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No, it was not freedom I wanted, 
just a way out . . .
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Figures 1 and 2: phorographs of  the intervention on the modelo wall.
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In early spring I began walking from my apartment in Eixample to 
school in Sants, navigating a straight line down Carrer de Rosselló, 
passing each day as I walked the same intimidating peach structure. The 
walls were smeared in paint, peeling pastels over violent hidden words, 
a history of  protest peeking through layers of  whitewashing. The guard 
towers were what made its purpose apparent, hexagonal eyes propped 
up on each corner of  the wall, their gun-metal grey tone tainting the 
waves of  pale hues I found so appealing on my sunny walks to school.

I’d started walking after winter passed, during this time my teacher had 
given me some works of  Kafka’s to study, some lines from his journal 
dug into me:

‘He could have resigned himself  to a prison. To end as a prisoner – 
that could be a life’s ambition. But it was a barred cage. Casually and 
imperiously, as if  at home, the racket of  the world streamed out and 
in through the bars, the prisoner was really free, he could take part 
in everything, nothing that went on outside escaped him, he could 
simply have left the cage, the bars were yards apart, he was not even 
imprisoned.’1

Everyday I would walk past the prison, with these words melting in 
my ears, picking at my thoughts. For me the relationship between the 
aphorism and the structure was nothing but superficial. Yet, each day 
I would be compelled to walk again, the sighing paint would call to 
me to touch it, destroy it; it pushed against the structure trying to free 
itself, and in the spaces of  the wall un-observed by cameras, and when 
I was sure the guards were not looking, I began to liberate them, each 
day removing larger and larger pieces and tucking them into a brown 
paper envelope stored quietly in my canvas book bag, in this strange 
ritual I felt the return of  something once lost to me. Before I had come 
to Barcelona I had been very ill, transformed, like Kafka’s Samsa, but 
it had been an even stranger metamorphosis.  This illness, for me, had 
been a prison. The hospital rooms were prisons. My acquiescence to 
brain rot had been a prison. These were the images that I carried with 
me on this walk:  a dirty room in Oxford,  an unmade bed in London,  
a small cube in Chalfont Saint Clements, with wires attached from my 
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head tying me down to the bed, and a dining room eating bland yellow 
fish and chips with children and adults wearing bright red helmets at 
the tables beside me. I too had once resigned myself  to be a prisoner. 
But in Barcelona, on those walks, the anamorphic quality of  the bars 
seemed to be almost tangible. It was an aletheia –an event of  truth via 
which something earlier concealed becomes visible. Like the blue spray 
painted lines glancing through the magnolia strips of  folded paint petals 
on the walls of  the Modelo. For the last two years I had been collecting 
knowledge, free from the white sheets of  hospitals and white walls of  
university, I had tried to piece my world back together through reading 
and thinking. And here finally, on this wall, on this walk, truth began to 
pierce a hole through the forms of  knowledge I had arranged so tidily. 

***

La Modelo prison opened its doors in 1904, its name inferring its hoped 
for status as a new model of  penitentiary, a place of  reformation not 
retribution. This idea was carved into its façade with the words ‘in 
severitate humanitas’, the building would serve a common good, sweeping 
up the dregs of  society, containing and reshaping them. Until 2017 it 
housed up to 1200 prisoners, many of  them immigrants. The prison is 
pink on the inside and was reportedly permeated by the smell of  freshly 
baked bread due to its on-site bakery. After many months of  walking 
I realised the obscenity of  treating this hole in humanity as a personal 
talisman – for this pink, bread scented hexagon carries the weight of  
more than a 100 years of  brutality, the week I began walking it was 
declared the prison would finally close, and throughout my investigation 
it would move further and further towards closure, until finally, one day, 
it suddenly was. 

The prison has been a landmark in the formation of  modern Catalonia, 
during the 1920s primo de rivera regime the Modelo was known as  
‘la Universidad de los pobres’ , the poor man’s university, because of  
the classes and conferences held within it under the new model of  
rehabilitation. Under Franco it was called ‘la isla ideólogica’, because it 
was said that one could debate more freely inside then outside. Together 
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with Montjuïc castle it was one of  the main symbols of  Franco’s 
political oppression in Catalonia. It housed many political prisoners, 
military trials were held there with no legal representation, decisions 
were made summarily, the families not informed, and those condemned 
were taken the same day to the Camp de la Bota, lined up and shot by 
the sea. 1700 people were killed in this fashion between 1939 and 1952. 
The last person executed there was Salvadore Puig Antich  in 1974 – he 
was garroted by a tight iron collar which was incrementally tightened 
until his neck broke.

