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“We want prisoners to be responsible. So 
we take away all their responsibilities. 

We want them to be a part of our 
communities. So we isolate them from 
our communities. We want them to be 

positive and constructive. So we degrade 
them and make them useless. We want 

them to be trustworthy. So we put 
them where there is no trust. We want 

them to be non-violent. So we put them 
where there is violence all around them. 

We want them to be kind and loving 
people. So we subject them to hatred 

and cruelty. We want them to quit being 
tough guys. So we put them where the 

tough guy is respected. We want them to 
stop hanging around losers. So we put 

all the losers in the state under one roof. 
We want them to quit exploiting us. So 
we put them where they exploit us. We 

want them to take control of their lives, 
own their own problems and quit being 

a parasite. So we make them totally 
dependent on us”.

-Dennis A Challeen-



As a general student, without a criminal history, it was 
quite difficult to design a building with a function which 
I never experienced before, only historical ones which 
are not operational anymore. A building which deprives 
freedom of people and determines daily live. A year of 
graduation helped me to understand the prison function. 
Also studying in Vertigo helped me with that: a climate 
which caused headaches, ventilation which stopped at 
17:30h, security who sent everybody out of the building 
before 22:30h and sunshades which blocked undesirable 
the complete view outwards. Small influences of a 
building which irritated me a lot. However, I had not the 
obligation to stay insight and could go outside when I 
wanted; I could, but a prisoner cannot.  

This thesis totally changed my thoughts about prisons. 
From now, I must beg to differ the prejudices that cells 
are like hotel rooms or that prisoners will be wrapped in 
cotton wool. The whole process made me aware of the 
precision, which is necessary to design a prison. These 
notions came among others by the research I did about 
prison life and the process of rehabilitation, but also 
by two visits of two actual prisons, organized by Ton 
Daans; an interview with Martin van Dort, who designed 
or remodeled many prisons; and by an interview with 
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Salyf and Sharmarke, two ex-prisoners who have been 
imprisoned both for more than two years. 

This thesis is established within the graduation studio 
‘Behavior in Shape’, led by Juliette Bekkering, Bernard 
Colenbrander and Sjef van Hoof. The subtheme of the 
studio was the two apparently different looking functions 
Prisons and Hospitals. However, in both situations it is 
about a building where people would prefer not to be, 
supervision is necessary and their inhabitants live in 
small spaces all organized around a central point. The 
collective research produced a book which contains an 
inventory of the two building types through the ages, 
mainly focused on the behavior of the different users 
caused by the architecture of the building.

The way of thinking in this group research, the manner 
of doing research to the effects on behavior by buildings, 
became the guideline of my individual research. Which 
influence does a building have on its users? Prior to 
this question there arise another question, namely 
which influence generally a prison should have. This last 
question became the thread of my individual research, 
which led to a new prison design. 

The process which I went through last year, was not 
possible only by myself. Therefore, I want to thank all 
above-mentioned people who gave me all different 
input. All remarks and critics, if I agreed or not, they did 
truly let me think. I discussed with myself and it brought 
me often new approaches. 

Boy Hoffs
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Begin Again – new prison design which supports the 
process of rehabilitation.

This thesis is established within the graduation studio 
‘Behavior in Shape’. A studio which was focused on the 
subtheme of the apparently different looking functions 
‘prisons’ and ‘hospitals’. It are both places where people 
would prefer not to be, supervision is necessary and their 
inhabitants live in small spaces all organized around a 
central point. The research created a way of thinking 
which was mainly focused on the behavior of the different 
users caused by the architecture of the building. 

A prison; a building in which the maximizing of power 
is produced, twenty-four-hours a day of a prisoner are 
confined and all responsibilities and external influences 
are taken away. How will these prisoners behave when 
they will be released, can they make their own decisions 
and are they safe against temptations? Therefore, in the 
last prison period, prisoners should be prepared to be a 
free man. 

The numbers of prisoners who commit a crime within 
two years after their prison sentence, are relatively 

Summary
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high in the Netherlands compared to the recidivism 
numbers in Norway and Austria. Furthermore, two thirds 
of all prisoners were unemployed at the moment of 
committing a crime and seventy per cent of all prisoners 
suffer a mental disorder. Therefore, a prison should not 
be focused more on psychological and educational 
support, instead of only incarceration. So:

Which architectural elements are needed 
to design 
a new mechanism of power 
and to develop spatial conditions for prisoners 
which support the process of rehabilitation. 

The goal of a prison is to create a change in behavior, 
and correcting personality and behavioral problems 
of prisoners to change them into a more useful and 
constructive person in society. A prison can support 
that process by introducing the process step by step, 
giving prisoners responsibility for themselves, under 
observation, and extend this with more freedom and 
more interaction with coprisoners. Because of this, the 
common spaces in a prison become more important than 
individual spaces. These spaces should be designed as a 
truly normalized environment with human measuring 
to avoid crowding. Providing enough private space, 
prisoners will get the opportunity to get of the public 
stage for self-reflection. 

Architectural, other important elements are the rejection 
of the isolation cell, creating multiple worlds that 
prisoner can have to idea of leaving one to go to another 
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one, providing enough common spaces like a living room 
and sports areas and providing enough daylight into the 
prison buildings. 

Because nearly all prisoners come back into society, they 
should get a place within society instead somewhere 
back or beyond. This will cause friction between society 
and prison, two different worlds. In this situation, a prison 
building will scare people to commit a crime and will 
make visible the problem which society have, namely the 
need of a prison. 

A location which will make visible the prison for different 
sorts of traffic, which is close to an inner city, not back 
or beyond, and were space and air are provided; is the 
pier of the harbor of Nijmegen (Waalhaven). Over the 
pier, there will be an important recreation route, so the 
prison building will embrace that to create a more intense 
relation with the inhabitants of Nijmegen.

The prison complex exists out of two buildings, which 
are connected with airing bridges. The Northern building 
lodges the living facilities like the cells, living rooms, airing 
places and kitchens. The Southern building lodges the 
supporting facilities like sports area, workshops, visiting 
areas and also a public accessible cafe. The splitting of the 
two buildings creates two different worlds for a prisoner.

The prisoners will experience the prison as a building 
which supports them with their rehabilitation process. 
The longer they are imprisoned, the more responsibilities 
and freedom they get. This is supported by the different 
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living units with more closed and opened floor plans, 
restricted accessibilities and always accessibilities and 
the distance to society. At the end of a prison sentence, 
prisoners have nearly the same responsibilities as a 
normal citizen, but then inside a prison. 

Architecturally, the process is supported by a clearly 
visible sequence between different areas. This is 
emphasized by more open en closed façade, which 
determine the relation with society. The façade is an 
important element for the urban embedment. A prison 
building, which embrace an important walking route, 
should not scare too much that they will avoid passing 
the building. 

A prison building, which fits into the city, were the 
relation between society and prison is designed to live 
with each other, which is designed with qualities of 
experiences instead of quantities, were prisoners will be 
prepared to their return into the society, is a prison how 
all prisons should be built. It is a prison which supports 
the process of rehabilitation by spatial conditions. It is a 
prison for the future. 
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Foucault 1975: 194

Bentham 1995: 29

Introduction

Describing power can be done in many different and 
negative terms: it excludes, it represses, it consorts, it 
abstracts, it masks, in conceals. However, power is also a 
major source of social discipline and conformity. As Michel 
Foucault (1926-1984) posits in his book Discipline and 
Punish; the birth of the prison “In fact power produces; 
it produces reality, it produces domains of objects and 
rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that 
may be gained of him belong to this production.”

A prison, in which the maximizing of power is produced, 
is the Panopticon of Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), which 
contained a new principle of construction applicable 
to any sort of establishment in which people of any 
description are to be kept under inspection, and in 
particular to penitentiary houses.

As Bentham described, the Panopticon starts with the 
constant idea of observation. The more the people to be 
inspected are under the eyes of the people who should 
inspect them, the more perfectly is the purpose of the 
establishment be attained. In addition, the observers 
may not be seen by the prisoners; seeing without being 
seen, an asymmetrical relationship. Therefore, constant 
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Figure 1. Presidio 

Modelo, a prison 

built between 1926 

and 1928 as a model 

prison of Panopticon 

Design
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Foucault 1975: 283

observation is not necessary: the idea of observation is 
already enough to let prisoners behave. To accomplish 
this idea, prisoners should be visible for the observers at 
any time and prisoners are not allowed to have contact 
with each other. Architecturally, the idea is achieved by a 
circular building, an observation tower in the centre and 
open cells in the direction of the observation tower.  

The Panopticon can be called the utopia of the perfect 
custody. It is the diagram of a mechanism of power 
reduced to its ideal form; its functioning is abstracted 
from any obstacle, resistance or friction. This means that, 
by taking away all influences, the life of prisoners can 
be reduced to the dualism of life and death. Prisoners 
are no longer owners of their own body, they do not 
have any control over themselves. But how will these 
prisoners behave when they will be released, when they 
are released, can make their own decisions and they are 
exposed to temptations? What is the role of imprisonment 
and what kind of effect does it have on the behavior of 
(convicted) criminals. What role does the building have in 
this process?

The Panopticon is a principle invented two centuries ago. 
Nowadays, the circumstances under which prisoners are 
detained improved and laws as the ‘European Convention 
on Human Rights’ (1950) and ‘European Convention for 
the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment’ (1987) were introduced. 
Besides these laws, among others the Netherlands 
redeveloped their system. Instead of only on prevention 
and retribution, their focus now is also on the period after 
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Coates 1998: ch. 

Creating a Sence 

of Care

a prison sentence, the rehabilitation for a return into 
the society. This treatment can be done with therapies, 
but does the building also have an influence on the 
treatment of prisoners? Thus, can architecture support 
the process of rehabilitation?

The quote from Winston Churchill (1874-1965) “First 
we make architecture, then architecture makes us” as 
Charles Jencks recalls in his ‘Can Architecture Affect 
Your Health?’, admire the support of architecture. In a 
prison situation, the more deprived and undernourished 
a social group, the more restricted it is culturally and 
economically, the greater the effect of architecture 
on its behavior and mood. By Finnish architect Juhani 
Pallasmaa, “Architecture (...) gives a conceptual and 
material structure to societal institutions, as well as to 
the conditions of daily life”. Namely, next to the regime 
the building is the only influence prisoners have in 
their life circumstances. However, these two influences 
can not be split from each other. In the best-designed 
prison, if the regime is bad, the total experience of the 
prison will be negative as well. Furthermore, a bad prison 
design does not only influence the prisoners. It also has 
influence on the guards, who spend much time in prison 
too.  Anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) said 
that a caring environment sets up the conditions for the 
processes of recuperation to become active, for both 
prisoners and guards. 

In solving the negative influence of a prison, the 
discussion should start wether custody in a prison is the 
best solution. According to John Podmore, who worked 
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Prisoners - not all the 

same

Kapteijns 2010

Kapteijns 2010

Podmore 2012, ch. 5 

Politicians

for the British prison system for more than twenty-five 
years and has been a prison warden in England three 
different prison,  states that prisons should offer prisoners 
more opportunities to re-integrate into society. To give 
prisoners a chance to a successful life, they should be 
supported in finding a job, creating close family, getting 
adequate education and creating the right attitude 
with respect to the norms and values of the society. As 
Podmore points out in his book ‘Out of sight, out of mind: 
Why Britain’s prisons are failing’ prisoners who often get 
visits from family, have twice as high chances to get a job 
and three times as high to get a permanent residence. 
Both employment and permanent residence have a 
highly positive influence on decreasing recidivism. 

In the Netherlands, recidivism numbers of criminals who 
commit a crime again within two years after release 
are fifty per cent, and within ten years, eighty per cent.  
This indicates that imprisonment is not ‘the’ solution to 
counteract criminality. It is low comparing to the numbers 
of the United States of America, but high comparing to the 
recidivism of thirty per cent of the Bastøy prison, a prison 
in Norway. Starting a discussion about these numbers, 
thus about the functioning of the Dutch prisons, will 
hamper by prejudice of the society itself, political dogmas 
and media hypes. 

