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As the Coronavirus pandemic
has spread throughout the U.S.,
prisons and jails have emerged
as some of the most dangerous
places in the country. The sole
technique that has served to the
slow spread of virus - social
distancing - is impossible to
practice in prisons. People in
prison are rarely able to
maintain a 6 ft. distance from
each other and have limited
bodily autonomy. In some
facilities, beds are nailed to the
floor less than 3 ft from each
other. Soap is often a rare
commodity, while hand sanitizer
is banned.
Even though testing has been
sparse in many prisons, certain
facilities have become
extremely efficient incubators.
Despite efforts to release
people, Rikers Island in NYC is
now one of the most infected
workplaces in the nation, while
Cook County jail has become
the single largest source of
infections in the U.S. The
number of new cases of
Coronavirus is more than
doubling in state and federal
prisons each week, while the

Jesse Krimes, Apokaluptein16389067:II, Installation View Eastern State Penitentiary, Philadelphia, PA.
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absolute numbers almost certainly reflect an undercount. While quarantines and shelter-in-place
policies appear to be slowing spread in much of the country, the outlook is much bleaker for the
2.3 million Americans who are incarcerated. On April 25th, test results from Marion Correctional
Facility in Ohio announced that over 2,011 people, representing nearly 80% of inmates, had
tested positive for COVID-19, while 154 of 350 staff members also tested positive. Of the 3,300
inmates tested in Ohio, Arkansas, Virginia and North Carolina by April 26, over 96% of those
who tested positive were asymptomatic - suggesting that massive spread of the virus
throughout the system has already occurred.
Gallery artist Jesse Krimes has a unique viewpoint on the crisis, having spent six years in
prison. We hosted a discussion of the current crisis joined by Professor Nicole Fleetwood and
Jasmine Heiss. An expert on art and mass incarceration, Professor Fleetwood is the author of
Marking Time: Art in the Age of Mass Incarceration to be released by Harvard University Press
on April 28th. She also curated the group exhibition Marking Time for MoMA PS1. Jasmine
Heiss is an advocate and policy expert on mass incarceration at the Vera Institute of Justice.
Biographies for the discussants are included below.

Jesse Krimes, Apokaluptein16389067:II, Installation View - Eastern State Penitentiary,
Philadelphia, PA.
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Barry Thomas Malin:
Jesse - How are you are responding on a personal level to the terrible risks that COVID-19 is
posing to incarcerated individuals? This situation must be raising some complicated feelings.

Jesse Krimes:
Yes. I think on a very personal level,
it has impacted me in ways that I
wasn't really expecting. Having to
self-quarantine and be locked down
- it brought back a whole range of
emotions and feelings that I wasn't
anticipating, and it paralyzed me in
a way. I think I needed some time
and space to process that. But it
has been really hard to get space.
For me, the need to shelter-in-place
sort of evokes what it was like to be
incarcerated and to be in isolation.
But, after working through that a
little bit and talking to my friends
who are still incarcerated and
hearing their stories about what is
happening in real-time - it snapped
me out of feeling paralyzed and lit a
fire in me again to figure out a way
to be supportive. Friends are telling
me that this virus is spreading on
their blocks right now, but prison
staff and administrations are still not
taking the situation very seriously.

Jesse Krimes, Voices from the Heartland: Incarceration
in Small & Rural America, Installation View, 2019.

I just spoke with a friend who is in federal prison in upstate New York. He said that at least 20
guys on his block are sick right now, including him. Some of them are in six-man cells and
they're not receiving any supplies. The nurse came around, and he told her, "Listen, I'm sick."
She just felt his head and said, "You don't have a fever so you're good." She told him he needed
to buy Tylenol from the commissary. That is all that is really being done for people in prison. . It
seems like they are intentionally not testing people because they want to keep the reported
numbers down.

3

And so I'm trying to strategically think about ways that I can shift my practice right now to create
work that can be used in a public forum - as a way to apply pressure for more people to be
immediately released.

Nicole Fleetwood:
In terms of how triggering this experience can be for formerly incarcerated individuals, I recently
shared a video with a formerly incarcerated artist we all know, showing what we are doing in
New York City at 7:00 pm each night to thank the frontline workers - when people clap, bang on
pots and just cheer. And he said that he found it so triggering, because the sounds reminded
him of how people in prison respond when they are locked down or need help. It was really,
really upsetting for him to hear that audio because it sounded like prison to him.

Jesse Krimes:
Yeah. It is eerily reminiscent of people banging
on gates and doors when there's an emergency
and they're trying to get attention.

Barry Thomas Malin:

Jesse Krimes, Of Beauty and Decay; or not
(black), 2018, glass, steel, tree root, artificial
plant, transparency film, digital print, acrylic.

