 
Damiens, a domestic servant who 
attempted to kill King Louis XV of France 
by stabbing him with a penknife – his 
motives have been disputed by historians – 
was taken to be hung, drawn and quar-
tered before the main door in the Church 
of Paris. A crowd gathered (including 
Giacomo Casanova who would write of 
the execution in his memoirs) to witness 
the spectacle of boiling oil, burning resin 
and molten lead being poured on the body, 
before being quartered by horses. The six 

horses required to pull apart the limbs 
from the body were unsuccessful. Bouton, 
an officer of the watch at this dispensing 
of justice, is cited by philosopher Michel 
Foucault in the opening of his book 
Discipline and Punish: “After two or three 
attempts, the executioner Samson, and he 
who had used the pincers each drew out 
a knife from his pocket and cut the body 
at the thighs rather than severing the legs 
at the joints; the four horses gave a tug 
and carried off the two thighs after them, 
namely, that of the right side first, the 
other following; then the same was done 
to the arms, the shoulders, the arm-pits 
and the four limbs; the flesh had to be cut 
almost to the bone, the horses pulling hard 
carried off the right arm first and the other 
afterwards…the confessors came to speak 
to him; but his executioner told them he 
was dead, though the truth was that I saw 
the man move, his lower jaw moving from 
side to side as if he were talking.”  

Then there is a different message, the 
opening lines of Francesca Perry’s article 
for the February 2018 issue of Blueprint 
magazine. “I’m in a maximum-security 
prison, on a sparsely populated island 
in Denmark. The governor is leading 
me around, a big set of heavy-duty keys 
jangling on his belt. It’s important to clarify 
I haven’t committed a crime – I’m merely a 
visitor. But in this unusual Danish prison 
I’m beginning to think I wouldn’t mind 
staying after all.” 

Storstrøm Prison, on the island of 
Falster 115km from Copenhagen, was 
designed by C.F. Møller architects, engi-
neered by Ramboll, the landscape design 
by Marianne Levinsen Landscape. The size 
of 18 football pitches, the prison is marked 
out by a wall 1500 metres long and six 
metres high. It is ‘home’ to 250 prisoners. 
Judging by the glowing press reports you 
might think it is to stop people getting in as 
much as getting out. Even the UK’s Daily  4 



54 55

//
If you can just cut the 
numbers of re-o�enders 
by a few percentages it is 
basically a no-brainer.
//

Mail, whose instincts lean closer to 18th 
century justice, declared in its headline 
on Storstrøm: “Is this a college or a jail? 
Denmark opens the world’s ‘most humane’ 
maximum security prison designed to 
teach prisoners to change their ways”.

Yet despite the welcome for the project’s 
ambition, any architect might have 
reservations about building a prison – the 
bricks and mortar and security cameras 
are part of the wider legal, economic, 
social and educational systems that 
produce criminals. Mads Mandrup, a 
partner in C.F. Møller told me, “Marianne 
Levinson and I talked about this before 
going into the competition. Was the 
whole punitive aspect going against what 
we believe in? It’s like asking doctors to 
go and perform things on people that 
they probably wouldn’t.” It is not simply 
a debating question. Professor John M. 
Eason from the Sociology Department at 
Texas A&M University, sees prison in the 
US as a continuum of black urban ghettos, 
part of the ‘hyperghetto’ defined by class 
and racial segregation. According to the 
National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People of the 2.2 million 
prisoners in the US, African Americans 
and Hispanics comprised 56 per cent of 
all incarcerated people in 2015. In his 2012 
paper for the Journal of Poverty, ‘Extending 
the Hyperghetto’, John M. Eason writes, 
“For Black males dropping out of high 
school, serving time in prison is a modal 
event occurring more in this group than 
military service or marriage.” Designing 
prisons is framed by how our wider society 
is designed. 

It is why Mandrup and Levinson 
committed to the project. “We very 
quickly realised that if you really believe 
in the system that you are supporting, the 
Welfare State as it is in Scandinavia, then I 
think it comes with the full package,” says 
Mandrup. The investment in rehabilitation 
is an investment both in people in prison 
and in the economy and culture that 
supports rehabilitation. “If you can just 
cut the numbers of re-offenders by a few 
percentages it is basically a no-brainer.”   