When I began researching the prison, shamed by my use of  it only as a 
signifier of  something long lost or recovered by me, I was not surprised 
by the sheer violence of  its history. When I visited the inside of  the 
prison after its closure I saw that the wall I had so loved to walk along 
was remarkably different on the inside, the barbed wire crown that 
surrounded this area, a recreation yard, had begun to bleed over time, 
and rust coloured wounds striped the pale mortar, a sharp contrast to 
the pleasing pastels of  the exterior. Of  course. the prison has a history 
beyond me, beyond our walks and conversations. Of  course, it is a 
brutal one. Of  course, the pink peach walls that initially delighted me so 
hid something terrible, this is always the case. It is just a more complex 
form of  perspective, of  taking a symbol and fleshing it out with history. 
And yet . . . it is not my history. Reading of  the brutality of  the Camp 
de la Bota I didn’t think of  the Catalans who died for the resistance, 
or for no reason as was often the case. Instead, I began to think of  my 
grandfather leaving Germany, of  my family that remained, of  a large 
screen in the Jewish Museum in Camden, of  my bottle green uniform 
as I sat cross legged on the floor, of  the surname of  the man speaking 
in the film appearing in white type and my teacher looking at me 
knowingly, of  this stranger describing the conditions in the camps while 
I sat quietly mesmerised by the links appearing before me, under my 
chin, between my blond, blue eyed form and this weeping, ruined man. 

I can try to write about the history of  the Modelo, but as much as it 
shames me, I cannot quite grab a hold of  it, something within me has 
claimed the walls as my own. I am a foreigner here in Catalonia, just 
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Figures 3 and 4: phorographs of  the internal and external walls of  the recreation yard.
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one in a long line in my family who have been displaced from one space 
to another, searching or fleeing. I can contemplate on the tragedy of  this 
structure, its permanence in this city like a foundation deposit, pieces of  
stone used in ancient Mesopotamia as a marker of  space and time,  a 
physical manifestation of  a certainty, of  safety, of  protection, but here, 
now, this pink hexagon, these stones bounding a square in Eixample, 
speak of  a memorial to human cruelty and failure, of  a hope for a 
better society subsumed by the reality of  man’s nature. As Kafka wrote, 
‘There is an infinite amount of  hope, but not for us.’ Instead, in this text, I want 
to examine this action, the taking of  the paint, and see how this small 
ritual, this gesture, was for me the retrieval of  something I thought long 
lost: an understanding of  my condition and a way out.

***

The Modelo is based on the Victorian philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s 
panopticon model, the panopticon was an architectural idea for a prison 
where the control of  the populace was achieved not by the threat of  
violence but by the building’s structure itself, a structure that allowed 
all inmates to be observed at any time without knowing for certain if  
they themselves were being observed – what was termed ‘the unequal 
gaze’. The Modelo is built around a central hexagon of  the guard 
tower from which the galleries of  prisoner cells fork out, each gallery 
designed to house a different type of  prisoner: the violent, those with 
good behaviour, those in solitary confinement and so on. It was built as 
a ‘model prison’ where a ‘kind’ and rational society could rehabilitate its 
wayward citizens.  