Jesse - you mentioned feeling galvanized at
this point to make new work. Is that impulse
complicated by the sheer suffering and loss of
life that is occurring? Adorno suggested that to
write poetry after Auschwitz was barbarism. I
do not mean to directly compare the current
situation to Auschwitz, but we are in a moment
characterized by dread, loss and mourning.
How do we use art at this moment? Much of
your art has very challenging, sometimes
difficult subject matter, but it's ensconced in
these really beautiful forms. How should we be
thinking about aesthetics now?

Jesse Krimes:
Well, aesthetics function in a variety of ways, and so I disagree with the idea that creating
artwork after a traumatic event, following a massive human crisis or even in the midst of one, is
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somehow not valuable. Particularly thinking about some of the works that I created while I was
in prison, the primary function that they served for me while I was in solitary confinement and
under extreme duress was as a means of escape and resistance. I was creating something that
wasn't necessarily for an outside audience, but rather a personal means to maintain my own
sense of self in the face of all these forces that were being deployed to dehumanize me or
make me denigrate my own worth. Making art functioned, for me, on a very personal level, as a
means of resistance and survival.
Creating the Purgatory series and smuggling them out of prison also served as a way for me to
communicate and to reveal things that are intentionally hidden. Art can be a way to capture the
essence of what is happening in certain situations and convey that information in new ways to
an audience that is unaware. In so many ways, art serves as a line of communication, as a way
to engage with audiences and facilitate changes in perspective. Where words might fail us in
moments like this, artwork can allow people to discern things clearly.
Art can also animate people and stimulate action. Ten years ago, the term mass incarceration
was not in the public lexicon, people
were not writing about it. In many ways, I
would attribute the heightened public
consciousness of mass incarceration,
and the whole conversation around it, to
both grassroots advocates and different
creative projects that really garnered
public attention: Michelle Alexander's
The New Jim Crow, Piper Kerman's
Orange Is the New Black, Reginald
Dwayne Betts’ poetry, Ava DuVernay's
13th - these creative expressions are
really what galvanized the population to
care about some of these issues. I would
like to think that visual art and other
forms of creative aesthetic practices
serve that function as well. I’m thinking
specifically of artists like Hank Willis
Thomas, Mark Bradford, Sterling Ruby,
and the many directly impacted artists
who have been through the system.

Barry Thomas Malin:
Jesse - you made a reference to
Purgatory, and I'm wondering if this

Jesse Krimes, Paradisus Infernus VI (detail),
2018, acrylic, digital image transfers, roots,
transparency film.
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whole situation has changed at all how you think about that work. Soap has suddenly become
such a critical resource and a focus of attention, and as a material it has perhaps acquired
different connotations?

Jesse Krimes:
When I created Purgatory, I
was thinking about the
latent language that is
embodied in the material of
soap. By employing soap as
a material to transfer
images, I was basically
purging or cleansing those
images from their narrative
sources that promoted
negative and highly
reductive representations of
people. From our current
vantage point, however, the
soap represents more of a
literal tool for survival. Soap
is now how you protect
yourself in prison. I don't
Jesse Krimes, Purgatory (detail 1/292),” 2009, image transfers,
know if this shift has
prison-issued soap, toothpaste, playing cards.
changed my understanding
of the piece, but it has
broadened the ways in which the artwork references different elements of the carceral
landscape.
In many ways, incarceration has always been a life and death situation before we were
confronted with Coronavirus. The added element of the pandemic only amplifies these
dynamics in a much more pronounced and visible way. People are physically isolated and
locked down. They can't communicate with loved ones. They can't social distance. They can't
access the sanitary materials that they need or masks and all of these other things necessary to
survive. But on one level, these terrible circumstances are just a heightened example of the
institutional violence that is the prison itself. Any jail sentence can become a death sentence.
We have seen that with Kalief Browder and in so many other scenarios. We see that with men
and women who are disappeared for decades. The impact of Coronavirus is that it compounds
the state-sanctioned violence to which people in prison are subjected, effectively compounding
the excessive punishment of people who are already suffering.
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Barry Thomas Malin:
Again, this may betray a degree of naivete on my part, but I was shocked to learn that, even
while this virus is raging, prisoners still can only access soap by purchasing it from the
commissary. If they don't have money, they can't get it. And, money spent on soap is less
money that can be used for phone calls to communicate with loved ones. It seems like another
example of the type of hyper-capitalism that we have been discussing, wherein any financial
return trumps the value of human life.
A strange sort of inversion is also occurring, where soap in prison has become highly-valued as
a resource for people to try to cleanse their environment in the interest of self-protection. With
inadequate sanitization of facilities, prisoners are using whatever materials they can marshal to
clean the structures themselves. Symbolically, it is almost like an effort to purge the threat
represented by the prison walls.