The role of the architect for Mandrup 
was to create a space that helped prevent 

prisoners becoming institutionalised, 
psychologically and socially disabled by 
the cognitive experiences of the prison 
space. “Architecture can play a significant 
role and take away the institutionalised 
aspects of many prisons that seem to 
be basically based on the framework of 
panopticons, where you are basically 
surveilling people constantly.” 

�

Surveillance, as Mandrup says is part 
of the prison, but it is not the guiding 
philosophy of reform – as surveillance and 
self-surveillance was in Jeremy Bentham’s 
original architectural panopticon. The full 
title of Bentham’s 1791 work was called 
Panopticon or The Inspection House. It is 
an architecture of inspection as much as 
it is an architecture of incarceration, the 
summary at the beginning of the Preface 
reads: “Morals reformed – health preserved 
– industry invigorated – instruction 
diffused – public burdens lightened … all 
by a simple idea in Architecture!” 

Storstrøm Prison has four prison wings, 
a maximum-security wing, a visitors’ unit, 
activity building, workshop building, gate 
building and staff building. It is not organ-
ised around the principle of the all-seeing 
eye but on the idea of a village. When you 
begin thinking of it as a village you need to 
think about all the inhabitants, “bringing 
together staff and and prisoners, seeing 
them benefiting from each other instead of 
just setting up surveillance, where staff feel 
that they can be in contact and dialogue 
on an everyday basis in a varied way with 
the inmates. You build up a respect and 
you also build up a belief in the purpose of 
being there,” says Mandrup. “Nothing like 
that had really been done before.” Taking 
account of the psychological pressures and 
stresses of prison officers, and not adding 
to these stresses through thoughtlessly 
designed spaces impacts on the prisoners’ 
wellbeing. 

The development process and strategy 
for Storstrøm Prison was different from 
the UK – since the 1990s, the design, 
building and management of prisons 
has been opened up under the Private 

Finance Initiative. Currently there are 14 
prisons run by three private companies 
in the UK; G4S, Sodexo and outsourcing 
company Serco. “In Denmark it is still the 
State that builds and runs the prisons,” 
says Mandrup. “The body that we were 
to work with we realised was a very small 
amount of people. We were dealing with 
people that have been shaped by the static 
environment they have been dealing 
with for the last 50–60 years and now 
have the chance to do it right – they were 
also very visionary people.” Architecture, 
especially public-sector architecture, 
is constructed out of many different 
knowledges, disciplines, interests, agendas 
and organisational cultures, but above all 
else, it is a negotiation between what is 
materially, economically and politically 
possible.

Landscape designer Marianne Levinson 
studied architecture in the Royal Danish 
Academy in a department under the late 
Swedish landscape architect Sven-Ingvar 
Andersson, whose work includes the 
restoration of the Hermitage garden in 
St Petersburg. Andersson was also an 
art historian so it is not surprising that 
Levinson in the past has looked to Isamu 
Noguchi and Richard Serra. In her work for 
Storstrøm Prison, though, the reference 
points are very specific. What kind of wall, 
seven metres high, 1.3km long would 
make sense in the middle of Denmark’s 
flat landscape of South Zealand? “Christo’s 
Running Fence was a very big influence,” 
says Levinson. “Imagine a picture of the 
Running Fence, it’s very much about the 
prison wall.” The other surprising point 
of reference is Wassily Kandinsky. “He had 
this way of working with dynamic compo-
sitions that has always been a learning 
piece when you are making landscaping, 
especially on a large scale,” explains 
Levinson, “the way to work with surface 
and point, the line, area on a large scale.” 

Some of Levinson’s ideas got cut due 
to economies. She wanted an apple 
orchard as the soil in the area is good for 
apples and she had planned a production 
process where prisoners were educated in 
tree-cutting and apple-picking, with the 
apples going to a local juicer.  4  
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Bold, graphic floor patterns were inspired  
by Kandinsky’s dynamic compositions. 