Furthermore, in England and in the Netherlands, two 
thirds of all prisoners have arithmetic and language 
skills at the same level as an eleven-year-old, two thirds 
of all prisoners were unemployed at the moment of 
committing the crime and seventy per cent of all prisoners 
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Figure 2. Antro-

posophic healing 

architecture of Erik 

Asmussen; Vidar 

Kliniken in Jarna, 

Sweden
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Podmore 2012, ch. 4; 

Gerritsen 2014:18

suffer a mental disorder. Are these numbers not enough 
to start the discussion about the function of prisons? 
Should a prison not be more focused on education with 
psychological support, instead of only incarceration? 

However, this research will not give a new social 
solution to solve the problems in society, but will be an 
architectural design solution which supports prisoners 
with their lives behind the walls. 

As mentioned before, architecture influences behavior, 
architecture can secure the regime of a prison, a prison 
of the future is focused on the process of reintegration, 
and nowadays there is no better social solution of 
imprisonment to counteract criminality; altogether, this 
leads to the following research question:

Which architectural elements are needed
to design
a new mechanism of power
and to develop spatial conditions for prisoners
which support the process of rehabilitation?

With a mechanism of power, a total institution where 
convicted criminals live twenty-four-hours a day and 
seven days a week is meant. The institution will be 
minimally secured, which incarcerates criminals at the 
end of their long term prison sentence. This results in 
the same system as used in Norway, where a long term 
sentence can be finished with a stay in Bastøy prison. 

This principle is chosen because of the lack of influence 
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Weringh 1993: 23; 

Gerritsen 2014: 15
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of a short term prison sentence.  Weringh quoted Rijk 
Rijksen in his book ‘De Ideale Gevangenis’, a professor 
in penal law at the Utrecht University. Rijksen said that 
useful penal efforts with short sentenced criminals are an 
illusion. It is the start of a criminal career. A short prison 
sentence completely misses the point, adequate day 
care will prevent much hardships.

Excluded from this research is the effect of the regime 
on prisoners. The regime, the representative of the law, 
which has to control the execution of sentences, is not 
the mechanism which can punish and intimidate by 
itself. So, if prisoners get punished by the regime, they 
will experience that as breaking the law. The court is the 
institute, which meted out prison sentences and the 
severity of it. Therefore, the assumption of a correctly 
working regime is made, which follows the rules by law 
and which does not have extra negative influences on 
the experiences of prisoners. 

To answer the research question, firstly the definition of 
a mechanism of power will be given and the effects of 
the ambiance and the building on the experiences of 
prisoners will be discussed. Furthermore, the process 
of rehabilitation will be described. This will give a 
conclusion about spatial conditions which are required 
for a design of a mechanism of power. These conclusions 
will be projected on two case studies, namely the 
Bastøy Prison in Norway and the Justizzentrum Leoben 
in Austria. This all together leads to recommendations 
which are necessary for the design of a new mechanism 
of power, which supports the process of rehabilitation.
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Wener 2012: 5

Cook 2013: 1

A ‘mechanism of power’ refers to a detention facility 
which incarcerates convicted criminals and has the goal 
to create a change in behavior, correcting personality and 
behavioral problems. Ervin Goffman posits the prison 
as a total institution, a twenty-four-hour setting where 
residents have no control over egress and are infantilized 
by the fact that they must depend on the staff for almost 
everything that is vital to their existence, including food, 
clothing, shelter, and contact with the outside world. 
Incarceration confines daily life within an extremely small 
space, where in the worst case time can be measured only 
by consumption of daily meals. 

In the Netherlands, which is a state based on justice and 
integrity, the prison is controlled by the government, 
represented by the Custodial Institutions Agency. They 
confine the conditions and policy inside a prison. 

The Custodial Institutions Agency determined four 
reasons why criminals can get a prison sentence. These 
reasons are:
      - Retribution
      - Rehabilitation
      - Prevention

A traditional 
Mechanism of Power
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Straffen en 

maatregelen 2014

      - Protection

The presence of prisons in society should prevent people 
from committing a crime, otherwise a prison will be their 
next home for a certain period. This means that society 
should know that there are prisons in the country, as 
well as in their neighborhood. In fact, the method of 
confronting people with a building without any freedom 
where people do not want to live. 

But it is not only confronting society. The opposite is to 
protect society with a place where all convicted criminals 
live segregated from society itself. This results in an 
environment where people can feel secure, because 
criminals are taken out of it. 

Hiding prisons from society also means hiding a huge 
problem. The need for a prison is -regrettably- necessary 
to keep in control a badly functioning social system. This 
badly functioning cannot be solved by one single person, 
but should be handled by the whole society. So, the 
whole society should be aware of the existing problem 
and, where possible, should take their responsibility.  

These reasons are focused on the presence of a 
mechanism of power in society, not hidden or placed 
somewhere back or beyond. It should not be excluded 
from the built environment. 

The other reasons, retribution and rehabilitation, are 
focused on criminals who already committed a crime 
and who are sentenced for custody.



28

Figure 3. Cap 

96 standard prison 

design, Almere prison, 

The Netherlands. 
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Figure 4. Cell in 

ICTY Remand Centre, 

Scheveningen, The 

Netherlands



30

Figure 5. Airing 

place at Wolvenburg 

Prison, Utrecht, The 

Netherlands
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Figure 6. Airing 

place near the 

isolation cell in 

Haaglanden Prison, 

the Netherlands. 
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Gerritsen 2013: 11

When somebody has committed a crime, it is inhuman 
to let him or her walk away without punishment. The 
government, in this situation represented by law and not 
by a group of people, has to respond with retribution. 
Retribution can be seen as a standardised revenge 
confined by the government.   

The retribution with a sentence of imprisonment is 
barely lifelong. This results in criminals who served their 
sentence coming back into society. Being imprisoned and 
being segregated from society has an enormous impact 
on social skills. Prisoners should be trained again to 
communicate with others and should learn the common 
values and principles of the society. They should realize 
what they have done wrong and show rehabilitation, a 
process of resocialisation which enables ex-prisoners to 
live normally with the standards and norms of the society. 

As described so far, the definition was all focused on the 
political definition of a prison. However, the prison is a 
total institution where prisoners live twenty-four hours a 
day. The regime of the prison confines the daily rhythm, 
which fully determines the experience of a prisons for 
prisoners. These vary slightly per prison. Important 
elements that have influence on the experiences are: the 
day schedule, the responsibilities, the cell, the isolation 
cell, prison culture and hope. 

The average day schedule for a prisoner starts at 06:30 
AM; they have to get up, clean their cells and get 
their breakfast. Prisoners who have to work go to the 
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De dagindeling in 

een gevangenis 2014; 

Dagbesteding 2014

Welke rechten heeft 

een gedetineerde? 

2014  

Kapteijns 2010

Gerritsen 2014: 126   

workspaces around 08:00 AM. Others can get a visit 
from a doctor, psychologist, lawyer, etc. Prisoners work 
until midday, when they get lunch in their cells. In the 
afternoon, they have to work again or have free time for 
activities and sports. At 05:00 PM, prisoners have to be in 
their cells and the doors will be locked. At 06:00 PM, they 
get their dinner.    

Between 08:00 AM and 18:00 PM, prisoners have the 
right to air for a minimum of thirty minutes per day. 
Beside that, they have the right to get an observed visit 
from family and friends, at least one hour per week. 
All other communication, especially the outgoing 
communication, is regulated. Prisoners do not have 
access to a computer or a mobile phone. 

In a strict regime of a prison, prisoners barely have any 
freedom and responsibility. As described before, a day 
schedule confines when prisoners eat, sleep, work etc. 
The only thing that prisoners have to do is to follow; they 
do not have to make any decisions. So, prisoners do not 
have to take care of themselves, because others do. They 
do not have to prepare their own food, because others 
do. But how should these prisoners function in society 
if they have no idea about what to do with freedom? 
Furthermore, prisoners are not stimulated to take their 
responsibility. If prisoners want to prepare their own 
food, if they are allowed to, they can buy their food in 
a prison shop where products are three times more 
expensive than in a normal shop.

Other influences that determine the experience, next to 
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the regime, are from the building itself. Inside a prison, 
most of the time is spent in a prison cell. In the current 
legislation, prisoners are in their cell from 05:00 PM till 
08:00 AM. Therefore, the conditions of the cell have a high 
impact on the experience. In a general Dutch prison cell, 
the furniture consists of a bed, a chair, a table and a toilet. 
For TV and a fridge, prisoners have to pay a fee, which 
they can earn with their labour during the day. The size of 
a cell is at least ten square meters, with a minimum width 
of two meters and a minimum height of two and a half 
meters.  

After a certain period, living in a prison cell can cause 
claustrophobia. Walls are closing in and, instead of one, 
prisoners starts to see double. As Shalyk, prisoner for 
three years, explained: “Moving a poster to another 
place changes the whole cell, it made my day”. Small 
changes have a huge influence on the experience of a 
cell. Criminals look out of their window, trying to see any 
changes, because inside nothing will change. Therefore, 
to avoid becoming mad, many prisoners ask to get 
transferred to another prison to have a new environment 
with new experiences.  This is because being isolated in 
a cell for more than fifteen hours a day, is a long period, 
definitely when prisoners are used to have people around. 

Besides the general cells, there are isolation cells, which 
are the last tool guards can use, if they have to punish 

Dagbesteding 2014

Welke rechten heeft 

een gedetineerde? 

2014  

Op den Velde 2011

Interview Shalyk and 

Sharmarke 2014

In which hotel would you like to be 
incarcerated for ten years?
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prisoners who did something against the rules. Wener 
cited multiple researchers who all determined that this 
kind of isolation is harmful to inmates’ physical and 
mental health.

An isolation cell is a strongly sobered cell with only a bed, 
pillow, blanket and a toilet. Ex-prisoner Shalyk declared 
that prisoners really see the isolation cell as a punishment. 
The guards take away all personal belongings and the 
last pieces of freedom prisoners have. There are no 
windows to look outside and prisoners have no idea if it 
is day or night. It feels like a prison in a prison.   

Beside the cells, there are other places, like workshops, 
airing places and sport areas, which positively increase 
the experiences of a prisoner. Prisoners are allowed to 
go out of their cell during certain times. For a prisoner, 
every moment that they can escape out of their cramped 
cell is an extra moment of benefit. As Podmore claimed, 
prisoners want nothing more than to work because of 
that reason. Also airing with rain is better then being in a 
cell. Feeling the rain drops falling on your skin is an extra 
experience of the senses.

Besides the building components, there are other 
elements which define the behavior of prisoners. 

In a strictly defined program, there are barely any 
responsibilities for prisoners. The only responsibility 
prisoners have is to defend themselves. Prisoners define 
their own culture with their own rules inside the prison. 
As Gerritsen points out in his book ‘Filosoof in de bajes’, 
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the atmosphere is defined by the prisoners, it is their party 
and not from the government or law. Prisoners know 
that the first nights in a prison are terrifying and they 
misuse the weakness of the novice, who are not resistant 
against the psychological pressure. This weakness can be 
counteracted by an extensive preparation of the novice, 
to make them ready for the high psychological pressure 
in a prison. 

In a prison, the main culture is created by the prisoners 
themselves. There are unwritten rules which cannot be 
compared with the general norms and values of society. 
As George van Dijk described in his book ‘Leven achter 
Tralies’,  most of the unwritten rules are focused on the 
group dynamic of prisoners; do not betray other prisoners, 
do not transfer to another group, do not abandon the 
group during a fight even when the enemy is stronger 
etc. Not following the rules will makes a prisoner a target 
of ‘his group’. He will not be safe anymore. 

