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INHABITING THE PRISON. THE SPACES OF EVERYDAY
LIFE IN DETENTION

Simona Canepa

Cycle

37° - PoliTo Grant
Year
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Supervisors
Paolo Mellano, Pier Federico Caliari

Research Group

Starting from the statement that prison represents the
most significant social removal of our times because
it tends to be considered as something belonging to a
sphere separate from everyday reality, the research,
structured in five chapters, investigates prison spaces
as places of shared living. The first chapter analyses the
two words that give the research its title, inhabiting and
prison. It's possible to define inhabiting in different ways:
it is the essence of the home (Bachelard, 1975), it is the
purpose of building and the principle of existence (Hei-
degger, 1991), it is to establish a relationship between
man and the environment (Norberg-Schulz, 1984), it is
to choose a place to live based on an affinity (Nouvel,
2022), it is an experience (Legnante, 2016); definitions
with a positive connotation, but the prisoner does not
choose the place where to live, nor the people with whom
to share spaces because he is not a free person. The
prison is, in fact, the place where people are imprisoned
because they are condemned or awaiting trial: Goffman
(1968) defined it as a total institution, Foucault (2001)
as a heterotopia, Sommer (1974) as a hard architecture,
Leder (1992) as a home in reversed caricature. Prison is
also the only inhabited public building in which the state
is in charge of people (Santangelo, 2018), which the law
defines more specifically as a house of imprisonment, a
custody house, or a workhouse: behind the word ‘house’
are connoted places and spaces that refer to the theme
of living. The second chapter outlines the relationship
between punishment and prison in history. Knowing the
evolution of the prison building allows us to analyse the

relationship between the social institution, the model of
detention, the architectural form, and the place where it
is located. The history of detention and prison architectu-
re as a deprivation of personal freedom is a recent one:
with the Renaissance treatise writers, the prison took on
the value of a building typology, but it was not until the
mid-18th century that it began to have physical autonomy
when reflection on the purposes of detention by jurists,
philanthropists, philosophers and economists and the
abandonment of corporal punishment led to the need to
build structures expressly intended for the treatment of
prisoners separate from the palaces of justice. Based on
the differentiation of inmates into classes, control, and
work, the new prison buildings used three main typolo-
gies that remained constant throughout the 19th century:
rectangular, radial, and circular/polygonal, within which
the ideal model of the Panopticon was placed. Subse-
quently, there was a progressive breakdown of archi-
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tectural models resulting from using several prison systems. This gave rise
to the court, telegraph pole, open campus, and differentiated building types,
more responsive to the needs of individual nations that were beginning to
structure their penal systems. The third chapter focuses on ltaly: it covers
a period that begins with the Unification and ends with the sentence impo-
sed by the Strasbourg Court for subjecting some prisoners to inhuman and
degrading treatment in violation of Article 3 of the European Convention on
Human Rights. In addition to the time, the thread that runs through the chap-
ter is the body of legislation, laws, decrees, penal codes, prison regulations,
and judgments that sometimes highlight progressive thrusts and, other ti-
mes, a return to the past. The same happened in the field of architecture:
the prison buildings designed in the 1965-1975 decade saw an attempt to
consider the prison not only from an afflictive point of view but also from a
rehabilitative one, as envisaged by the Constitution: Ridolfi and Lenci desi-
gned the jail as a place to experience the spaces of punishment and not as
a place to share the punishment of spaces; Michelucci wished the prison to
be less closed and more open towards the urban area where it was located,
arguing that the prison should be built for men and not against them. The
advent of terrorism, however, led the authorities to prioritise the concept of
security and consequently to design ‘container’ buildings. Since the 1990s,
overcrowding has become the common denominator in most institutions,
with severe repercussions for the living conditions of inmates, agents, and

operators, i.e. the entire population ‘living’ inside prison complexes, as well as
family members visiting inmates. The fourth chapter investigates how prison
construction has often overlooked and underestimated the role that the di-
mensions of spaces, ratios, and proportions can have on prisoners’ physical
and psychic well-being. The designer’s task is to work on that fine line that
establishes the limit between space and well-being so that sleeping rooms
transform cohabitation from a condition of intolerance and discomfort to an
opportunity for mutual enrichment, community spaces foster socialisation
activities among inmates, and training and workspaces help prepare for fu-
ture reintegration into society, as already happens in some European coun-
tries. It is necessary to rethink the architecture of prison spaces in terms of
quality and respect for the dignity of prisoners: the institutional round tables
of the States General of Penal Execution and the Commission for Peniten-
tiary Architecture, the workshops organised by some schools of architecture
(Turin, Milan, Rome, Naples), have shown how it is possible, even in prison,
to place space with its furnishings, materials, colours and lights at the centre
of the project, as a space to be lived in that respects constitutional and legal
rules that have so far found little application in practice. The fifth chapter is
the testimony of the Italian prison reality through the analysis of the writings
of some prison directors and that of the doctoral student who had the op-
portunity to visit some prisons and observe the everyday life of detention in
the internal, external and in-between spaces.
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“The PhD Program in Architecture.
History and Project (DASP) was born
out of two long lasting traditions of
doctoral level studies and research

in the area of Architecture at
Politecnico di Torino. The PhD Program
programmatically investigates the
complexity of architectural cultures
starting from the multi-disciplinary and
trans-disciplinary interweaving between
the history and the design of buildings,
cities, territories.

On the one hand, in fact, urban

and architectural composition and
technology of architecture favor an
interpretation of the project as a tool
for measuring the stratifications of
theoretical elaborations, technical

DASP. PhD in Architecture.
History and Project

innovations and modifications

of built environment.

On the other hand, the historical
disciplines for architecture and the
city, far from a local vision and thanks
to the cooperation with other histories
(the economic, social, anthropological
and aesthetic ones), trace paths that
can be traveled by architects and urban
planners, but also by other humanities
scholars, such as philosophers

and linguists”

Marco Trisciuoglio

(from the document Proposal for the accreditation
of doctorates - a.y. 2023/2024,

presented to the ltalian Ministry of University

and Research on June 5th, 2023)
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