[

‘Tattooing’ the perimeter wall creates subtle 
characteristics that can grow on inmates over time.
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But the prisoners can grow vegetables 
for use in the kitchen and there are plenty 
of trees between buildings and the wall. 
“They are small now but in five or ten 
years’ time we really will have a lush green 
area,” says Levinson. “We have a lot of 
green systems, rainwater solutions, we 
have playgrounds for children visiting 
and there are some very nice apartments. 
Because it is an important priority to main-
tain good family relations for the inmates 
so that they can have their families visiting 
including children.”

There are sports facilities such as a 
seven-a-side soccer pitch and a running 
track. Connecting the different wings of 
the village structure, the various buildings 
with the streets and squares, Levinson 
created “a strong graphic carpet. This 
carpet is made out of asphalt with gravel. 
It is white, red and black to break-up this 
very static space, to make a dynamic space 
around the buildings.” The stripes give 
visual depth, “like in a theatre where you 
have a foreground, middle ground and 
background. When you move around the 
building you get a new perspective every 
time because of the very strong graphic 
pattern in the ground.” 

The prison cell was invented in the 
18th century according to Behind Bars: 
the Hidden Architecture of England’s 
Prisons, and modelled on the monastic 
cell, the promise of solitude producing 
contemplation and reflection. Some of 
the earliest prisons were church prisons, 
which are known to have existed since 
the sixth century. Unlike civil institutions, 
which permitted violence in the service of 
justice, church prisons until the Inquisition 
did not. Solitude and isolation were steps 
designed to lead to self-examination and 
ultimately to a vision of God. 

The Storstrøm cells and the prison 
interiors have been designed with a 
different vision. Combined in residential 
units of four to seven cells, the 12.8 sq.m 
cells, including toilet/shower units, 
have access to a living room area and a 
communal kitchen where prisoners can 
cook for themselves. Each cell has a flow of 
daylight from two sides, with views of the 
surrounding countryside and the sky from 

a small window, as well as a large window 
spanning the full cell height. 

“The actual cell was the domain of the 
prisoners,” says Mads Mandrup, “giving 
them the possibility to decorate and use 
colours. We set up a system with the client. 
There were some prisoners who knew that 
they were going to move to Storstrøm, as 
they were closing an old prison, and they 
had carpentry studios there and they built 
their beds. The inmates felt that they were 
part of this process, in combination with 
the whole interior, working together.”

There were other key sensory elements 
crucial to connecting the building and 
the inmates. Aggebo & Henriksen Design 
created a colour scheme used in hallways 
and common areas based around the ink 
used in prisoner tattoos, using prison ver-
nacular that would be recognised – colour 
as generator of a familiar atmosphere. 

�

There are also two artworks in the prison. 
The patinated bronze sculpture group 
by Claus Carstensen. “I think he had this 
idea that in the Roman Empire there was a 
saying that any more than four or five is a 
gathering,” says Mandrup, “and that could 
be the beginning of a rebellion so Claus 
said he wanted to do a group of people 
standing here in the prison, reflecting  
why they are in there, or how they can  
get out, or just communicating and being 
social and building community within  
a little group.”

The gigantic seascape painting by 
John Kørner was inspired by A Clockwork 
Orange and belongs to the genre of large 
prison landscape murals seen in US pris-
ons especially, where the landscapes func-
tion as a backdrop for photos, a form 
of visual escapism. “When you see the 
mural,” says Mandrup, “it looks nice and 
quaint, like the setting from outside the 
walls, an island where you sit on with 
beautiful fjords and landscape, it has this 
Turner-esque feel. But when you look care-
fully, there is a boat that has just run onto 
shore, there is a hole, it is like a shipwreck, 
all the debris here and there and then sud-
denly you start to see that 4  
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Bright surfaces used as  
‘colour co-ordination for grown ups’. 



58 59

this is about things that are broken.” An 
image of the beautiful and the broken, for 
people who are broken, but in understand-
ing that brokenness lies a seed of change.   