Most of the groups are formed by the reason for which 
criminals are in prison, like murder, drugs or violence. The 
type of crime also determines the level in hierarchy they 
are in. Child murderers and child rapists are at the bottom 
of the hierarchy.

The influence of the level of security can be described 
from a more indirect psychological perspective. As 
mentioned in the introduction, the prison design will 
have a minimally secured regime for criminals who are 
at the end of their long term prison sentence. The main 
reason for this is the effect of the level of security on 
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the prisoners. A research of the American researchers 
Gerald G. Gaes and Scott D. Camp shows that too 
much security results in a higher chance of recidivism. 
It causes a really negative atmosphere and takes away 
all trust in humanity. But, on the opposite side, too little 
security,results in a higher risk for the employees, co-
prisoners and the society. The risks for employees should 
be as low as possible. This is because prisoners who really 
want to escape will focus on the weakest element inside 
a prison; the employees. Therefore, each prison should 
have a tailor-made security program, which minimizes 
safety risks and decreases the chance of recidivism. 

Figure 7. (next 

page) German quote 

about the freedom 

and equality of people 

at the prison wall of 

Leoben Prison, Austria  
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Rehabilitation in a prison setting is the process of 
restoring a criminal to a useful and constructive person 
in society. This can not be done on an individual basic, 
but has to be done in a social setting: socialization. As 
the concept socialization implies group membership, the 
derivative concept, ‘resocialisation’, implies changes in 
group memberships. Many findings in the social origins 
of individual behavior suggest that the problem of 
reshaping the antisocial attitudes and values of offenders 
is related to the possibility of altering the patterns of 
group membership, which they bring with them into the 
prison.

The question therefore arises, under what circumstances 
prisoners should live to provide opportunities for altering 
the group process, which contributes to the behavior of 
prisoners. Deprivation of liberty is not advantageous for 
the functioning of a convicted criminal in society or for 
maintaining contacts. There should give more substance 
to the relationship between the convicted criminals and 
the society and where possible fortified. 

As positioned in the introduction, a built environment 
can influence the behavior of its users. How a facility is 

Process of 
Rehabilitation

McCorkle 1954: 88

Weringh 1993: 14
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Figure 8. Loss of 

privacy in a detention 

facility
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created, how space is organized, but also how rules are 
devised and maintained. The social ecology of a place is 
experienced on a smaller scale mostly involving privacy, 
personal space and territoriality. 

Privacy is about interpersonal regulation and control. 
It concerns the right to control other’s access to one’s 
personal world, the ability to make adjustments to a 
place to match as closely as possible and the desired 
contact with others. Important answers are related to 
the interrogative pronouns, like how much, when, where, 
how and by whose choice. Becoming a prisoner means 
handing ability to determine the ‘where’ and ‘when’, and 
the ‘with whom’ of your day over to the authorities; time 
and space are controlled by others. 

“Loss of privacy can also be an important part of the 
institution’s ability to strip the individual of his or her 
sense of self.” In The Netherlands, this is sometimes used 
to play psychological games with prisoners, according to 
Heleen de Waal, prisoner for four and a half month. In her 
book ‘Halve lucht’ she describes the games prison guards 
played, based on her own experience. Prisoners become 
fragile and are, for example during hearings, more 
inclined to say things that the questioner wants to hear. 

Richard Wener emphasized the importance of privacy 
by quoting R. Gifford from his book ‘Environmental 
Psychology’, where he posits that we need to get off the 
public stage before we can reflect and make sense of 
what is going on. Privacy plays an important role in self-
reflection and rejuvenation, the start of ‘resocialisation’. 
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Even when self-reflection is often actively encouraged 
by prison programs as part of the rehabilitation process, 
most correctional institutions lack spaces where 
attention to inward assessment is possible without 
constant interruption by other people or activities.   

Optimal privacy does not necessarily mean being alone 
at the time. Rather it is to be alone when being alone 
is desired, to be with a few people sometimes, or with 
many people at other times. This generates definitions of 
isolation and crowding (in correctional settings), where 
privacy is in between. 

Isolation is basic and essential to all aspects of 
imprisonment. To be sentenced to a prison is to be 
isolated by the criminal justice system from community 
and family. However, isolated from community and family 
does not necessarily mean that the convicted criminal 
is also isolated from others within the institution. The 
term isolation, as used here, refers to that further step 
in separation: removing a prisoner from the institutional 
community in a situation in which he or she is with little, 
if any, contact with other inmates or even with staff.    

Isolation is a fail of privacy, because a person wants to 
interact with more people, but is kept from doing so 
by architectural, social or organizational limitations. 
It can be restricted at the directive of others, what is 
distinguished from solitude, the state of being alone by 
choice.  

Being isolated has nothing to do with resocialisation. 
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Prisoners are totally dependent on guards without any 
responsibilities. Moreover, prisoners will be deprived of all 
their humanity and their social skills. Therefore it is in the 
grey area of human rights. As the European Commission 
of Human Rights describes, isolation can be sufficient in 
itself to gravely impair mental and physical health.

Most prisoners will experience mental problems, 
regardless of specified circumstances, time, place and 
already existing personal complaints. The absence of 
fresh air, day light and activity mostly cause the mental 
problems, as well as the psychological stress.

Psychological stress is caused among others by feelings 
of fear and panic attacks; nightmares about drownings, 
suffocation or murder, and the disorder during isolation, 
caused by the lack of knowledge of time. Being isolated 
for a long time has destroying effects on prisoners, 
it will cause serious and abiding mental abatement.  
Furthermore, it will result in anger, hostility and violence. 
According to Benjamin & Lux, researchers of the Harvard 

“I found solitary confinement the 
most forbidding aspect of prison life. 
There is no end and no beginning; 
there is only one’s mind, which can 
begin to play tricks. Was that a 
dream or did it really happen? One 
begins to question everything.”
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University and Indiana University, placing criminals into 
isolation is a criminal act, “far worse than the original 
crime the prisoner committed in society, and worse 
than the wide variety of disciplinary breaches which the 
prisoner may commit while in prison”       

Crowding is the opposite of isolation. It is the state in 
which privacy fails because a person has no choice but 
to be in contact with more people than wanted. 

A negative result of crowding in a prison, which can 
be caused by more prisoners per cell, is the increase 
of stress, tension, and the likelihood of negative and 
aggressive behavior, especially among those prisoners 
with the poorest impulse control and most aggressive 
tendencies. As social psychologist Altman noted, “Loss 
of privacy becomes a large part of the stress of being 
incarcerated”. Thereby, stress blocks the rehabilitation 
process, which also blocks the access to self-reflection.

Close to privacy, and private space, there is personal 
space. Personal space can be described as a privacy 
regulation mechanism people use to control and 
regulate contact with others. In a prison, personal space 
invasions of incarcerated people may be a significant 
cause of aggressive behavior. The lack of personal -and 
private- spaces encourages more eager boundary 
control behavior in public. Moreover, people with 
violent or aggressive histories tend to require larger 
interpersonal distances than others. 

After privacy and personal space, there is territoriality. It 
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differs from personal space in that it refers to the way in 
which we behave vis-à-vis a specific piece of space rather 
than to the relative distance between people. It reflects 
on identification, marking, personalization, defence, 
ownership, which all have a meaning to an individual. 
Individuals in prisons may try to reduce their level of 
exposure to social or physical stimuli by creating filtering 
mechanisms. 

The only territory prisoners have is their own cell, if 
they have a single cell. It is the space where prisoners 
have their most intimate situation. However, because 
staff members always has the ability to look inside and 
enter, so prisoner’s means of controlling access and 
personalization is limited, no matter how much time he 
spends there. However, because of the system, guards 
nearly always give notice when they enter a cell, what 
finally results in that prisoners experience their cell as 
their territory, the system does not undermine the privacy 
and ownership of a prisoner. This is already a result of the 
system in Western Europe, where cell doors are mostly 
visually closed, contrary to the American system. As Wener 
posits in his book, in the American prison system, “Privacy 
(...) does not exist for inmates in the total institution”. 
Prisoners have no right or expectation of privacy when 
they are incarcerated and the loss of privacy becomes a 
large part of the stress of being incarcerated. 
 
Resocialisation, privacy, personal space, territory; all 
elements which emphasize the need for a intimate space 
where prisoners can get off the public stage, where 
prisoners can -and have to- reflect their own behavior 



47

Wener 2012: 118

Wener 2012: 132

Levingson 1999

Wener 2012: 58

and a place where prisoners will be respected as they are. 
Therefore, it is necessary to give prisoners the space they 
need, a private space, an own space, which attributes 
to the process of resocialisation. Wener describes that 
no prison design can change the basic truth of power 
and control in a correctional institution, but that design 
features and sensitivities, such as private space in cells, 
can be useful in helping prisoners cope with the stress 
of incarceration.  

Next to the own cell, and in addition to stress reducing, 
the cells should be organized in smaller units with 
lengthy interactions. According to R.B. Levingson, “unit 
management (...) is designed to establish a safe, humane 
environment (...) which minimizes the detrimental effects 
of confinement”.  It gives prisoners ‘normal’ daily lives. 
Therefore, staff members can be more directly involved 
in a prisoner’s environment. This results in improved 
prisoner access to staff and greater staff access to 
prisoners, providing staff with an awareness of prisoner 
who concerns potential problems. 

Unit management in a prison is the method to imitate 
a society. In this kind of atmosphere, prisoners can be 
challenged to take their responsibilities. The reward for 
taking their responsibilities, an important element of 
rehabilitation, can be achieved by letting prisoners ‘earn’ 
extra possibilities in their day programs and by granting 
prisoners weekend furlough to visit their family.  

The process of rehabilitation is a process which should 
be taken step by step; from a smaller to a bigger 
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scale. Firstly, prisoners should gain responsibility for 
themselves. This must be extended with responsibilities 
for and relations with other prisoners and guards, by 
participating in activities and in terms of freedom. The 
last step in this process is giving them responsibilities 
and relations similar to responsibilities and relations in a 
normal society. It will finally give prisoners self-esteem so 
that they will believe in a normal future again.

“The only rational purpose for a 
prison is to restrain those who 
are violent, while we help them to 
change their behavior and return to 
the community.”
-James Gilligan, a clinical professor of psychiatry-
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Case studies
 - Bastøy Prison, Norway  

Bastøy Fengsel (2014)

Kapteijn 2010

Since usually only recidivism is a topic in politics, there 
are just a few countries which built prisons that are 
focused on rehabilitation. However, these prisons have a 
lower recidivism rate than prisons which do not focus on 
rehabilitation.

There are a few prisons, which were built with the 
rehabilitation process in mind. Two of them are Bastøy 
Prison in Norway and Justice Center Leoben in Austria. 

Bastøy Prison is the largest minimum-security prison in 
Norway. It is located on Bastøy island, which is located 
in the Oslofjord, around seventy-five kilometers south of 
Oslo. The prison occupies most of the island’s 2.6 square 
kilometer surface area, with the exception of a beach on 
the northern part, which is accessible to the public by 
ferry. The facilities can house one hundred fifteen inmates 
and sixty-nine prison employees, an almost two-to-one 
inmate-to-employee ratio. However, Only five employees 
remain on the island overnight.

The prison is organized as a small island community 
with about eighty buildings, roads, beach zones, sports 
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field, agricultural land and forest. Inmates live in six 
-person wooden cottages and work at the prison farm. 
Agriculture is the largest source of employment on the 
island. The prison is run as a small society and is focussed 
on releasing prisoners. “It is the way of treatment. Give 
prisoners respect and listen to them”, as the prison 
warden of Bastøy Prison mentioned.

For the prisoners, the prison houses among others a 
school, library, church, shop, information office, health 
centre and meeting centre. 