Jesse Krimes, Purgatory (detail), 2009, image transfers, prison-issued soap, hair gel, playing
cards.
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Jesse Krimes:
Yes. It certainly does. Everyone that I've talked to who is currently incarcerated is receiving this
watered-down pink solution. No one seems to know if it is even effective at killing the virus. But
hand sanitizer, bleach or anything with alcohol are all contraband. Nevertheless, people are still
spraying down their entire cells, the walls, the fixtures, dumping it on the floor. When they are let
out for one hour per day, they are going into the common areas and cleaning the floors, they
are spraying the telephones. And so, yes, they are trying to purge or cleanse the walls as a way
to try to protect themselves.
There is something kind of elegiac in that, insofar as the walls that are incarcerating people
were already a physical, mortal threat, and that has been reified by the virus. Jasmine can
speak to this further, but there are a number of studies and research that shows that prisons
and jails actually decrease public safety. And so they aren’t protecting people on the inside or
the outside public. It’s kind of indicative of how prisons and their walls are often the actual cause
of violence, which then gets extrapolated out to the larger society.

Jesse Krimes, Purgatory (detail), 2009, image transfers, prison-issued soap, hair gel,
toothpaste, playing cards.
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Jasmine Heiss:
Yes - in that way the walls obscure
the mutuality of people on both
sides of the bars. Especially during
a pandemic, which does not
discriminate, the fates of people
who live and work in jails and
prisons are deeply intertwined.
One could argue that this is
always true: we have an
abundance of research that shows
that incarceration does nothing to
reduce violent crime rates. In fact,
when incarceration is deeply
concentrated in specific
communities, they surpass a
tipping point of family destruction
and economic devolution.
Overincarceration actually erodes
safety. Perversely, a county's
incarceration level is also a more
powerful predictor of overdose
mortality than the prescription rate
of opiates; those are ways in
which the carceral institutions
themselves kill people in “normal”
times. And there has been really
Jesse Krimes, North Star, 2019, hand-sewn fabric,
recent modeling in the context of
image transfers, paint.
this pandemic showing that, in the
absence of large-scale releases
and adequate health facilities,
imprisonment will drive the spread and lethality of the virus for all people.
The models show how quickly local ICU beds and hospital beds will be totally filled by people
who have sickened in prisons and jails, assuming that incarcerated people are even sent to
hospitals. Some authorities have decided to simply use “lockdowns,” but that is a fallacy. There
is always movement in and out, because people both live and work in these facilities. So a
choice not to decarcerate can become a tacit choice to overwhelming the health infrastructure
because you have created a massive Petri dish that people could not escape from. So, this act
of scrubbing the walls and constantly trying to cleanse the prison space can be construed as a
challenge to the walls themselves, in the very same way that the virus challenges the logic of
division, separation, and control.
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Jesse Krimes, Paradisus Infernus V (detail), 2018, acrylic, digital image transfers,
roots, transparency film.

Jesse Krimes:
Yes. To bring it back into an art context, a lot of these things can be revealed through the
creation of artwork, through the act of creating in general - whatever form that is. Whether it is
videos created by people inside, or it is people writing about their conditions, or people creating
artworks that speak to the humanity of incarcerated people and what they are subjected to. The
power of artwork as a revealing force that can engage and connect with the community outside
of those walls. Artwork and aesthetics can function in this moment by transcending walls,
conveying information, revealing new perspectives and stimulating people in the community to
act.

Barry Thomas Malin:
The pressure of COVID-19 is exposing what we euphemistically use to call "cracks" in American
society to be chasms. Do you see parallels between the societal failures that produced mass
incarceration and the shortcomings of our public health system that we are seeing during this
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crisis? How do we reconcile the notion of "American Exceptionalism" with the phenomena of
having the world's highest rate of incarceration, tolerating the least inclusive health-care system
of any industrialized nation and executing one of the worst public health responses to COVID-19
of any wealthy nation?