In his 1975 text Discipline and Punish Michel Foucault excavated the idea 
of  the panopticon and used it as a symbol to critique what he saw as the 
insidious structures of  modern power and their operations. He argued 
that since the turn of  the 18th century there had begun an anxiety as to 
the status of  the mad, the sick, the criminal and the poor. This anxiety 
as to the shape of  society resulted in the State taking these undesirables 
under their ‘care’ within institutions. Instead of  using violence to order 
its citizens the State began to monitor and categorise them as a form 
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of  control. Through institutions such as schools, hospitals, prisons and 
asylums the State began to exert its influence merely by observing the 
population just as the guards did in the panopticon.  Institutions like 
the school turned the individual into a ‘subject’, where ones identity 
was not the result of  one’s own agency but was instead policed and 
manufactured by the institution with the maleficent intention of  making, 
what Foucault calls, ‘docile bodies’, that is, bodies that were unresisting 
and could be slotted into the new economic structures resulting from the 
industrial revolution, such as factories. Foucault uses the example of  the 
panopticon to show how in the modern era the State began to exploit 
knowledge of  its citizens to control them, and more than that, how it 
began to tie them down within a system of  anonymised bureaucracies 
like those that populate the works of  Kafka, cementing them within a 
‘field of  documentation’ (school examinations, censuses, doctors notes, 
criminal records etc.)  from which they could not escape. This ‘field 
of  documentation’ the embedding within life of  examinations and 
judgments, the constant comparison to a given ‘normal’ standard go 
further though then the enslavement of  the subject within a paper pen. 
Foucault argued that the ever present standard of  being judged and 
watched was then internalised by the individual so that they began to 
monitor themselves, like the prisoners in the panopticon, the standard 
of  normality was written into the minds of  citizens and instead of  the 
fear of  an omniscient god there was an awareness of  the ubiquitous 
intervention of  the State to catch social and legal transgressions. This 
control reached outside of  institutions through ‘apparatuses’, through 
technology, so that every element of  life could be given an ideal and 
through which the populace could monitor and police themselves.        

My metamorphosis began and evolved in a nexus of  institutions, 
my illness, madness? was indefinable, un-normal, and I began to 
oscillate between the hospital, the psychiatrist and the university, tested 
here, tested there. I was unraveling within and under the weight of  
institutions. Foucault despairs at the power of  institutions. In Discipline 
and Punish he argued that the time before power was practiced by 
subjectivisation the mad were allowed to wonder free, they were 
thought to be in touch with a mystic side of  reality. But what he does 



11

Figures 5 and 6: phorographs from the interior of  the Modelo prison.
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not acknowledge is the comfortable warmness of  one who fits in 
the institution. The desire to fold your jagged edges into clear shaped 
boxes instead of  being unbounded and overflowing. With my illness 
the mechanics of  my being began to break down, my senses crossed, 
my body disobeyed, I began to lose awareness of  time and the world 
began to resemble a mist of  floating colours and darting black objects. 
Foucault portrays the mad, the ill, the epileptics, as safe within a cushion 
of  another reality, but what about those who are stuck on the boundary?  
He argues against the categorisation of  people between the mad and 
un-mad, but he does not acknowledge truly how there is another place, 
a realm between the two, and he does not write of  the terror of  not 
being fully absorbed into un-reality, of  watching the world disappear 
and the hunger this produces for a category, for a home. When I was 
walking along Rosselló this was what I was trying to puzzle out, how 
the methods of  power of  the State can become so enticing that the 
desire to be institutionalised and fit to the normal standard becomes 
unquenchable and the pressure of  this force becomes so great that the 
only option is to confront the apparatuses by whatever means available.  
It is this confrontation of  the illusory nature of  the apparatuses of  
power that Kafka addresses with the prison in his aphorism. It is the 
feeling of  being torn between two worlds, between an authentic internal 
reality and an external invasive Reality of  power, it is the realisation that 
the only way out from this decision is to make a choice.                                                              

***

         In a diary entry Kafka refers to the perceiving of  the outside world 
and the inward self  as two clocks that are not in unison. The lack of  
synchronisation between these two clocks is brought about by the fact 
that ‘the inner one runs crazily on’ while ‘the outer one limps along at its usual 
speed.’ Inevitably, this lack of  synchronisation brings about tragic results: 
‘What else can happen but that the two worlds split apart, and they do split apart, or 
at least clash in a fearful manner’.2 This is what happened to me, my interior 
world began to run faster and faster, splitting apart from reality. The 
discordance was always there, it just began to speed up as I grew, that is, 
the registration between myself  and the self  represented in institutions 
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began to grow and I began to desperately grasp at fitting my self  into 
the institutional box. As the poet John Updike states in his introduction 
to Kafka’s complete works:

 ‘Kafka epitomizes one aspect of  the modern mind-set: a sensation of  
anxiety and shame whose center cannot be located and therefore cannot 
be placated a sense of  an infinite difficulty within things, impeding every 
step; a sensitivity acute beyond usefulness, as if  the nervous system, 
flayed of  its old hide of  social usage and religious belief, must record 
every touch as pain.’3 

Kafka’s aphorism suggests how difficult it is to liberate yourself  from 
the weight of  institutions and your internalised policing, and how for 
some, the friction between the interior thinking world and the exterior 
categorising ‘reality’ can begin to spark, wounding and sensitising the 
individual to all interactions with the inside and outside ‘realities’.          
Many scholars on Kafka, most notably the Italian philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben, point to Kafka as exemplifying what is wrong with the 
Western legal system. That Kafka’s works express a feeling of  impotence 
at a great law which we can never truly know or understand, or that 
might be turned against us at any moment because in reality the law is 
always functioning in a state of  exception. That is, there is the law that 
says that you will go to prison if  you murder or steal, and then there is 
the law that says, because the world is unsafe, the government has the 
right to imprison you, to murder or steal from you, to kidnap you in the 
night from your bedroom if  it wills so, in the name of  your or society’s 
protection. 

 Agamben puts forward this idea of  the law as being in a constant 
state of  exception as his interpretation of  Kafka. However, more 
than the actual law, I think the images of  the unknowable law that 
Agamben identifies can also be understood as a metaphor or analogy, 
as condensations, narratives that express the sensitisation that Updike 
identifies. A sensitisation against a complexly institutionalised world 
which leaves those who do not easily become ‘docile bodies’ fraught 
and terrorised by the internal policeman of  the State or by its external 
apparatuses and representatives, confused and anxious against a both 
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Figures 7 and 8: A Way Out, collage, 65 x 50 cm, 2018
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at once completely taxonomised but also seemingly random existence. 
In his text on Kafka Richie Robertson refers to William James’s 
division of  humanity into the once-born and the twice-born as a way 
to comprehend the sort of  sensitivity Updike identifies in Kafka.4 
The latter (twice-borns) are the minority who feel anxiety about their 
relation to something beyond themselves. The former (once-borns) are 
unreflective, uncomplicated, and largely content to get on with their 
lives. Kafka’s sensitisation is the condition of  the ‘twice-born’: it is that 
of  the un-docile body.5

We spend our lives in institutions, we always have the safety of  the 
‘normal’ standard we can measure ourselves by so that we are never 
without the feeling of  what we should be or what we should be doing. 
However, the most important things in life, the matters of life, of  
being in a body or being in a mind are never really addressed by these 
institutions. There is a law of  how things should be and it in force but 
without significance, it is insignificant because it only ever addresses the 
structures of  life necessary to create docile bodies, there is no law or 
standard of  ‘being-thus’, there is no institution that teaches how to exist 
as a being, it is never revealed to us, and no one ever speaks about it. It 
is this anxiety, this feeling of  overflowing the schemas being given to you 
, of  being too much but at the same time too little which I think are at 
the heart of  Kafka’s courtrooms. They exemplify the strange way we are 
dragged into the world and have to maneuvre it and its people without 
ever being truly taught to, we are like Kafka’s character in The Burrow 
constantly trying to find safety by thinking what we ‘should’ be doing 
at any given time, creating institutions for ourselves, creating rules and 
disciplines, apparatuses, to quell the feelings of  fear that the world might 
collapse if  we do not box and frame ourselves in.

Agamben also argues that the lives of  Kafka’s protagonists exemplify 
the State’s power to strip the citizen of  his citizenship and transform 
him simply into a body. He borrows this idea from Roman law and 
the writings of  Aristotle, where the ancient philosopher distinguished 
between that of  the good life (Bios) and the bare life (Zoe). It is the 
State, Aristotle argued, that transforms the bare life of  a body into the 
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good life of  the citizen. With my illness I became stranded in the middle 
of  these two categories, because the things that constitute a good life, 
the enjoyment of  rights and society, of  being part of  a community, 
began to disappear as my mind did, the clock had sped up so fast that 
it eventually stopped and I began to be cradled and supported by the 
State, by institutions. It was my own body, my antibodies, that reduced 
me to Zoe, to a bare life, but I would argue this was a largely unnatural 
phenomenon, it was a body that was so used to being chopped up and 
labelled by apparatuses that it took the job unto itself, until I was simply 
a body, alone in a field of  documentation, slowly being forced into the 
earth by the weight of  the paper. I take reassurance now in Kafka’s 
quotation of  Kierkegaard in a letter to his friend Brod: ‘No human being 
can lead a true spiritual life while remaining perfectly healthy in body and mind.’6 
When the body isn’t docile, when it resists the pressure of  the world, of  
apparatuses, it has to find a way out.