The prison history of the site started in 1898 with the 
construction of five boarding schools for delinquent 
boys. The first students arrived in 1900. Next to the 
regular school lessons, they also got lessons in farming 
and woodwork. After a transformation in 1953, the 
boarding schools were formally closed in 1970. Until 
1983, the island functioned as a home for the homeless, 
disabled and patients of substance abuse. Finally, in 
1988, Bastøy gained the formal status of an independent 
prison.

The  Bastøy Prison is renowned for its humane treatment 
of prisoners. The prison is unique in that it is more of a 
transitional facility for inmates approaching the end of 
their sentence. It is the step between a normal prison 
and society.

Prisoners have little incentive to escape, which explains 
the relaxed atmosphere at the prison. They got their own 
responsibility by owning the keys of their own room; 
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Figure 9.  

Situation 1:50.000 

The Bastøy island has 

a surface of 2.6 square 

kilometer and its 

closest distance to the 

mainland is less then 

two kilometers.
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Figure 10.  

Situation 1:10.000 

The organization of the 

prison buildings are as a 

low-density village, with 

much forest around it.
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Figure 11. A 

normal society with 

norms and values, 

where prisoners are 

treated like people. 

Figure 12. The 

prison reuses the 

buildings of the 

former boarding 

schools. It creates 

a village-look, with 

view on Horten and 

without direct fences. 
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Figure 13. The 

Church is organized 

by the Ministry of 

the Church and takes 

care of all religious 

activities.  It is the most 

representative building 

on the island because of 

the use of stone in the 

facade. 

Figure 14. Prisoners 

have the responsibility 

to maintain the island, 

livestock and natural 

sources, comparable 

with a normal society. 

Figure 15. Prisoners 

get the feelings of being 

valuable for the society 

and that they can get a 

result instead of making 

problems.
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their personal space. The low security is also visible at the 
island itself, namely, the island is not completely fenced. 
It is not hard to escape from the island. This contributes 
to the  relaxed atmosphere. As prison warden Nilsen 
explains at the arrival of a new prisoner:  “If you should 
escape and make it across the water to the free shore, find 
a phone and call so I know you’re OK, so we don’t have to 
send the coast guard looking for you.” 

Other responsibility, which prisoners have is the 
maintaining of the island, livestock and natural resources 
as wood and crops. Most of these are for recreation and 
own consumption, but some is also for export. Bastøy 
Prison gives prisoners all responsibilities which are 
comparable to those in a normal society. Everybody has a 
job. It will give them a good start for a normal life.

As described before, it is not only the regime that influence 
on the experiences and behavior of prisoners, but also the 
organization and architecture of the environment. 

The houses on the island are typical Norwegian wooden 
cottages, with materials as glass, stone, brick, plastered or 
painted surfaces, wood and roof tiles. 

“Hij weet zich geen raad met de 
vrijheid die hem te wachten staat, 
na jarenlange opsluiting is hij het 
contact met zijn familie verloren.”
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 The houses are structured as a normal village with 
much greenery between them. Prisoners live in these 
houses; with downstairs common areas where prisoners 
share kitchen facilities and a living area, and upstairs a 
bathroom and small bedrooms, rather than cells. 

In access of facilities, there is no distinction between the 
inmates and guards, except the guard house which is 
only accessible for guards.

In summary, Bastøy prison consists of an ensemble of 
typical Norwegian buildings which functions differently 
from most other prisons. It does not have the feeling of a 
prison. Prisoners are not locked up in their cells, but they 
have much spare time and can move freely around the 
island. 
 
Not only the exterior, but also the interior does not feel 
like a prison. There are no cells or zones with consecutive 
doors for security reasons. The interior is, similar to the 
exterior, focused on the typical Norwegian cottage 
style. The interior is more reflecting on typical elements 
of traditional Norwegian architecture than prison 
architecture.

As prison warden Nilsen explained, the prison gives 
respect to the prisoners who come here and they 
respond by respecting themselves, each other and the 
community inside. It is all about hope and looking into 
the future, instead of looking back. 
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Case studies
 - Justice Centre Leoben, Austria  
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Justice Center Leoben in Austria is a different example of 
a prison which is focused on rehabilitation. 

Leoben is a well developed city in the middle of Austria. 
After a rich industrial period, even with a colliery, the 
city had to change their strategies. They developed a 
university for industrial studies and also started to focus 
on tourism. The location in the Schwarzwald region and 
the historical architecture make Leoben an attraction for 
many tourists.  

Together with a courthouse, the Leoben prison is situated 
on the edge of the city, on a sloping plot. The complex 
for two hundred prisoners is visible from the town 
center, due to its higher position in the urban landscape. 
Therefore, the front facade of the courthouse is positioned 
towards the center. This way, the prison facilities are put 
out of sight for the inhabitants of Leoben. However, this 
applies only to the people living in the city center. The 
complex does not really fit in the immediate surrounding 
at the edge of the town. It is located next to some small 
dwellings, which make the size of the court and the prison 
stand out in this area of the town.
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The site consists of two separate complexes: a courthouse 
and a prison facility. The courthouse, faced towards the 
city center, can be reached by its own driveway with a 
large walkway for pedestrians. Since the building is 
located on the slope, the approach can be described in 
a dramatic and theatrical way.

The prison facilities are located at the backside of the 
courthouse. They have their own main entrance, which 
goes trough a residential area. When entering the 
complex, employees and prisoners have to go through 
two gates. Once inside, the complex consists of multiple 
buildings that are connected with each other. They 
facilitate prison cells, the workshops, the sports facilities 
and the administration department.

A footbridge connects the courthouse and the prison. 
This connection is between the third level of the 
courthouse and the ground floor level of the prison due 
to the slope of the site.

The complex was built in 2004, which can be seen on 
the modern glass facade of the courthouse. The prison-
building is covered with composite panels with a semi-
transparent top level, which also contributes to the main 
idea of transparency.

Exteriorly,  the function ‘prison’ can only be read from the 
architecture at the prison facilities; the backside of the 
complex. Behind the courthouse, a concrete wall with 
barbed wire defines the outline of the plot and bars are 
in front of the windows. 
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Figure 16. Leoben 

Prison in situation. 

scale 1:4000
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2. Context

2.02 Plot structure
The site consists of two separate complexes: 
the courthouse and the prison facilities. The 
courthouse, faced towards the city center, can be 
reached by its own drive with a large walkway for 
pedestrians. Because the building is located on 
the slope, the approach can be described as in a 
dramatic and theatrical way. This forces respect 
for the law, and in a way, it shows that it stands 

above you. 
The prison facilities are located at the backside 
of the courthouse. It has it own main entrance 
that runs trough a residential area. Employees 
and prisoners have to trough two gates to enter 
the complex. Once inside, the complex consists 
of multiple buildings that are connected with 
each other. They facilitate the prison cells, 
the workshops, the sports facilities and the 

administration department. 
A gangway connects the courthouse and the 
prison. This connection is between the third level 
at the courthouse and the ground oor level of 
the prison due to the slope of site.  

Fig 9.2.27

Figure 17. splitting 

of  the different living 

units in Leoben Prison.
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Figure 18. The 

glass façade of the 

Courthouse (front) 

and prison facilities 

(behind) from the 

Leoben Prison.
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Figure 19. The 

footbridge between 

the courthouse and 

the prison facilities.



Figure 20.  A 

private prison cell.
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Figure 21.  

(top left) outdoor 

spaces as extension of 

the living room.

Figure 22.  

(top right) a common 

kitchen in a prison 

unit.

Figure 23.  

(bottom) an airing 

place on the rooftop 

of the prison building.
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Remarkable for the interior is the security. The prison has 
two entrances. Both entrances lead to a large square. 
From this court, all facilities can be reached. For safety, the 
routes become more secured on the way from the court 
to the cell blocks. However, once entered in an actual 
prison unit with cell blocks, the security is reduced to the 
minimum. Prisoners can walk through their whole unit, 
from cell to cell, as well as to the sports and work facilities 
on the site. The prison itself has a low secured regime. 

All cells are grouped in smaller units to create a society 
inside the prison, instead of isolating the prisoners. The 
single prison cells, with private bathroom, can be marked 
as private living spaces of prisoners. These spaces are 
extended with an, always accessible, living room. Some 
parts of a unit are marked as hybrid use, such as the 
kitchen facilities and the sport facilities. The living rooms 
are extended with outdoor spaces for fresh air. 

The common facilities are the meeting places for 
prisoners, where they can get the feeling of living together 
and creating relationships. For example, prisoners have 
to prepare their own meals, which gives them own 
responsibilities, but also the obligation to communicate 
with coprisoners. 

The furniture of the cells is designed especially for this 
prison. The concept of the design is based on the idea to 
create simple necessarily furniture, which every prisoner 
can arrange by himself. In this way, each prisoner can 
contribute something to create a more personalized 
space. This is emphasized by the fact that prisoners can 
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lock their cell from the inside.

Cell blocks, a combination of more cells, are different per 
floor and different in security, which gives the guards 
the possibility to assign prisoners to the right regime. 
Inside a cell block, prisoners get much freedom and 
responsibility. Prisoners get the opportunity to interact 
with other prisoners in the communal parts like the 
kitchen and living room. Guards will only enter  the 
‘society’ when there are problems or issues. This results 
in prisoners having to rely on themselves.

Another part of the philosophy is the spatial theme in 
the building. All walls, floors and ceilings are painted 
white to give the prison a clean appearance. It is the 
task of the prisoners to keep it clean and tidy. Only the 
interior gives some color to the composition in order to 
create a homely atmosphere. The prisoners can adjust 
their cells to their own needs, because of the specially 
designed furniture.

 “All persons deprived of their liberty 
shall be treated with humanity and 

with respect for the inherent dignity 
of the human person.”

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Part 1, Article 10.1
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A regional artist put the engraving of the International 
Covenant of Civil and Political rights and the universal 
declaration of human rights on the wall to point out the 
regime inside the prison. The statement shows the outside 
world that the prisoners are working on rehabilitation, so 
that they can participate in society.

In conclusion, the minimally secured prison in Leoben has 
a special regime with a philosophy which becomes visible 
in small details. Prisoners get a lot of freedom outside 
of the constraining rules. The regime assumes a positive 
attitude of the prisoners.

The Leoben Prison has many similarities with the Bastøy 
Prison in Norway. Prisoners from both prisons get a lot of 
freedom and responsibility to imitate the real life outside 
a prison. 

The biggest differences between the two prisons are 
labor and the size of the plot. Bastøy prison covers a whole 
island, which also gives Basoy the possibility to provide 
prisoners with a different kind of labor in the fresh air 
with own responsibilities and without direct observation. 
In Leoben Prison, labor is similar to labor in a standard 
prison, inside the building, between the concrete walls, 
thus, not in open air. 
 
The regime and trust in prisoners is the same. They both 
look to the future and rehabilitate the prisoners for a 
return into society.

Figure 24. Prison 

art in Halden Prison, 

Norway. 
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A new prison design, focused on the process of 
rehabilitation. That design should start with the 
experience of its inhabitants, the prisoners. The building 
should support the huge transformation which prisoners 
go through. As Pallasmaa said, “Architecture (...) gives a 
conceptual and material structure to societal institutions, 
as well as the conditions of daily life”. Therefore, in a 
twenty-four hour institution, the architectural conditions 
are more important than always assumed.  

The minimum requirements of prisons should go through 
an evolution. While the use of performance based 
standards provides a sufficient understanding of how 
facilities should operate, they do not give any details 
about the required quality of spaces. It is the vagueness 
in the expectations of the architectural quality of spaces 
in a facility, which admit the lack of quality in experiences. 

However, it is a critical mistake to think of correctional 
facilities as not existing outsides, it is the realm of 
architecture, which “strengthens the existential 
experience, one’s sense of being in the world, and this 
is essentially a strengthened experience of self”, as 
Pallasmaa described. This should apply for prisoners 

Principles for a new 
prison design
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inside a prison, but also for people in the society. 

