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Walls Turned Sideways: Artists Confront the Justice
System features work made by artists across the
nation that addresses the criminal justice system,
mass incarceration, and the prison-industrial
complex. The exhibition recognizes the artist as a
figure in changing society and poses the questions:
What functions can only art and artists fulfill in

the social and political landscape? What can the
mediums of art-making show and the processes of
artists do that no other discipline or field can?

Because the justice system in

the United States is complex and
circuitous, artists are realistically only
able to tackle one aspect at a time.
Each artist in the exhibition has been
able to identify a moment of tensionin
the interactions between a person and
the authority of the law as a place to
exert pressure and make a strategic
intervention in the justice system. The
exhibition reconstructs the trajectory
of the criminal justice system through
these artworks. The exhibition begins
with profiling, and the artists in this
section focus on questioning and
challenging assumptions about who is
a criminal. Suzanne Lacy collaborated
with youth who had been profiled in

Oakland, California to create artworks
that challenge the police, community,
and young people in order to question
their ideas about why teenagers are
assumed to have criminal intentions.
Jenny Polak and Rodrigo Valenzuela
focus on the ways immigrant
communities are targeted, while
Zach Blas explores the technological
aspects of profiling. Dread Scott’s
Wanted (2014) relates to Glenn Ligon’s
broadsides to reveal that racial
profiling in the present day is a process
that is inherited from two centuries of
United States history.

Being profiled might result in arrest.
The artists in this section highlight the
complex role police officers play in our

public consciousness and respond to
recent citizen deaths due to encounters
with the police. Shaun Leonardo and
Carl Pope mobilize the form of the
memorial to create a space for a
community to grieve lives lost at the
hands of the police. Autumn Knight’s
performance enacts the moment of
arrest, while Josh Begley’s algorithm-
driven website visualizes the sites
where arrest has resulted in death.
Conversely, Danny Giles and Chris
Burden focus on the perception of
police officers.

Should one be arrested, they move
through the procedures associated
with due process of the law. The
artists in this section highlight the
complexity and variety of viewpoints
that arise through the assignment
of guilt or innocence. Titus Kaphar’s
portraits are based on mugshot
photographs. Sam Gould enlisted
comic book artists toillustrate the
interrogation process. Andrea Robbins
and Max Becher’s photographs reveal
the entanglement of church and state
in the physical space of the court
house. Shaun Leonardo and Jamal
Cyrus examine how the media distorts
and influences public opinion.

With a guilty verdict comes
incarceration; artists engage with
this stage from the perspective
of their experiences of being
incarcerated or as a family member
of an incarcerated person. Sherrill
Rowland emphasizes time through
the accumulation of marks on a cell
wall, while Deanna Lawson uses the
prison waiting room as the center of
her experience. James Drake worked
with the partners of incarcerated
men to visualize the secret language
by which they communicate through
cell windows at the El Paso County Jail
in Texas.

The exhibition ends with three
ways one leaves, or exits the prison
system: a life sentence that ensures
death in prison, the death penalty,

or reentry into society. For many,
exiting the physical structures of
prison does not equal freedom. Artists
Gregory Sale and Laurie Jo Reynolds
work with people who have histories
of incarceration to reframe their
experiences and prepare them for the
future. Tirtza Even collaborates with
people who were tried as adults when
they were teenagers and sentenced
to life in prison; similarly, Sarah Ross
and Damon Locks worked with older
adults who were given long-term
sentences. Both scenarios mean

that the incarcerated person likely
will die in prison before the terms of
their sentences will be considered for
parole. Artists Richard Kamler, Mark
Menjivar, Luis Camnitzer, and the
collaborative Lucky Pierre lay bare
the reality of the death penalty by
using the last meal and final words of
executed men as materials for their
artworks. The exhibition ends with the
extraordinary story of Anthony Papa,
who leveraged his artwork to secure
his release from prison.
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inquiry into the artwork
and themes explored in
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