Jasmine Heiss:
Reflecting on what you're saying about
meeting this crisis as the most
incarcerated country in the world, it
appears that two possible inflection
points have developed. In many places
and in some ways, the moment has
raised this radical possibility to rethink
much of the scaffolding of incarceration.
Suddenly, there is this interest in doing
things like reconsidering money bail,
dramatically reducing the use of arrests
and shifting away from other harmful
policies that have long been tolerated. In
some systems, this has even become an
occasion to rethink who we’ve deemed
irredeemable because they're classified
as “violent offenders.” But, at the same
time, what you have in other places or
even in the same communities are just
really, really naked politics predicated on
the disposability of some people.
So much of that right now feels really
exhausting, because this attitude
regarding the disposability of people is
Jesse Krimes, Marking Time in America- The
so overarching and deeply ingrained Prison Works (2009 - 2013), Malin Gallery not only in the justice system but in
Installation View, 2016.
every part of the scaffolding of this
country, particularly around race and
class. Even reflecting on Jesse’s conversation with his friend who is incarcerated in a federal
prison, there are multiple layers in which those politics of disposability operate. And the first
involves incarcerated people themselves, who have no autonomy and who have been
essentially judged not worthy of the same chance of survival as the rest of us.
And then there is the situation wherein people who work in jails and prisons right now are being
told that they are upholding a just system, but in fact that they are also being treated as
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disposable. They are subjected to risks by working at these facilities. Then, they are going home
to overwhelmingly resource-poor communities, where the healthcare infrastructure is terrible. In
small, high-incarceration communities, the guards and the guarded are often members of the
same families. And so the Coronavirus threat for certain individuals is being shaped powerfully
by race or class divisions. But you have to perceive both in order to understand how people are
being treated as disposable in this moment.

Nicole Fleetwood:
Jasmine, what has been so striking to me is how there are these different groups of people
moving towards almost mutual aid societies, right? They are raising the questions: "How do we
care for each other? "How do we show support?" I think about all of the things I've learned from
Jesse and from other currently or formerly incarcerated artists about the practices of belonging
that they cultivate while being held in punitive captivity. And their experiences within such a
paradoxical physical environment, where they are simultaneously being squeezed together and
warehoused in cells but also being profoundly isolated from their loved ones, their communities,
and the public at large.
Physically, you can be in close proximity with hundreds of people, but you're also profoundly
socially-isolated, psychologically-isolated, sexually-isolated -- all the kinds of ways you can be
isolated, right? There is a
whole pedagogy about
how individuals develop
survival skills in these
environments.
How do you practice
belonging? How do you
practice care and
connecting with people
across all these barriers?
These are really barebones survival strategies
- there's nothing romantic
about it. But, if we pay
enough attention, we can
discern the same type of
carceral logic in other
parts of our governance.
So, it is not just about
prisons or discrete sites.
We are seeing that the
language of emergency

Jesse Krimes, Paradisus Infernus I (detail), 2018, acrylic, digital
image transfers, roots, transparency film.
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parallels carceral language. Lockdown, the enforcement of social distancing - we've seen these
viral videos of people being physically attacked by police for not wearing a mask or abiding by
quarantine. In a myriad of ways, they are visually arresting people and literally arresting people.
We are seeing how much of US governance is punitive. It is this carceral logic that undergirds
how the government determines who lives and who dies in this pandemic, right?

Jasmine Heiss:
Yes.

Jesse Krimes:
Right.

Nicole Fleetwood:

Jesse Krimes, Bow Tie, 2019, hand-sewn fabric, image
transfer, fabric paint.

There is also this real disconnect in
how we are discussing the urgency
of releasing incarcerated people in
this crisis. Advocates are talking
about bailing out individuals who
are "nonviolent people." The
discussion is relying on this
language of violence versus nonviolence and guilt versus
innocence, but we are not really
thinking very carefully about the fact
that prisons allow the government
to determine who might die at any
moment. Total sovereignty is being
exercised over the risk of people
dying.

Barry Thomas Malin:
One really striking element of the COVID-19 crisis is how much American governance is
intertwined with generating profit on the back of the country's own citizens. Obviously, that is a
huge issue related to incarceration, but we're seeing it more clearly in healthcare right now as
well, where it seems that business imperatives are still more important than vast numbers of
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people dying. Might this situation potentially influence the opinions of people who haven't been
confronted with these issues so frankly in the past?

Jesse Krimes:
Responding to what Nicole and Barry are
touching on, I think a lot of what the
situation is revealing is what the broader
carceral landscape looks like.
Incarceration is just one tool that is part of
a larger state-sanctioned system that
extracts wealth and life from communities
through oppression and violence. And so,
for me, the bigger issue here is the way
that unfettered capitalism and
punishment feeds America -mainly
benefiting the wealthy while extracting
resources from within
communities.
In broader terms, this crisis is also
revealing the shortcomings of healthcare
and other support systems that should be
provided to people who are already living
paycheck-to- paycheck and just getting
by. All of the social safety nets have been
stripped away and replaced by profitoriented predatory structures that are not
designed for people to thrive or live with
dignity. And so I think, in many ways, this
crisis is really highlighting America as a
failed state. .

Jesse Krimes, Of Beauty and Decay; or, not
(transparent) [detail], 2019, glass, steel, tree
root, artificial plant, digital print, acrylic.