The goal of a prison is to create a change in behavior, 
and correcting personality and behavioral problems 
of prisoners to change them into a more useful and 
constructive person in society. Prisons should offer 
prisoners opportunities to rehabilitate into the society, 
which will accomplish the resocialisation; bring prison 
into the society and society into the prison. Make 
prisoners ready to be responsible.

A prison can support that process be introducing the 
process step by step, giving prisoners responsibility for 
themselves, under observation, and extend this with 
more freedom and more interaction with coprisoners. 
Responsibilities can be cooking for themselves and for 
other prisoners, unlimited access to common facilities, 
getting around in prison without direct observation and 
controlled access outside the prison.  

As described so far, for rehabilitation, the common spaces 
are more important than individual spaces. Because 
of that, private individual cells should be secondary to 
the common areas, where all kinds of different (group)
processes take place. Prisoners will also use the common 
areas to escape from their cramped cell, where they have 
to spend a lot of time. 

The common areas should be designed as a truly 
normalized environment, which addresses all of the 
senses at once, in a balanced manner. Cook claimed 
that the impact of scale is an element, which is typically 
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misunderstood or completely ignored in prison designs. 
Staff and construction efficiencies pushed up the size 
of housing units with as a result narrow, long corridors, 
which occupy large, separated masses of space. It is for 
a reason that architecture is essential in “relating us 
with space and time, giving these dimension a human 
measure”. Therefore, it is important to avoid oversized 
spaces without any human measuring and to create 
intimate spaces which will have positive influences on the 
experiences.  

Human measuring in a prison also avoids crowding. 
When cells are organized in smaller living units, prisoners 
will be protected against the internal prison culture and 
allowed to have some control over their preferred social 
distances. It also give prisoners more personal space 
which decreases eager boundary control behavior in 
public. Through this, treatment become more prisoner-
oriented which also results in more personal meetings 
and relationships with guards. 

Designing a living unit as ‘normal’ as possible will 
give prisoners the feeling of home. A kitchen will give 
prisoners the responsibility to cook for themselves with a 
weekly budget, and providing windows will create a more 
relaxing atmosphere with daylight and fresh air. The living 
units should be seen as houses, the corridor as a quiet 
street and the common areas as a public square. 

Living units give the opportunity to change the regime. 
The rule that prisoners have to be in their cell from 05:00 
PM till 08:00 AM can be changed by altering the time that 
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they have to be in their living unit. This gives prisoners 
extra time that they can be within a group instead of 
being isolated. 

To provide enough personal, but also private space, 
prisoners should get a single cell. It is a place where they 
have to control other’s access to their personal space and 
a place where they can get off the stage for self-reflection. 
The cell should have multiple faces which makes the 
cell spatially interesting and makes it easier to change 
the experience. It should, just like the living units, feel 
as home, a human place to live. On voluntary request, 
prisoners should always be allowed to share a cell. 

Human measuring is important to not lose sight of the 
needs from a single person, particularly when thinking 
about movement. Something like the operation of a door 
handle, designed to receive the touch of a hand, enhances 
the human connection to architecture, just as passing 
through an automatically operated door isolates it. 

Ensuring that the common areas and activities, like sports 
and workshops, are away from the living units, encourages 
interaction with space, allowing the stimulation of the 
senses through movement and taking the prisoner out of 
the cramped living unit. Passages through open air will 
emphasize the transformation to another area.

A really important element of these design principles 
is the rejection of the isolation cell. In the process of 
rehabilitation, all possible negative influences in prison 
must be avoided. A person in an isolation cell can be there 
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for a maximum of two weeks and his well-being should 
be controlled daily. These two rules implicate that it is 
everything except healthy to be isolated. Therefore, there 
will be no isolation cell in this design. 

Another important component, focused on the prison 
building, are windows. Windows can provide a view  to 
the outside, which gives rest to the eyes with infinite 
distances and reduces stress through views of nature. 
Furthermore, windows are required for the quality of 
light, as well as the quantity, which can have beneficial 
treatment outcomes for prisoners. By daylight and 
movements of the sun, prisoners can read the time, place 
and orientation, which gives them more connections with 
outside.  

In summary, all these design principles are focused on the 
experience of prisoners and the required ambiance for a 
process of rehabilitation, which will influence the spatial 
conditions of prisons. These design principles form the 
guideline for a new prison design. 
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In the previous part, a conclusion is made about some 
design principles which are important for the new 
prison design. However, nearly all of these principles are 
described from the eyes of the prisoners. 

One of the important elements is the open regime in a 
closed prison system. During the process of prisoner, it 
will change into an open regime in a semi-open prison 
system at the end of the detention period. During the 
period of the open regime with a closes prison system, 
prisoners can increase their freedom of movement and 
responsibilities by participating in the prison culture 
provided by the prison employees. The last step in this 
process is to get freedom outside the walls of the prison. 
At that moment, prisoners get the chance to meet society 
again, including its temptations and responsibilities. It 
will create a modest and controlled changeover from a 
person whose life was totally controlled to a person who 
is completely free. However, the question can be asked 
why a person should be kept strictly between the prison 
walls, if the person in question can move in total freedom 
a month later.  

With the fact that the new detention facility has an open 

Friction of two 
different worlds
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regime in a part of its complex, it creates possibilities 
for external employees to work in the workshops and 
prisoners can work in the publicly accessible commercial 
area on the ground floor. Because of this, prisoners can 
get the feeling of the ‘normal’ world again.  

Besides the fact that prisoners can experience the 
outside life, visitors should get the opportunity to go 
further into the building, whereby they can get more 
feeling for life inside a prison. It will becomes apparent 
that prisoners are normal people who (normally) are a 
part of the society. This is only possible if the building is 
more accessible and not hidden behind high concrete 
walls with barbed wire. 

However, there will always be friction between the two 
different worlds, the society and prison life. As described 
in the introduction, society becomes more and more 
radical towards prisons; the harder prisoners get 
punished, the better it is. It is important that this gap will 
increase. This can be given figure by the just described 
transparency of the building. 

Therefore, one must look carefully at the desired qualities 
of the detention facility in a high-density urban area. 

After their detention period, 
prisoners do their groceries in the 

same supermarket as you do.
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The prison building will exist out of two parts; a publicly 
accessible domain and a private prison domain. The 
last one will be exclusively accessible for prisoners and 
employees. Both domains require different qualities. 
Furthermore, between these two areas, there will also be 
spaces where public and prisoners will meet each other,  
will see each other, will be confronted with each other, 
the gray area with the highest chance of friction. 

For the public domain, it is important that it is accessible 
and transparent for society. It should be easily accessible, 
for instance if visitors travel by public transport. 
Additionally, the prison should present itself as a part of 
society, which will also positively influence the prisoners. 
However, the design should prevent society from 
uncomfortable confrontations with prisoners inside. 
Prisoners should be exposed modestly. 

For the prison domain, for prisoners, it is important that 
they feel a connection with the environment, that they 
feel a part of it and that they are not covered somewhere 
far away. They should be exposed in the city, but to 
emphasize, being exposed does not mean being exposed 
as animals in a zoo. 

In addition, the exposure of the prison should be visible 
for different forms of traffic. Slow traffic will have more 
time to behold the prison at a smaller scale, traffic with 
a higher speed can only behold the prison at a larger 
scale. At the smaller scale, it is important that the building 
informs passers-by about the function and lives inside. 
Informing society is one of the elements which can have 
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A visit to the P.I. Middelburg, a prison in the Netherlands. The 

first moment in front of prisoners, me standing behind the glass 

wall as showed in the figure above, the prisoners on the other 

side. The same feelings as being in a zoo and watching animals, 

but the ‘animals’ in this situation watch back. The prisoners 

knew what they were seeing and they know that I was watching 

them! I felt ashamed to be there, a real confronting moment. 

I turned my back to the prisoners, I did not want eye contact. 

After a certain time, I was getting used to it, I even shook a hand 

of a prisoner and watched in his cell. A proud men showed his 

creations he made. A prisoner, just a normal man, but with a 

written history.

Figure 25.  

Prison Unit in 

Middelburg Prison, 

The Netherlands
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a huge positive impact on the gap between society and 
prison. It informs and shows who is inside. Thereby, it will 
also show a certain safety.  

Decreasing the gap between the two different worlds is 
also important for the visitors of the prisoners. They have 
to approach the building more often than the prisoners 
themselves, whereby the visitors will also be more 
confronted with the power of the exterior. Also, for the 
relatives, who not do have to be punished, the prison is 
the building where their relatives live.

Besides the main characteristics, which have an 
enormous impact on the social embedding of the prison, 
there are also some practical requirements. 

Good accessibility by transport, which is also a social 
requirement, is a really important practical point. 
Therefore, there should be enough parking places 
around the prison for employees and visitors. 

All these requirements / characteristics / wishes, 
for instance that the prison should be in a natural 
environment with far views, lead to the pier of the 
Waalhaven of Nijmegen, a pier which separates the 
harbour of Nijmegen from the river Waal.  
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The location in Nijmegen falls into place by the 
requirements about the location. 

Firstly, the location of the prison is in the center of the city 
Nijmegen. Currently, the city and the direct environment 
of the prison are undergoing enormous transformation  
The city creates a ring road around its two centers; an 
old historic city center (1) and a new to be built center on 
the north side of the river (2). The location of the prison, 
the pier of the Waalhaven, is in the center of the circle of 
the ring road. However, the location is not in the old city 
center or the new to be built center. The prison is located 
on the same side of the river as the old city center, but is 
separated from it by a railway. 

By the Dutch architectural office Dok Architecten, there is 
made a master plan for the environment of the Waalhaven 
to redevelop that valuable part of Nijmegen. Currently, the 
environment is in use by industry, which will be moved 
out of the inner city. New planned residential buildings 
will determine the new culture of the Waalhaven to make 
it a willing part of Nijmegen to live. 

The location is a really attractive location with much air 

City of Nijmegen

Figure 26. (right 

top) Plan of the City of 

Nijmegen

Figure 27. (right 

bottom) New 

developed Master 

plan of the direct 

environment of the 

location
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01 Old city center of Nijmegen

02 Citadel, new second city center

Location new prison design
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and space. Air and space is mainly created by the view 
over the harbor, the river and the associated floodplains. 
The conditions are unique and rare for a location like this 
which is so close to the city center. 

Besides, the city paid much attention to its waterfront to 
make the river a component of the city, instead of turning 
its back to it. All separated waterfronts will be connected, 
which are subsequently connected to the recreation-
islands in the middle of the river. Because of this, hiking 
trails arise, which add enormous amounts of greenery to 
the city. The location of the prison is along one of these 
routes, along a park and the river. 

In that situation, an important traffic flow along the 
prison is a walking route. City trippers and citizens will 
use this route as most. For the citizens, the prison will be 
presented in their daily live. This must be and will form 
the most important link, which should decrease the gap 
between the two different worlds. 

The visibility of the prison from the river and recreation-
islands is enormous. Additionally, the location is also 
visible from the train, which passes the location over 
a bridge over the river on east. On west of the location, 
there is a new bridge for cars of which the prison can be 
noticed. 

The location is also interesting, because it is located 
at the beginning of the pier and near a residential area 
with a very high density, compared to the city center. In 
the immediate vicinity, on the other three borders of the 



87

Figure 28.  

(top) Principle of the 

location. 

Figure 29.  

(left) the recreation 

route, which goes over 

the pier.

Figure 30.  

(right) View lines of 

the surrounding tower 

buildings on the pier   
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Figure 31. (top)View 

from the opposite of the 

river to the waterfront of 

Nijmegen

Figure 32.  