�

This vision of space (even the restricted 
space of the prison) as mobiliser of 
cognitive possibility rather than space 
as the vehicle for psychologically closing 
things down marks a radical change from 
previous models. Philip Hancock and 
Yvonne Yewkes’ paper for Punishment and 
Society, ‘Architectures of incarceration: 
The spatial pains of imprisonment’, 
observes that as the cellular design of 
prisons developed through the 19th 
century the restriction of sensory inputs 
and physical compression had a deeper 
impact than simply removing prisoners 
from public space: it imposed psycho-
logical compression. “Such compression 

is not only experienced as a pain, a 
deprivation, a restriction, but, it can be 
argued, also leads to the production of an 
institutionalised mode of subjectivity; one 
congruent with the demands of docility 
and dependency continually placed upon 
the prison population.” This dependency 
and institutionalisation can make 
freedom and independence on release a 
threatening prospect. 

Yewkes does not wholly endorse the 
development of progressive prisons such 
as Halden prison in Norway which opened 
to much global media attention in 2010 (it 
was shortlisted for the World Architecture 
Festival Awards). It is not just that such 
flexible generative buildings can’t prevent 
prisoners from being stressed by everyday 
events such as family problems or 
cancelled visits but that, as she writes in 
Punishment and Society, “in the terms of 
critical organisation theory, prisoners in 
these units are enmeshed 4 

//
It’s not about doing  
cool architecture.  
It is about doing 
architecture that  
really tries.

//
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The sculptural wall is used to break  
up sightlines within the prison.

4

Walls of the private cells are angled  
out to maximise daylight and space.
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in technologies  of enchantment whose 
purpose is to secure their docility and 
acquiescence while, in criminological 
studies of imprisonment, ‘responsibi-
lisation’ has become the watchword as 
prisoners are signed up to the neo-pater-
nalistic institutional project.” In short will 
prisoners still be dependent on external 
rewards as motivation? Or can such 
prisons, built around themes of wellbeing 
develop a creative, independent and social 
sense of self with a well of psychological 
resources to draw on? Being able to com-
promise with reality and having the skills to 
make something from that experience. 

Where Mandrup would agree with 
Yewkes is that if this project works, “It’s 
not about doing cool architecture. It is 
about doing architecture that really tries 
in terms of working with all the human 
aspects which we take as a given, common 
things like a bench or the small porches or 
the change of scenery. You really have to 

reconsider the whole phenomenological 
set up in terms of sound… the slamming 
doors – get rid of that!” 

� 

It feels like a strange conversation to 
have in 2018, to make a case for prisons 
that work, that can make a difference to 
prisoners and society when they return to 
everyday life. But then the last US election 
was accompanied by chants at rallies of 
“Lock her up!” For many there is still an 
instinct for punishment for its own sake, 
for the pleasure that comes with that 
desire to punish. Mads Mandrup recalls a 
conversation he had with a man involved 
with the prison church ministry. “He said 
‘you take any strong prisoner and put him 
in a traditional pent-up panoptical set up 
and they feel you have eyes in the back 
of your head. You give them four or five 
years, you have broken down any fibre, 

any strong human being.”
Though rehabilitation is not about 

cool architecture, it is unquestionably 
about architecture’s ability to design 
spaces that encourage people to re-design 
themselves – or bad architecture fuelling 
the psychologically stuck, inhibiting 
change. Does Mads Mandrup feel he has 
achieved something with the architecture? 
“Marianne was working constantly and 
probably had even more challenges 
– running into trees in certain areas 
would run off the alarms and so forth, 
she was totally paranoid the whole time! 
Sometimes I think she very much wished 
herself away from the project because 
everything was hiding her ambitions. But 
I think at the end of the day we nailed it 
to an extent that we could feel somewhat 
proud of what we did. Of course, there 
were also places and times where we had 
to compromise quite a bit. But that  
is how it is, you know?”  

[

An all faith room integrates di�erent cultural 
backgrounds in the prison system.

K

The church uses natural illumination and  
wood to di�erentiate the space.