This is something many people were
previously aware of, but for the broader
country, these problems are becoming much more visible in this moment. I'm hoping that it will
galvanize people to adopt a different understanding of where our country is and the direction it
is currently headed. Even with these stimulus checks that people are waiting upon, many will
receive essentially minimum wage earnings, while massive bailouts will go to very wealthy
corporations and individuals. It just demonstrates how we value people. Media, technology, and
even art can foster the same narratives that devalue people, or can challenge those narratives.
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Jesse Krimes, Apokaluptein:16389067, 2013-2016, image transfers, graphite, gouache, federal
prison issued bed sheets.

Barry Thomas Malin:
People's predispositions are incredibly durable, but individuals are much more likely to modulate
deeply-held ideas when under extreme stress. When a situation becomes life or death for you or
your family, seemingly immutable attitudes are more likely to change. But, how people's
attitudes may change remains largely an open question. Fear can be its own type of contagion.

Jasmine Heiss:
This issue has been coming up for me constantly, in part because so much of my work lately
has been focussed on the literal building of the nation's jail infrastructure. The massive jail
building projects that were underway prior to this crisis will be a powerful influence on the future
of our country. Entering into this pandemic, we as a nation were engaged in a jail construction
boom with thousands of new jail cells being built across the country, mostly in rural areas. So
hundreds of jail construction projects were underway, while 2019 was also the worst year on
record for rural hospital closures. In the context of this pandemic, outbreaks within prisons in
areas without access to hospitals are a set-up for catastrophic outcomes.
To your point, Barry, the hospital crisis is the most extreme in states that have not expanded
Medicaid. And so it is this moral choice about how to invest in communities and what kinds of
facilities that exist for people. Such choices reveal exactly the dynamics that Nicole made
reference to - that the way in which this country is governed is so grounded in a combination of
carceral and capitalist logic. This orientation leads to the conclusion that rural hospitals are not
worth building or maintaining because they deliver a poor return on investment. Of course, this
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mindset essentially disavows the idea that the fundamental rationale for building hospitals is to
save lives and to improve health outcomes.
So the question that I hope people will grapple with coming out of this health crisis is what real
investments in communities, safety and life-affirming public endeavors look like. We are in a
moment where those things have been on a steep decline for decades and the safety nets that
remain are more and more fragile. A shift in priorities would necessarily entail disinvestment
from all of these carceral institutions - not just prisons and jails, but also things like day reporting
centers and the massive expansion of electronic monitoring technologies. All of these elements
are part of the system of wealth extraction, coercion and control at the community and individual
levels. I think this leads into a conversation about the essential role of art and media in creating
and sustaining humanizing narratives.

Barry Thomas Malin:
In the context of the COVID-19 crisis,
there has been rampant indulgence in
the more predatory aspects of
capitalism. A bizarre global marketplace
proliferated almost immediately, where
inexpensive but incredibly important
PPE was being auctioned off, with
different hospital systems, states and
the federal government bidding
frantically against each other. This has
occurred in a seemingly frictionless
way, without significant countervailing
pressure against the frank profiteering.

Nicole Fleetwood:
Thinking of what you are saying, Barry
and Jesse, I hope some artists actually
will address the way that the media and
the government seem obsessed with
reporting a constant barrage of
numbers: stock prices, market indices,
confirmed cases, and deaths. We are
hearing those numbers every day as a
way to try to measure the crisis. But the
stock market numbers are often first
and foremost, while cases and death

Jesse Krimes, Of Beauty and Decay; or not (purple),
2018, glass, steel, tree root, artificial plant,
transparency film, digital print, acrylic.
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numbers become background noise. It says so much about racial capitalism, bare-knuckled
politics and extraction - the way that we're using these numbers to gauge where we are in this
crisis.

Jesse Krimes, Gucci Mane, 2016, image transfers, graphite, gouache, federal prison-issued
bedsheets.

Barry Thomas Malin:
And it illustrates the degree of disassociation between the stock market and the welfare of the
nation. On some days when we've gotten the worst news about health outcomes, the stock
market has conversely done well. This disjuncture seems to repudiate the notion that market
performance is an appropriate proxy measure for our national well-being.