(Bottom) Master plan 

of the future of the 

waterfront of Nijmegen, 

made by Dok Architecten
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harbor, many tower blocks with around twelve floors are 
built. At the opposite of the end of the pier, the other side 
of the mouth of the harbor, there are plans for a tower of 
twenty floors. 

The prison will be located in the view lines of among 
others the tower blocks in the direct environment. The 
prison will form a decor besides a long open pier, which 
will be transformed into a park without buildings. The 
park will function as greenery in favor of the neighboring 
residential areas. 

The location is surrounded by water on three sides. The 
long sides of the pier have a north-south orientation. The 
water level of the Waal fluctuates enormously, whereby 
the pier itself has a height difference of more then six 
meters. A part of this is sometimes under water, but more 
importantly; the majority stays always dry. 

Parking can be done around the harbor. There are many 
unused parking spaces around the harbor, that it is 
unnecessary to create new parking spaces.

Another element is the history of the pier. The pier is built 
after all important historically time periods of Nijmegen, 
like the Roman times. The pier is built around half of the 
eighteenth century. Because of this, the pier has non-
historical elements in its composition. From the time after 
the construction of the pier, there are no elements which 
influence any new plans. 

Figure 33.  

(next spread) current, 

but old situation of 

the environment. The 

old industry will make 

place for high-density 

residential buildings.
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Figure 34. (top) 

north side of the pier, 

along the river

Figure 35.  

(middle) South side of 

the pier

Figure 36.  

(bottom)  head of 

the pier

34

35
36
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The Urban Embedment

From the described characteristics of the pier, there are 
three aspects which have huge influences on the urban 
embedment of the prison complex. The aspects are the 
recreation route, the neighboring buildings and the park. 

The recreation route will stimulate the encounter 
between the two different worlds. The prison complex will 
embrace the route and will not let pass people without 
showing itself. This fits perfectly to the design principle 
to make multiple buildings, with a connection via fresh 
air. The prison complex will be posited on both sites of 
the track and footbridges will connect them. This results 
in that circulation spaces from prisoners will be visible for 
society and vice-versa. It gives both the passers-by and 
the prisoner an extra experience of the others. 

The influence of the neighboring buildings is mostly 
focused on the height of the buildings. At the opposite 
of the pier, at the entrance of the harbor, there are plans 
for a residential tower of twenty levels. It is going to be an 
immense volume and height, which will start a battle with 
the prison if the prison will be designed on the end of the 
pier. Furthermore, there are planned more residential 
tower blocks around the harbor, which all will ask for a 
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nice view without a prison in the center of it.   

The last influence of the environment is the park. By 
requiring the park as an extension of the prison, it is 
impossible to build other buildings without interrupting 
the urban structure. By considering that, the park will 
always stay an attractive spot for city trippers and 
citizens. Furthermore, the park is situated to the south; 
the harbor site. By adding a commercial activity to the 
prison, which also forms an addition to the park, there 
will arise a more intense relationship between the prison 
and passers-by and the harbor. 

Taking these characteristics into account, it will result in 
two buildings, which stand both on a side of the recreation 
route and which are connected by footbridges. As going 
to be described in chapter ‘the Prison Design – concept, 
in the Northern building, which is called ‘the Machine’, 
there will the living units of the prisoners. The Southern 
building, which is called ‘the supporting building’, will 
consist of the supporting functions including the public 
domain.  

The machine will be lifted above the ground. Firstly, this 
is done to erase the concrete wall with barbed wire. The 
walls of the building are the first layer of security, whereas 
the height will be the second security layer. Because of 
this, the classic concrete wall will be superfluous. This 
gives more confidence to the prisoners; removing a 
negative part of the building and decreasing the level of 
security, which is mostly too high. 

Figure 37. (Next 

spread) prison 

complex in its urban 

situation





N
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Furthermore, the lifting of the building is also done to 
avoid unwanted view relations between prisoners inside 
the prison and passers-by outside. The prison may not 
be comparable with a zoo where people watch true a 
window. Thereby, the prisoners are now positioned above 
the water, further away from society, which gives a safer 
feeling to society.

By lifting the living units, and also the other functions 
within the prison / private domain, the public domain 
functions can stay on the first level. This creates spaces 
for a commercial function. Between these two domains, 
the public and prison domain, there will be a grey area, 
a semi private domain, where prisoners and visitors will 
meet each other. 

In the supporting building on the ground floor, there 
is positioned a cafe and an exposition area. The cafe is 
mostly focused to the park, but also good visible from 
the recreation route. The exposition area is the space 
along the walking route. This can be used to exhibit the 
furniture, which is produced by the prisoners, and can be 
used as an extension for the cafe during busy periods. 

Figure 38.  

(right) Concept of 

transformation of the 

new prison design
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supporting 

living units
Splitting the prison into two parts; 

a part with living units and a part 

with all supporting facilities.

Raising the cells to create the 

invisible wall and to avoid direct 

view relations.

Splitting the building into a prison 

domain and a public domain.

Allowing visitors into the prison 

domain to visit their relatives.

Prison domain

Pubic domain

Translating responsibility and 

freedom into restrictions in 

functionality (will be explained 

in the next chapter).

Cafe,

Cells and

Workshop and visitors

Offices
Sports
Workshop

Prison domain

Pubic domain

Semi private domain

Prison domain

Pubic domain

Semi private domain

Visitors

Living areas

Exposition
and 

the MachineSupporting
building
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The prison complex is a continuation of the new master 
plan. The Machine is in line with the residential buildings, 
but it is turned slightly to open up more to the park and 
to create a small funnel between to the two buildings 
(seen from the east). To not block the continuity of the 
recreation route, the footbridges above the route should 
be designed light and transparent.

The Machine is more battling with the environment. It is 
the only building, which is built directly against / into the 
water. All other buildings have a minimum distance to the 
waterline. Hereby, it will attract much attention. 

The supporting building blocks a long view axes, which 
goes trough the residential area. Due to this, with the 
position of that building, it is hard to plan other buildings 
in the park. In the master plan, it is only ‘acceptable’ to 
design something next to the Machine, but then it will be 
built next to a prison and it will block the remaining view 
of the environmental buildings. 

To avoid a huge façade, which can have an encouraging 
effect on the passers-by to pass the building, there are 
made some transformation to bring in space, light and 
air into the design. In the Machine, it is created depth 
in the façade by pushing a part of total building height 
into the building. In the supporting building, the top of 
the building is moved slightly in two directions. Because 
of this, from both buildings the enormous facades are 
decreased in smaller parts. 

As described before, the Machine is uplifted. It is placed 

Figure 39.  

(right) Diagrams of the 

elements which have 

effect on the urban 

embedment. 
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on thick concrete slices, which give direction to view 
lines of passers-by. Because passers-by walks through the 
two massive buildings, what will give an onerous feeling 
comparing to the rest of the route, the connection with 
the river will be emphasized. Also, the slices contribute 
to a strict rhythm. They show the brute power which is 
needed to uplift the compartment with all the cells. 

Other important elements are the entrances. Prisoners 
will use a different entrance than employees and visitors. 
The entrance of the prisoner is under the Machine (1). It 
is an entrance, which only will be used for the income 
of prisoners. Employees and visitors will never use that 
entrance. Important for the entrance of visitors, is to 
take into account that the visitors did not commit the 
crime. They should not be punished and confronted with 
the prison every time when they visit a prisoner. The 
confrontation with the building and environment should 
be as less as possible. Because of that, the entrance of 
the visitors is positioned next to the café (2). Therefore, 
by entering the building, it is not clear if visitors going to 
visit a prisoner or if they going to drink something inside. 
The threshold becomes less. For the general public, who 
will enter the building for the cafe, there are two types of 
entrances; along the recreation route and in the direction 
of the park (3). 
 

Figure 40. (rigth) 

Prison isometry





104

As mentioned in the introduction, the design brief should 
be focused on a prison design, which develops spatial 
conditions for prisoners and supports the process of 
rehabilitation. 

To accomplish this, there are needed more facilities than 
a normal prison. The facilities will be subdivided in living 
facilities and supporting facilities. 

The prison will be designed for sixty prisoners. For the 
process of rehabilitation, it is important that prisoners 
live within a small group. Hereby, the cells are clustered 
in smaller groups of ten cells; for each prisoner a private 
cell. This results in six living units. Beside spacious cells, 
the living facilities provide also areas where prisoners 
can develop themselves socially. These common areas 
consist of a kitchen, a living room, bathroom and an airing 
place. Each living unit has its own facilities, which do not 
have to be shared with other living units.  Because of the 
smaller scale, there is better control by security and less 
intimidation between prisoners. 

The design of the living units will take care for a part of 
the architectural support of the process of rehabilitation. 

Design Brief
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Different types of layout stimulate freedom and 
responsibility. In the beginning of the process, there 
is more defined then at the end of the process, 
accomplished in the floor plans of the living units. 

The supporting facilities contains of a sport area, 
labor spaces, services for medical care, prayer room, 
educational areas, offices and the visitors area. 

The public domain contains the cafe and an exhibition/
shop. The shop is meant to sell the products, which are 
made by the prisoners. 

The design brief is distracted from a design brief of a 
standard Dutch prison. This document is used to create 
a feeling with the amount of spaces, which are required 
for a prison. This is extended with information, which is 
achieved by visits to the Breda Prison, the Middelburg 
Prison, architect Martin van Dort, who designed and 
renovated many Dutch prisons, and to a visit of two ex-
criminals, who have been imprisoned both for more then 
two years. 

The design brief contains the Net Internal Area, the 
Usable Floor Area.

Figure 41. (next 

spread) Scheme of the 

Net Internal Area (NIA)
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Living facilities

1.     6  x  Living unit

1.1     Living unit 

1.1.1    10 cells
1.1.2    Living room
1.1.3    Kitchen 
1.1.4    Bathroom
1.1.5    Washing equipment
1.1.6    Airing place

Supporting facilities

2.     Entrance Visitors / Employees

2.1    Reception
2.2    Security check 
2.3    Dressing room
2.4    Visitation room
2.5    Visitors area
2.6    Private visitors room (2)

3.     Income Prisoners

3.1    Income
3.2    Waiting cells (2)
3.3    Visitation room 
3.4    Bathroom
3.5    Hearing room
3.6    Storage

4.     Entrance Goods

4.1    Income
4.2    Storage

1392 m2

1392 m2

232 m2

150 m2

45 m2

20 m2

15 m2

2 m2

100 m2

2110 m2

220 m2

20 m2

20 m2

10 m2 
20 m2

120 m2

30 m2

100 m2

40 m2

20 m2

10 m2 
10 m2

10 m2

10 m2

50 m2

     m2

50 m2
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410 m2

300 m2

50 m2

10 m2

460 m2

380 m2

50 m2

20 m2

10 m2

200 m2

120 m2

30 m2

50 m2

20 m2 
20 m2

250 m2

200 m2

10 m2

20 m2 
20 m2

200 m2

3502 m2

5.     Labor area

5.1    Workshop
5.2    Storage
5.3    Toilets

6.     Sport area

6.1    Gym
6.2    Storage
6.3    Changing room employees
6.4    Toilets

7.     Offices

8.     Services

8.1    Education
8.2    Library
8.3    Prayer room
8.4    Dentist / Doctor

9.     Public area

9.1    Cafe / Shop
9.2    Bar
9.3    Storage
9.4    Toilets

10.     Installations

TOTAL
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As described before, the prison consists of a public area 
and a specific prison area. The public area is accessible 
for the general public, the specific prison area is only 
accessible for prisoners and employees. The prison area 
can be subdivided in two different parts, namely in living 
units and supporting facilities. Supporting facilities are 
among others a workshop, sport area and visitors room. 

The prison complex consists of two different buildings 
which are connected with footbridges. The living units are 
separated from the supporting functions and the public 
area. For prisoners, it means that when they are going to 
do something else, they always have to go to a different 
environment by a footbridge. 