***
       
Deleuze and Guttari in their work Kafka: Towards A Minor Literature 
put forward that to escape the State’s reach – to escape the threat 
of  the bare life – there is a way out, it is to live a creaturely life, in 
between the zones of  Zoe and Bios. They argue that Kafka’s strange 
protagonists, the insect of  the metamorphosis, the horse lawyer, the 
mole paranoiac, they are a way out from the pressure of  a constantly 
monitored ever shifting and uncertain life. While I was sick I read and 
re-read The Metamorphosis , I felt a strong affinity with Samsa, because, 
in truth, I felt I was a sort of  upside-down Samsa, I was an insect living 
in a human body. My metamorphosis did not leave my relatives and 
friends slack-jawed in disgust, to them I was the same girl, disheveled 
maybe, but still a girl who fit into a girl shaped idea, but the clock had 
stopped, and I began to see the world like some sort of  strange insect, 
the world became ginormous, wondrous in colour, terrifying in its 
scale, complexity and magnitude. This reverse metamorphosis was for 
me a way out, I see it now, the weight of  the constant monitoring and 
standards both from outside and inside crushed my spirit and so slowly I 
began to de-evolve, my mind became increasingly less human. 
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 Agamben in his writing binds the idea of  the bare life with that of  
‘homo sacer’, another term borrowed from ancient Roman law. Homo 
Sacer was a person who was exiled from the polis, who had the good life 
taken away from him. The etymology of  the word auto-immune is of  
course auto (Greek for the self) and immunis ‘exempt from public service 
or charge’, from the Latin in- ‘not’ + munis ‘ready for service’. Exempt 
from public service or charge, like homo sacer, like those of  the bare 
life, traced back the term autoimmune literally means to make oneself  
inoperative as a part of  the polis. 
 
The idea of  finding a ‘way out’ permeates the work of  Kafka, in his 
short story A Report to the Academy he describes the condition of  an 
ape caught and caged  on a steamboat, he can’t stand or sit, if  he wants 
to live he has to find ‘a way out’. ‘No, it was not freedom I wanted, just a way 
out  . . . I do not mean that great feeling of  freedom on all sides’.7 As Anne Snoek 
acknowledges in her text Agamben’s Joyful Kafka, Kafka’s characters do 
not flee – ‘The way out is attained by giving in, in a certain sense’8, she puts 
forward that in Kafka’s work there is hope (infinite hope but not for us) 
and it is that there is a way out in front of  us that can only be seen with 
a certain subtlety.  This hope is an acceptance of  one’s situation and 
then of  observing and accepting the world ‘[T]here was no attraction for me 
in imitating human beings; I imitated them because I needed a way out, and for no 
other reason.’9 

 In Kafka’s unfinished story The Castle the land surveyor K. is employed 
by the ‘castle’ but the story is taken up not with his work but instead 
with his desperate attempts at confirming his employment. It is a story 
about the impossibility of  truly confronting the apparatuses of  the 
world. Kafka originally ended the story with K. perceiving the futility 
of  his conflict with the Castle by reflecting: ‘In this way I was fighting 
not the others but rather myself.’10 – He who fights with monsters might 
take care lest he thereby become a monster.  Foucault argued that power is a 
relationship and many scholars have pointed out that the characters in 
Kafka’s work only suffer because they consent to engage in institutions, 
in a relationship with an institution or an apparatus, if  Joseph K. wasn’t 
so convinced of  his ability to interfere in his trial, if  K. in The Castle 
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had left the village, both these men would have retained their power. 
With my ritualistic liberation of  the Modelo, this was what I was trying 
to remember, slowly and surely since leaving the hospitals and Oxford 
I had begun to fight again with the monsters, while at Oxford I had 
recovered from my illness by simply relinquishing myself  to it and giving 
up my attempts to fit within the institutional standards, this of  course 
had not been a conscious retreat but a mad becoming animal exile. My 
illness had stripped me away to the pure fundamentals of  my humanity, 
my awareness of  my self, my ‘being-thus’, the very thing I felt I had 
been unable to commune with under the pressure of  the apparatuses 
became the only thing that did exist in the insect-brain bare life. 