Jesse Krimes:
It does really suggest that, at the end of the day, our government is pre-occupied with the
economy and what financial yields are accrued, while people are expendable. Going back to
Nicole's point about spontaneous associations of people emerging around the concept of
mutual benefit and support, I am reminded of how people actually helped each other in prison.
As an incarcerated person, you are removed from society at large, but simultaneously you are
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immersed among other people who can become like a support network, another family and an
entirely new community. And so you have this forcibly isolated community, but there are a whole
range of strategies that people develop to support one another in that environment.
The behaviors that I am talking about here are divorced from an economic framework. It's not
about how I can help pay for you to eat. It's more about people being willing to share food to
make sure that everyone is okay. People are willing to share information and resources and
form meaningful connections. Even the creation of artwork is a way to be seen. It’s a way to
capture the essence of what is happening within these systems, obscured by walls that are
basically built to exert violence upon the people contained within them. And that can produce
the impulse to form a community and create your own social safety nets within the confines of
those walls.
There are definitely lessons to be learned from incarcerated people that can be applied outside
at this moment. For instance, Jared Owens and Gilberto Rivera and myself were all
incarcerated together - we were a super tight-knit group. And we all came home around the
same time. And so, even as we came
home, that spirit of community and mutual
aid persisted. If I get opportunities or
Gilberto gets opportunities or Jared does we all share those resources. We are still
trying to figure out ways to support each
other and basically make sure that we can
survive and live good lives.
I find so much of that attitude to be
missing from our current society . So
much of it is exclusively about how to
advance yourself financially. It’s incredibly
individualistic, and it is all tied to how we
value people, objects and work. For me,
all of those things were drastically
different within prison, and there was a
special type of community forged under
very difficult conditions.

And so maybe it's a part of being under
such extreme duress and experiencing
those kinds of situations. If there is a
hopeful lens that can be applied to the
COVID-19 crisis, it involves the hope that
this experience may bring people closer
together. If we resist being divided into

Jesse Krimes, Tumbling Blocks, 2019, hand-sewn
fabric, image transfer, fabric paint.
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different camps in ways that lead to thinking that members of certain people are disposable,
maybe this crisis will create enough of that pressure for all of us to see through the divisions
that have been fostered from the top down and allow us to come together across racial lines,
across economic lines, across all sorts of divisions.

Jesse Krimes, Pat Robertson, 2010, prison bed sheet, transferred newsprint, color pencil.

Barry Thomas Malin:
At this time, however, it's like we have been hyper-primed to think and behave in accordance
with an in-group vs. out-group mentality. Some of our political leadership has been so focussed
in the last few years on finding more and more ways to separate people into identity groups that
can be pitted against each other. And some bizarre manifestations of that mindset are occurring
in response to the COVID-19 crisis, as when people from Rhode Island spontaneously try to
wall themselves off because they start to see New Yorkers as a kind of contagion. That sort of
scapegoating, even when it is totally absurd, can still be seductive. The more we mentally
disassociate the pathogen from ourselves, the easier it is to console ourselves with delusions of
safety.
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Nicole Fleetwood:
Another troubling aspect of this experience is that we are being even more primed to normalize
and accept technologies that were first explored in carceral facilities - like the video visits or all
the different kinds of location monitoring
devices. Constant tracking is really like
wearing an ankle monitor. You know
what I mean?
Most incarcerated people have already
seen all of this. All of these techniques
and strategies have already been
deployed in prisons. And that's why we
need to be learning more about how
people can navigate these systems and
still create community.

Jesse Krimes:
Absolutely. To that point, it's like the way
that they took away physical mail in
Pennsylvania prisons and so now
everyone is getting digital mail.

Nicole Fleetwood:
That's horrible. Yes.

Jesse Krimes:

Jesse Krimes, Apokaluptein:16389067 (detail), 2016,
image transfers, graphite, gouache, federal prison
issued bed sheets.

All correspondence is being scanned,
and then delivered to the people inside. But, those materials are not just being scanned, they
are being archived. So, this massive database is being assembled that tracks who is connected
to who, and what is being communicated. And this incredibly detailed tracking system’s
tentacles reach back out into the community to ensnare everyone that the incarcerated
individual is connected with.
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Nicole Fleetwood:
And it is private corporations, again, that have access to this information that is being created by
the penal system. So, more of what we're talking about: extractive capitalism.

Jasmine Heiss:
Once established, it is remarkable how durable systems of surveillance technology are. They
tend to be resilient and adaptive in really terrible ways. We feel good about the fact that the
Rikers' population is now down by double digits. The Cook County jail is currently the most
contagious place in America, but it is decarcerating. We see this happening. But in trying to
examine these changes more deeply, what I hear over and over again is that a massive
expansion of electronic monitoring is being fashioned. We're putting everyone on forms of
electronic surveillance. It is, too often,
the system reconstituting itself rather
than shrinking.
Likewise, we are seeing drug testing
companies aggressively market tests
with longer and longer detection
periods, with the message that you
can release people from prison but still
have some form of coercion and
control. And as Nicole suggested, it's
such a reminder of the importance of
maintaining constant vigilance,
because when such technologies are
adopted as "temporary" or
"emergency" measures, they have a
strong tendency to metastasize.