The longer prisoners are in this prison, the more freedom 
they will deserve. This becomes clear in the floor plans of 
the Machine. The Machine consists of three floors. The 
top floor is for the newcomers; the bottom floor is for the 
prisoners who will be released soon. 

The top floor is the most restricted area in the prison. 
All activities are separated from each other and guards 
have to give permission to use one of the areas. Transfer 

The Prison Design
 - Concept
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Figure 42. Scheme 

of the concept of the 

building; the amount 

of freedom and where 

the functions are 

located in the vertical 

section
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through the building will always be under direct 
observation of a guard. Because of this, there is no need 
for the floor to have an own footbridge.

The restriction of transfer under direct observation 
concerns also the middle floor. That gives the possibility 
for these two floors to share one footbridge. The common 
areas on the middle floor are placed in one big area. The 
restrictions on the middle floor are less then the top floor, 
what gives prisoners more responsibility and freedom. 

The bottom floor is the floor with the least restrictions. 
All spaces on the floor are merged and prisoners have 
twenty-four hours access to the common areas. They 
control their own cell and have the key of their own cell 
door. 

Cells Bathroom

Circulation Kitchen and Living room

Airing place Security

Figure 43.  

Diagrams of the layout 

of the fifth floor of the 

Machine
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Figure 44. Unit 

organized with more 

restrictions, fifth floor 

of the Machine

01 Cell

02 Bathroom

03 Kitchen

04 Living area

05 Airing place

01

030405

02

N
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A major change of bottom floor is the airing place. To give 
prisoners of this floor more connection with the society, 
their airing place is situated on the roof of the supporting 
building. For this, they need an own footbridge. 

Furthermore, this floor is placed on the same height 
of the ‘semi private domain’ (see page 93), the height 
where visitors can come in the supporting building. It 
is close to the public domain areas and close above the 
public recreation route. It will give the prisoners more 
connection with the outside world en the feeling that 
they become one of the free passers-by soon. 
 

Cells Bathroom

Circulation Kitchen and 

Living room

Airing place Security

Figure 45.  

Diagrams of the layout 

of the third floor of 

the Machine
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01

0403

05

Figure 46. Unit 

organized with less 

restrictions, third floor 

of the Machine

01 Cell

02 Bathroom

02 Kitchen 

03 Living area

04 Airing place

03

02

N
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The supporting building consists of seven floors. On 
the ground floor, there is the public area, accessible for 
everybody; the second floor contains the semi private 
area, which is only accessible for visitors, prisoners and 
employees; all floors above contains the prison domain, 
only accessible for prisoners and employees. 

The areas, which are accessible for the general public, are 
opened into the building by an atrium. Because of this, 
the workshop becomes visible. It becomes known for the 
society what is happening in that building. Vice-versa, the 
prisoners get more feelings with normal life, the stage 
after being imprisoned. 

The atrium is filled up with three stairs, which suggest 
movements. This will also attract the attention of the 
general public upwards; it emphasizes the visibility of the 
workshop. 

The sports areas, which are located above the workshops, 
are opened up trough the façade. Passers-by will see 
outlines of sporting prisoners and will hear the sound of 
sporting people. They will notice the activities what will 
enliven the total complex. 

 

Figure 47. (next 

spread) Section 

through the total 

prison complex
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Supporting building

Section

01 Cafe / exhibition area

02 Workshop

03 Sport area

04 Offices / education / prayer room

01

01

02

02

03

04

05 Least restricted living unit

06 Average restricted living unit

07 Most restricted living unit

08 Cells



the Machine

05

06

07

08

08

08



120

The Prison Design
 - Prisoners perspective

For prisoners, the experience starts with approaching the 
building; in the back of a police car. The last few meters 
goes slowly through a high-density residential area. The 
trip stops in a small space, where the police car drove 
in (01). From that area, the prisoner will be taken to the 
holding cell (02). It is an empty concrete room, with only 
view on the river. The emptiness, the serenity; the first 
experience is a confrontation of being inside the walls of 
this prison. The income of the prison is designed to show 
prisoners the power of the prison. It is only they, concrete 
and a view about a huge distance of water, an anonymous 
environment. 

After the visitation (03) and check in (05) on the second 
floor, prisoners go to the top floor of the Machine, the fifth 
floor, to their cell, their own private area. 

The cells are designed with a sequence which splits 
the cell in different areas with their own functions. The 
sequence is inspired by the bedrooms of Le Corbusier in 
Sainte Marie de La Tourette, Éveux, France.
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Figure 48. First 

floor of the Machine 

Scale 1:400
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02 Holding cell
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Figure 49. Second 

floor of the Machine 

Scale 1:400

05 OfficeN
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Figure 50. (right) 

Bedroom in Sainte 

Marie de La Tourette, 

designed by Le 

Corbusier.

In La Tourette, a small long bedroom made for the optimal 
use by its composition. The depth of the room makes it 
visually bigger. The light shines as a spotlight on the table 
and along the white walls; it falls inside the room. 

The interior splits up the room in different stages. The 
closet, with its back to the room, split the washbasin and 
the storage space from the rest. It keeps the remainder 
serene, ideal for recreation and study. The natural light 
supports the functions where it is required.
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The cells are subdivided in hygiene, sleeping and living. In 
sequence, from door till window, the first part contains a 
toilet and washbasin. The second compartment contains 
of a bed and a closet. In the last part, prisoners can recreate 
and, if necessary, eat their meals. By this sequence, one 
of the negative influences of a cell, the toilet, is almost 
excluded from the rest of the cell and far away from the 
place where prisoners can eat their meals.

Beside of that, all cells have big windows, whereby 
prisoners can view far away. Because of this, prisoners 
will experience their cell less onerous than other standard 
prison cells, which are also much smaller. Furthermore, 
when prisoners look outside, they will not see a big 
concrete wall with barbed wire.

All cells are positioned to north, because of the wide view 
over the river and greenery, and because of the constant 
climate. This will take away negative climate variations by 
among others direct sunlight. 
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Figure 51. Cell 

design of fourth and 

fifth floor.

01 Living

02 Sleeping

03 Hygiene

04 Installations
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circulationsequences views outwards

N

Figure 52.  

Diagrams of the 

prison cell
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Next to the sequence of the cell, there is also a sequence 
on a bigger scale. A sequence from small to big, from 
closed to transparent, from onerous to releasing. The 
sequence will be experienced in the following order: the 
private cells (01), the common areas in the Machine (02) 
and the activity places in the supporting building (03). 

When prisoners leave their cramped cell, a space where 
movement is limited, the experience will change into 
a more open space with daylight from different sides, 
bigger distances and freedom to move. A step further, 
to the supporting facilities, the distances become even 
bigger, there are open views without any obstacles and 
the experiences are even more liberating. 

The circulation spaces emphasize the transformation in 
experiences.  Between the cell and the common areas, 
there is a small bridge, full of light and the first place 
where prisoners can have a look outside without obstacles 
in front of windows. Thereby, that part of the building 
where the bridges go through, is totally transparent. This 
emphasizes the transformation between the two parts 
of the building. It becomes two slices next to each other, 
which are connected. 

The step between the common spaces and the other 
building is even more extreme. It is a transfer between two 
separated buildings. The connection is by footbridges, 
which are designed to be experienced as a street. When 
prisoners use them, they will get the feeling of going to 
a different environment, ‘going away from home’, due 
to an open view and the climate in the bridge. The two 

Figure 53. (next 

spread) West facade 

of the total complex, 

which also declares 

the sequence 

between the different 

areas
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footbridges are designed as being outside; the glass 
facade is alternated with ventilation grills to experience 
the weather with all different senses. 

The three different areas, the sequence of them, are 
characterized with three different types of windows. 
First of all, there is a difference between the Machine 
and the supporting building. Almost all windows in the 
Machine are obstructed with concrete bars, the same 
material of the facade itself. Because of this, prisoners 
will be emphasized that they are inside a prison; they 
will not get the temptation to escape. This is done for 
the experiences of the spaces instead of real security 
reasons. The machine can be subdivided in the cells en 
common areas. The cells contain vertical bars and the 
common areas contain horizontal bars. 

Figure 54.  

Diagram of the 

sequence which can 

be experienced in all 

circulation spaces  and 

views

0203 01 

01 Cells

02 Living units

03 Supporting facilities

N
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In the supporting building, there are no obstructions in 
front of windows. That building will support the prisoners 
in their process of rehabilitation and wants to show the 
prisoners that they will be trusted. The level of security is 
lower, what will emphasize the positive characteristics of 
prisoners and will results in a positive ambiance. 

To place vertical bars in front of the windows, there is 
needed a special solution. The horizontal bars can be 
seen as normal layered bars, with a few bars removed in 
between. However, this was not possible with the vertical 
bars because of the connection with the horizontal bars 
and the drainage. 

To connect the vertical bars in front of the windows, there 
is used a prefab element which will be placed after the 
concrete bars of the outer wall are layered. To connect 
the element with the inner wall, the prefab element will 
be connected with chemical anchors. On the topside, 
the anchor goes among others through the wall support, 
which will hold the prefab element on its place. On the 
bottom side, the prefab element is only connected with 
the layered concrete bars, but these are connected with 
the inner wall by wall ties. The required chemical anchor 
goes through the water retaining layer, though, it will not 
cause any problems because the concrete bars will be wet 
from rain as well.  

Figure 55.  

Detail of window  

with vertical bars. 

scale 1:10
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Figure 56. (right) 

elevation together 

with section and floor 

plan, scale 1-40  

Figure 57. (next 

spread) Isometry of 

the North facade, 

the facade with all 

windows of the cells
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Beside the living units, there are the supporting functions 
in the supporting building. 

Important for the relation with society is the visibility of 
the workshop and sport area to the environment. The 
visitors’ area will be more separated from society because 
of privacy of the visitors. 

The visitors’ area is on the third floor. This area is thé place 
where prisoner can relax. This place must give prisoners a 
feeling of being home. Prisoners can choose themselves 
where they want to sit; a place with full view outside or a 
more intimate place. Next to that, there is  a small stairs, 
which ends up in a small closed corridor through the 
workshop. Prisoners get here the opportunity to show 
their relatives the place where they work, where they 
ensemble wooden furniture which will be sold in the café, 
something where prisoners can be proud on. 

workshop, fourth floor

workshop, third floor visit area, third floor

visit area, fourth floor

NFigure 58. (left) 

diagrams of the layout 

of the third floor of the 

supporting building

Figure 59. (right 

top) third floor of the 

supporting building 

Scale 1:400

Figure 60. (right 

bottom) fourth floor 

of the supporting 

building 

Scale 1:400
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Labor is obligated in daily live of prisoners. Therefore, 
prisoners have to spend much time in the workshop. 
Furthermore, the workshop is accessible for external 
employees and the workshop should be visible for society 
and should show the process which is going on. The 
design of the workshop is ‘open’ and transparent, a huge 
contrast with the cramped cell.

The sport area is important for exercises of prisoners. 
The total sport area consists of a gymnasium and a gym. 
Sports make clear the mind of people and this will be 
supported by the design of the areas. The gymnasium is 
designed to support the total freedom and movement. 
The walls are opened with glass or steel gauze, what result 
in a total open area, almost similar as an outside space. 
This strengthened the feelings of freedom. Prisoners will 
feel the differences in weather; if it is warm or freezing, 
humid or dry, rainy of misty; same as in the footbridges. 
 
Furthermore, there is a prayer room. This space is on the 
top floor of the supporting building, far away from all 
elements which remember to a prison. The room has two 
different directions; a direction to Mecca and a direction 
to east. The turned walls in the room create the direction 
to Mecca, with a glass façade for light. If the façade will 
be covered, the remaining light is coming from a skylight, 
which is in the form of an arrow that points to east. Under 
that window, it is possible to place an altar, which will 
be lighted up from above. In both situations, the room 
provides a calm environment where prisoners can calm 
down. There are no interruptions from the environment.
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Figure 61. The 

transparency in the 

gymnasium

Figure 62. The 

floor plan of the 

prayer room, 

seventh floor of the  

supporting building

N
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The most important elements, seen from guards’ 
perspective, are security, overview and fire safety.