Before entering the Holy of  Holies you must take off your shoes, and not 
only your shoes but everything, your travelling-clothes and your baggage, 
and beneath that your nakedness, and everything that is beneath your 
nakedness, and everything hidden beneath that, and then the core and 
the core of  the core, then what is left and then the rest and then the light 
from the imperishable fire.11

 When I was stripped down to nothing, only being, I then became free 
to imitate the other humans and stop fighting, like the ape in the steam 
ship. I no longer cared about the institutions or apparatuses, I had 
experienced simply being-thus, I no longer fought against the monsters, 
I had been stripped down to pure existence and reconstructed myself  
with this, not the apparatuses, as a guide to how I should live my life.  
Kafka wrote that ‘freedom and bondage are in essential meaning one’12 – there is 
just, as Agamben and Snoek point out, a subtle shift in perception that 
changes them, like the imaginary bars in the first aphorism, which can 
only be seen when one has truly resigned oneself  to be a prisoner. Agamben 
refers to Walter Benjamin’s description of  the moment after the end of  
the world when the messiah comes when ‘everything will be as it is now, just 
a little different.’13 This is what I felt after I recovered from the becoming-
animal stage, everything was the same, just a little different, when I 
removed my consent from battling with the institutions and apparatuses, 
I instead chose to operate in the world, I had gone through the holy of  
holies, and once I had reached that point I could continue to live my 
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Figures 9 and 10: A Way Out, pieces of  the modelo prison in reson, 50 x 65 cm, 2018
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life as it was, just a little bit different. ‘It is as if  a person were a prisoner, and 
he had not only the intention to escape, which would perhaps be attainable, but also, 
and indeed simultaneously, the intention to rebuild the prison as a pleasure dome for 
himself. But if  he escapes, he cannot rebuild, and if  he rebuilds, he cannot escape.’14 
There are some situations you cannot think yourself  out of, you cannot 
use the matter of  apparatuses to disclose reality to yourself, you have 
to simply accept them and with this acceptance comes freedom, if  not 
freedom, the way out: you must turn the prison into a palace. This is 
the task I had begun when I left Oxford, but at some point I had lost my 
way, I had begun to fight again, tried to push myself  into the mouls of  
institutions, consented to being interfered with by apparatuses.
            

***

In Jorge Luis Borges’ short story Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius he describes 
a phenomenon in one of  these imaginary worlds called Hrönir, Hrönir 
are objects that have been lost and then found again, but they are 
actually duplicates, affected by having been lost, or by having been 
found. The same missing pencil may be found by two different people, 
each finding a version of  the pencil they expect to find. Hrönir are 
distorted by expectation and memory, but as personalised facsimiles 
of  the original are valid and very real objects. In another world Tlön, 
there is yet another category of  secondary objects -  ‘Stranger and more 
perfect than any hrön is the ur, which is a thing produced by suggestion, 
an object brought into being by hope’15.  Looking back at this project 
of  a year that began with an unplanned walk across my city I see now 
the unintended significance of  my small gesture –for that is what it was, 
the peeling of  the walls, every day, was a form of  gesture, of  resistance, 
of  excavation and investigation. How this walking produced something 
close to what Borges describes, how these pieces of  the Modelo are the 
memories of  gestures, they are Hrönir, they are the pieces of  the world 
lost to me when I became an animal, the pieces of  memory and identity 
which have been transfigured and made a new, but they are also ur, 
because after the becoming animal I needed some form of  talisman to 
hold the world together for me to help me see my purpose and I found 
this on the walks past the prison meditating on my condition. They 
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became stelae on which I could write my concerns about the world, 
together with the Kafka aphorism the paint-taking gesture became a 
sort of  spell, a formula, where I could contact a condensed version of  
my experience of  being-thus and redirect myself, a gesture to constantly 
remind me of  the way out.
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