Nicole Fleetwood:

Jesse Krimes, Of Beauty and Decay; or, not (red),
2019, glass, steel, tree root, artificial plant, digital
print, acrylic.

Many of the technologies that were
used in prison are seeping into our
everyday lives. And we're being told to
consent, that it is for our own good.
I'm not saying that this isn't really a
public emergency and that people
don't have to take extreme measures.
But, it is troubling how the language
being employed is so evocative of
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carceral language. We won't need
physical prisons to the same extent,
because we're being taught to
imprison ourselves through selfregulation.

Barry Thomas Malin:
Jasmine, I was struck by your point
regarding the durability of some of
these mechanisms. I was probably
naive, but I was surprised to see
that, in areas where virtually
everything is locked down because
of the Coronavirus threat, prison
industries are still operating.
Prisoners are being forced to
continue working for the benefit of
private companies in circumstances
where appropriate social distancing
and hygiene are impossible.

Jasmine Heiss:

Jesse Krimes, Log Cabin, 2019, hand-sewn fabric,
image transfer, fabric paint.

Yes. A foreshadowing of what was to
come in that regard was when, in
response to concerns about pricegouging, the immediate response was to have incarcerated people make hand sanitizer. People
in Florida’s prisons were still being forced to serve on highway work crews where they cannot
social distance, while the rest of the state is being told to stay home and isolate themselves. We
keep returning to a consistent thread in this conversation: this attitude about the expendability of
people, which is perennial, but is being exposed in a very, very naked fashion right now. There
is little effort to even try to deny that the underlying attitude involves a high-level of comfort with
predisposing many people to premature death.

Jesse Krimes:
Right. It is not just everyone being okay with punitive measures, but rather the willingness to
endorse extremely punitive actions. We have already sentenced people to jails and prisons and
then, on top of that, we decide, "Oh well, in the name of public safety for everyone else you
should be subjected to additional and unnecessary, potentially life-threatening risk." The implicit
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premise is that people in prison are not somehow still a part of a community or this country.
Approximately 98% of all people in prison will be released at some point. People in prison are
still part of society. However, we casually double the punishment with decisions like, "Oh, you
can produce that hand sanitizer and be
close to each other for the welfare of
people who are outside."
And there is no avoiding the fact that, no
matter what your charge is, no matter
how much time you have to serve - if
you are in prison during a pandemic,
then your sentence is a potential death
sentence. And the blood is on the hands
of everyone in power who maintains the
current system and does not try to
mitigate the risks. Also, there is so little
outrage about this among the general
populace. It shows the type of apathy
that has been built up over so many
years by hiding people behind walls, by
taking away their names and by being so
willing to define a person in totality on
the basis of one act. All of those
narratives that have been fed to people
over and over have fostered that level of
apathy and disregard: "Oh well, they
deserve punishment and we deserve
safety and we deserve all of these other
things, and so it is okay to discard
people.” This coercive punishment
paradigm is what we need to push back
against.

But I think the catch twenty-two at this
point in mass incarceration’s evolution
Jesse Krimes, Paradisus Infernus VII, 2018,
is the sheer number of Americans that
digital prints, transparency film, acrylic paint,
have been incarcerated. One-in-two
plant roots.
people in this country have had an
immediate family member incarcerated .
Now, we are at a point where so many
people are connected to someone who has been incarcerated or criminalized. I think that's why
we are beginning to see more media coverage about prisons now, when just five or ten years
ago, you would not have seen these stories. And so there is a shift that is happening in terms of
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recognition of this massive problem; that we’ve been throwing people away. Basically, we've
been fed a bunch of bullshit for decades and decades and decades.

Barry Thomas Malin:
Jesse, this brings to mind how your
artwork addresses the manner in
which individuals or groups are
defined by visual representations in
the mass media and how those
perceptions are an integral part of
the system of societal scaffolding.
With respect to these emergency
decarceration measures, seemingly
ad hoc decisions are being
rendered about who should be
released from incarceration
because of the COVID-19 risk. The
decisions appear to be largely
divorced from who the person even
is or what they have done, as
individual cases are not necessarily
being closely reviewed. What are
your thoughts about how such
group perceptions may be driving
these on-the-fly decisions about
who deserves to be protected?

Jesse Krimes, Purgatory (detail), 2009, image
transfers, prison-issued soap, hair gel, toothpaste,
playing cards.