A prison is, and will stay, a building where people are 
confined in their freedom and separated from society. 
Because of this, it is important to have an amount of 
closed layers in the building to keep prisoners inside, 
but also to keep unwanted people outside. By lifting up 
the whole prison the height will be, after the skin of the 
building itself, the second layer of protection. The living 
units are at a minimum height of seven meters above the 
environment.

In the public domain in the supporting building, the 
income is organized by a reception and safety control. 
Because of this, people always need to pass employees 
and multiple safety doors to come into the semi private 
/ private areas.

Inside the Machine, security is among others organized 
by overview. In the centre of all units, on each floor, 
there are made an offices for guards, which have a total 
view through the living unit. These offices are vertically 
connected with stairs. This makes it possible to move 

The Prison Design 
 - Guards perspective

Figure 63. (next 

spread) Render of the 

glass walking bridge 

under the supporting 

building
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quickly through the building, or the leave a living unit 
without going through. This can be useful during 
uprisings. Under the bottom floor of the Machine, there 
is made a glass corridor, which is connected with the 
income of prisoners. This glass tunnel creates a field 
of tension with society. It is for the environment quite 
unclear wherefore the corridor is, but it will be used only 
by guards. This prevents uncomfortable confrontation 
between society and prisoners. 

During a fire, there are multiple options to bring all 
prisoners in safety. Because of the fact that the complex 
consists of two separated buildings, prisoners can always 
use the footbridges to go to the other building. Also, 
there are many compartments what will extent the 
required time to bring all prisoners in safety. 
 

Figure 64.  

Guards office in living 

unit, third floor of the 

Machine

N

Figure 65.  

Guards circulation 

through living units
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For visitors is a visit to a prison a strange perception. They go 
visit a prisoner, but it is not in his home. They join  in his room, 
but they will not drink his coffee. But they join the prisoners 
at furniture, which is made by him; many frictions, a strange 
world. 

For visitors, the experience of the prison will start 
with approaching the complex, each time the same 
confrontation of the horror of the function. To decrease 
the threshold of entering the supporting building, where 
the entrance for visitors is, the entrance of the prison is 
combined with a public function. Because of this, is not 
directly clear that somebody is going to visit a prisoner 
when they grasp the door handle of the front door. 

Most entrances of the building will appear in the cafe, 
which serves drinks and small lunches. The furniture of 
the cafe is made by prisoners themselves and can be 
bought. This represents the direct meeting of society and 
prisoners. Because of the atrium, which is located above 
the cafe, the cafe becomes the central place to fortify the 
relation between prisoners and society. 

The Prison Design
 - Visitors perspective

Figure 66. (right 

top) Second floor, 

Supporting building 

Scale 1:400

Figure 67. (right 

bottom) diagrams 

of the second floor, 

Supporting building
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Through the atrium go three stairs and footbridges. The 
stairs suggest a movement upwards, what will lead many 
looks upwards to the spaces where the labor of prisoners 
can be seen, namely the workshop of the prisoners. 

The visitors a prisoner can go through a small passage 
to the reception. This is the place where it becomes clear 
that they will visit a prisoner. After a safety control, visitors 
will pass a big stairway, filled with daylight, which will 
lead to the visitors’ room. 

The income in the visitors’ area is with a huge view 
outside. Transparency and much daylight must prevent 
visitors of the feeling of being imprisoned. The visitors’ 
area has two different ambiances: A transparent open 
part with the huge view outwards and a more intimate 
area for extra privacy.  

For visitors, to get more feelings of where their prisoner 
live, there is made a stairs into the workshop. This is one 
of the three stairs which go through the atrium. This area 
gives prisoners the possibility to show their visitors the 
place where they can be proud on; the place where they 
make the furniture that is exhibited in the café. The stair 
itself is designed slightly small, to increase the effect of 
penetrating the prison. 

Figure 68.  

Isometry of the atrium 

in the supporting 

building
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For passers-by, the experience starts at a huge distance. 
From all sides, the prison distinguishes itself form its 
environment by the syntax of the building, the volume, 
but definitely also the location. It is the only building 
which is directly built against / into the water. 

Normally, when people pass a prison, they will notice it 
directly as a prison by its required security adjustments, 
like a concrete wall with barbed wire. However, this 
design is designed also for its environment and not only 
with security rules. The safety precautions are less than 
regular prisons, also because these are applied differently. 

The passers-by will not experience the building as directly 
confronting. The façade is divided in multiple parts with 
a lot of air and light, which is explained at the concept 
of the building. The complex of the two buildings will 
be experienced as two elements next to each other, 
connected with transparent bridges. 

When people come closer, they will notice that the 
buildings are working together, but are certainly different 
from each other. 

The Prison Design
 - Passers-by perspective
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The Machine is much more robust. Enormous thick 
concrete slices under the block causes a constant 
rhythm. The slices are oversized and will implicates that 
there is needed a huge construction to keep up the 
building with thick massive walls. 

The façade of the Machine is finished with layered 
charcoal colored precast concrete lintels. The windows 
are not directly visible, whereby the Machine will be 
experienced as one closed volume. A jump in the stone 
itself (see figure 71) together with recessed joints cause 
an extra layer of robustness. Dark shadows and depth of 
the facade make the building even more heavier, what 
will increase the feeling of safety for passers-by.  

On the next spread, the principle of the layered lintels 
can be seen. However, these are not charcoal colored 
and have not the recessed joints. But the image gives a 
good illustration of the material and how the principle of 
the window with bars in front will work. 

The concrete slices are oriented to the water. When 
people pass the building, and they look through the 
slices, their focus will be lead to the water. It provides a 
serene image of an anonymous area with only water and 
nature, a huge contradiction with the built environment. 

The other building, the supporting building, opens up 
to its environment. It has no windows with obstructions. 
In addition, on the first and second floor, the facade is 
purposely focused on the passers-by. The functions on 
the ground floor, the cafe and shop, will try to attract 
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Figure 69.  

Wall House by 

AND’ROL; Principle of 

the layered precast 

concrete lintels. 
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Figure 70. an 

alternative form for a 

brick, which creates 

more depth in the 

facade

Figure 71. (next 

spread) Elevation 

of the supporting 

building, section 

through footbridges 
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people inside. This emphasizes the main difference 
between the two buildings.  

The materialization of the supporting building is the 
same as the Machine. However, on the supporting 
building the layered lintels have no jumps in the stone 
itself and have flush joints, instead of recessed joints 
used for the Machine. This flatten the facade. Hereby, the 
facade becomes more elegant and slender, more inviting 
for general public. 

Another material, used for the supporting building, is 
gauze. As described before about the gymnasium, is 
should have an outside climate. Gauze is an aerated 
material, which also has the visuals of being outside. In 
addition, it will be easier for the passers-by to look inside 
with gauze. It also will be possible for passers-by to hear 
the prisoners when they are playing a match. That will 
give an extra dimension.

The coalesce element between the two buildings are the 
two transparent footbridges. To embrace the passers-by, 
instead of deter them, the bridges are designed lightly 
and transparently, but with the robustness of a prison. 
This makes possible a view relation between the passers-
by and the prisoners.  

The robustness becomes visible in the open construction. 
The footbridge is constructed with a load bearing roof 
and a floor, which is hanged to the roof. IPE-profiles, 
with wooden beams in between, take care of the forces. 
A thin steel window frame supports the glass. At the 
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underside of the bridge, as well at the underside of the 
roof, are placed SAB roof boards. This will emphasize the 
robustness of the function. 

The construction is thermally cold. Hereby, it is important 
that there are spaces for ventilation. These are provided 
by small spaces at the wooden beams where the roof 
boards are placed. 

To avoid condensation, there is added a small layer 
of insulation. In the floor it also decreases the noise of 
footsteps.

Figure 72. Vertical 

section of a footbridge

V05

V06



Figure 73. (top)

Vertical Section 05, 

top corner of the 

footbridge 

scale 1-10

Figure 74.  

(bottom) Vertical 

Section 06, top corner 

of the footbridge 

scale 1-10
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As described before, this thesis is made within the 
graduation studio ‘Behavior in Shape’. It is an individual 
project within a group of thirteen other students. For a 
project of twelve months, I realize that group process was 
one of the most important processes during graduation. 
Without my fellow students, the process would have been 
much more difficult.

During the process, me and a few other students created 
a group, which constantly gave comments on each 
other’s work. Because of this, we created more moments 
of feedback for ourselves, which was really constructive 
to the process of the design. We learned much from each 
other.

To continue with my individual research, this thesis 
started with the research question:

Which architectural elements are needed 
to design 
a new mechanism of power 
and to develop spatial conditions for prisoners 
which support the process of rehabilitation?

Reflection
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To reflect, I think the content of this thesis is in the correct 
order. I started with a definition of a prison and continued 
that with the description of the process of rehabilitation. 
Together with the case studies, the results let to design 
principles, which were the thread of my design brief of 
the design. 

Till the design brief, the research was mainly described 
out of the perspective of the prisoner, which is also 
implied in the research question. Thereby, the prisoner 
is also the main user of the building.  However, the 
prisoner is not the only important user of the building. 
An important part of the design is how society should 
handle with a prison in their environment, how their 
relation towards the prison should be. This is argued with 
the policy of the government, the fear of the politics to 
bring up the theme prison and the negative intervention 
of the media into the policy of prisons. 

So far, there are two target groups; prisoners and society. 
By choosing the location, I mostly made the decision 
out of the perspective of society, while the research is 
described out of the perspective of prisoners. It would 
have been logical if the location also was chosen out of 
the perspective of prisoners, instead of society. Because 
of this, the location does not perfectly match with the 
design brief; a design brief which is much too wide for 
the location. This resulted in a complex task where the 
design should gratify both prisoner and society. It took 
much time to accomplish the concept of the building. 

The obstacles were the airing places and the gymnasium 
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on one side and the urban environment on the other side. 
By applying the required amount of area of the airing 
places and gymnasium to the design, the environment will 
loose all its urban qualities because the prison complex 
occupies too much public space. By giving all living units 
their own airing place, which are always accessible, the 
smaller size could be compensated. This made it possible 
to plan the airing places ‘inside’ the building.
 
The pier in Nijmegen is maybe one the most expensive 
area in the city at this moment. However, it is the location 
which can attract attention and to create the friction 
between building and society. Therefore, the architectural 
qualities became more important than the value of land 
and also than the fact that people probably will not live 
next to a prison.  

This also concerns the security of the building. The 
requirements of a prison are currently only quantitatively 
described. There are no documents, which describes the 
required qualities of a prison. However, I saw it as my 
task to design a prison qualitatively. Therefore, I chose to 
subordinate the security norms so that these became not 
leading and a huge obstruction in the design process. 

By making these decisions, it became possible to focus 
more on the research question, instead of hinder myself 
with the quantitatively requirements of a prison. Because 
of this, I designed a prison that architecturally supports 
prisoners in their process of rehabilitation and it is my 
answer to my research question. 
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Drawings
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Figure 75.  
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V01

V02

V03

V04

 

(right) V01: Vertical 

section of top side 

of window  with 

vertical bars and 

the connection with 

the roof 

scale 1:10

 

(left) Total section of 

the Machine, with 

numbers of details 

which are drawn 

scale 1:10
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V02: Vertical section 

of bottom side of 

window with vertical 

bars. 

Scale 1:10
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V03: Vertical section of 

connection floor with 

outside wall

scale 1:10
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V04: (left) Vertical 

section of the 

connection between 

the facade and 

bottom floor, 

including the 

connecting of stone 

strips.

Scale 1:10
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