Jesse Krimes:
I think Nicole touched on that earlier where she was talking about how local governments and
states are talking about releasing only "low level" or “nonviolent offenders.” That language
sounds safe, and it is used by the media and across the country as a means to justify whatever
policies are being enacted.
However, that language is incredibly problematic. About half of the people in prison were
convicted of violent offenses. But they are still people. Many are still going to come home at
some point and even those people who are serving life are equally deserving of protection from
a life-threatening illness. And so, when we have these narratives that define only one segment
of the incarcerated population as being worthy of protection, or being cared about, or treated
with empathy - it loses the whole thread of humanity, of dignity. It suggests that we are more
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comfortable with casually sentencing people to death than meaningful conversations about
redemption.
Given certain circumstances, certain environments, everyone has the potential for violence,
every single person in this country. If you understand violence as a product of environments and
contexts as much as individual choice, it is even clearer that many people who have committed
violent acts are equally deserving of another opportunity to come home and to live a life of
dignity. It just should not be that easy to throw people away because of something they’ve done
at one point in time. Most people convicted of violent offenses that I know, who I lived with,
committed an offense when they were young, but are now 40, 50 or 60 years old. They have
served decades in prison. They're not the same people. People change and most of the people I
know who are in prison are some of the most genuine, kind, and caring people I’ve ever met.

Barry Thomas Malin:
And it seems like these narratives are being employed as justifications for attempts to get
specific individuals released based on age or health conditions. But such arguments are not
well-grounded with respect to the characteristics of the overall prison population. To cite an
egregious case, Paul Manafort's lawyers are arguing that he has to be released because of
health problems. Well, a huge
percentage of people in prison
have major health problems,
and the incarcerated population
is aging in step with the rest of
the American population. There
are over 10,000 inmates above
the age of 61 just in the federal
prison system - many of whom
have been incarcerated for
decades.

Jasmine Heiss:
Yes. There are entire state
institutions that are essentially
like geriatric nursing home
prisons. Because so much of
the American addiction to
punishment is about severity of
punishment and length of
sentence, the prison
population as a whole is older

Jesse Krimes in his studio, 2018
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than most people realize. And I think one of the points you were making, Barry, about the almost
capricious-seeming decisions about who should be released for risk-mitigation obscures the fact
that we are really just nibbling at the edges of the threat. Essentially, most people who are being
released due to COVID-19 would be coming home soon anyway. We are just slightly speeding
up their release. But we don't want to grapple with the real questions about the harm that we are
doing to people who have been condemned to remain in institutions where they have no ability
to practice social distancing, no bodily autonomy and no access to basic resources like hand
sanitizer. It has been profoundly disappointing how many governors, how many state Supreme
Court justices and how many others have just said, "Oh, we can't do anything about this whole
swath of human beings who are at mortal risk."

Barry Thomas Malin:
Unfortunately, we have all been
subject to seemingly endless
discourse over the past few years
about walls. But, the current
situation may be upending some of
the assumptions upon which that
discourse rests. Jesse and I were
talking earlier about the fact that
there were prisons that didn't have
any confirmed cases before they
went on lockdown and then
subsequently had outbreaks, where
it seems likely that the virus was
introduced by staff or guards who
are constantly traversing those
walls. So, questions regarding who
institutional walls are really
protecting and what functions they
are serving may be considered in a
very different context.

Jasmine Heiss:
Yes. I mean there is a much longer
conversation to be had in the
context of the "build-a-wall rhetoric”
and immigration detention. Our
prisons and jails are also full of
people who have been arrested for

Jesse Krimes, Of Beauty and Decay; or, not (white),
2019, glass, steel, tree root, artificial plant, digital print,
acrylic.
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civil immigration offenses. And in some places, deportations are now being fast-tracked
because of COVID-19 —you hear these anecdotes about planes of deportees flying back to
Guatemala with 75% of the people on the plane testing positive for the Coronavirus. So,
carceral logic is exporting a health crisis to the rest of the hemisphere. That is a whole other
nightmare hellscape aspect of the Coronavirus pandemic. Again, I think this virus highlights the
permeability of walls, borders, and the fallacy of “lockdowns” in multiple ways.

Jesse Krimes, Marking Time in America- The Prison Works (2009 - 2013), Malin Gallery Installation View, 2016.

Jesse Krimes:
The situation is so revealing in terms of how incarcerated people are being casually defined as
expendable. When I think of Apokaluptein and Purgatory, they use very different perspectives,
but are both rooted in an exploration of how the visual language of mass media serves to define
people in a way that effaces their actual identities. Next to each other, I think the two works
illustrate some of the myriad ways that we come to define some people as being valuable and
others not. Right now, we are being confronted directly with how these often unexamined
presumptions can lead to devastating consequences.
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Marking Time
Art in the Age of Mass Incarceration

Nicole R. Fleetwood
Harvard University Press (2020)
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