Princeton Architectural Press
New York

Table of Contents

6

Acknowledgments

9

Introduction
A Short History of Silence: The Epistemological Politics of
Architectural Historiography
Janina Gosse y e

24
28

I. Constructing History
Speaking from the Inside: Challenging the Myths
of Architectural History through the Oral Histories
of Maitland Gaol
Jesse Adams Stein and Emma Row den

50

“It Was a Totally Different Approach to Building!”:
Constructing Architectural Concrete in 1960s London
Chris tine Wall

76

Discourses,EphemeralSources,andArchitecturalHistory:
Personality and the Personal in the Story
of J. M. Richards
Jessica Kelly

94

Action Archive: Oral History as Performance
Helena Mat t sson and Meike Schalk

114
118

II. Restitution Histories/Disrupting History
Oral History as Activism: The Public Politics
of Spoken Memory
Karen Burns

135

Building by Ear: Ultra-red and Union de Vecinos
in Boyle Heights, Los Angeles
Sandra Parv u and Alice Sotgia

154

Taking My Place/Talking Your Place: Race, Research,
and Indigenous Architectural History
Kelly Greenop



173

Making Room for Difference: Altering Architectural
Research through Interviews and Fieldwork
Thomas-B ernard Kenniff

198

III. The Unspoken and the Unspeakable

200

Introduction to Part III: The Unspoken and the Unspeakable
Naomi Stead, Janina Gosse y e, and Deborah van der Plaat

200

At the Threshold of Moral Doors: Crossing into Rural
Turkish Cypriot Women’s Spaces
Ceren Kürüm

202

At the Threshold of Moral Doors: Crossing into Rural
Turkish Cypriot Women’s Spaces
Ceren Kürüm

219

Reading between the Lines: Reflections on an Interview
with Mario Botta
Ashle y Paine

235

Spoken-not-spoken, Written-not-written:
From Gossip and Rumor to Architectural History between
Margin and Center
Igea Troiani

252

When Subjects Cry
Andrea J. Merret t

268

Conclusion
Ways to Listen Anew: What Next for Oral History
and Architecture?
Naomi Stead, Deborah van der Plaat, and Janina Gosse y e

285

Bibliography

307

Contributors

310

Index

Speaking from
the Inside
challenging the myths of
architectural history
through the oral histories
of maitland gaol
Jesse Adams Stein and Emma Rowden

Buildings derive meaning, in part, from the ways in which people inhabit
them. While this may seem obvious, architectural history has traditionally
tended to neglect the voices of so-c alled ordinary building inhabitants,
focusing instead on the evidence left behind by those who designed buildings
and, at times, by those who commissioned them. We are accustomed to
reading architectural histories that present buildings as immutable objects
at their completion stage, histories that celebrate the architect and present
formal accounts of geometries and spatial relationships. However, there is a
clear relationship between the types of evidence used by historians and the
types of accounts that are possible. In other words, sources matter. When we
focus only on what paper-based sources have to offer—plans, specifications,
correspondence, and photographs—the histories that emerge belie the fact
that architecture, over time, rarely operates in the way designers originally
intended. By privileging visual forms of evidence, these accounts also
undervalue sensory and affective dimensions. By focusing on the official
record, they foreclose the possibility that the spatial memories and lived
encounters of those who inhabit buildings might enrich our understanding
of architecture.
Recent decades have seen a gradual movement within architectural
history to move beyond a conservative approach to evidence and method and
to allow for a greater range of perspectives.1 It can be productive to look to
methods used in other disciplines to transcend the limitations of conventional
architectural history and recover socially marginalized views.2 Oral history
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offers one path to unsettle the dominant tropes of formal architectural
history. Since the 1960s, oral history has been used by social historians to
provide a plurality of voices, to extend a degree of agency to those with less
power, and, potentially, to provide a means to subvert dominant discourses.3
While historical accounts that make use of this type of evidence originally
struggled for legitimacy, over the past four decades historians have come to
understand the complexity, nuance, and careful analysis needed to interpret
oral histories as sources, rather than simply dismissing them as unreliable.4
It is now generally accepted that oral histories help unearth perspectives
that would otherwise pass unrecorded, providing visceral and attitudinal
dimensions.
While the disciplines of oral and architectural history have begun to
engage with possibilities for interaction,5 this has opened up the question:
Just what is it that architectural historians can gain from the use of oral history? Indeed, this is one of the questions addressed by Speaking of Buildings.
As previously argued by the first author (Stein), oral histories can contain a
wealth of spatial and architectural information even when they were not originally intended for this purpose.6 In light of this, we engage here with an oral
history project to explore how interviews provide valuable evidence—though
not unproblematic—that can enrich and add complexity to the existing
architectural accounts of an historic site. Through examining the case of the
Maitland Gaol Oral History Project, we respond in this essay to recent calls
within architectural history to claim ground currently dominated by other
disciplines around questions of spatial culture. 7 Described in further detail
in the following section, the Maitland Gaol Oral History Project was a publicly
funded project that sought to uncover a diverse range of verbal recollections
about an infamous Australian prison. (In Australia, the most common terms
for prison are “gaol,” or more recently, “correctional centre.”)8
We reveal Maitland Gaol’s architecture to be more than just a geometrically prescribed set of stone buildings, an exemplar of a particular architectural style, or of a particular attitude toward resolving the carceral brief. Here,
the prison is a space loaded with the experiences and actions of its workers,
inmates, and visitors, a social assemblage in flow.9 Instead of solely examining
traditional sources, we look to verbal accounts by building occupants as distilled, reinterpreted, and reformulated through oral history. In the process,
we identify conventions and myths still prevalent in dominant architectural
discourse and traditional architectural history that oral history interviews
enable us to critique. First, in the section Making/Designing/Destroying, we
explore how oral histories point toward multiple authors and agents in how
space is created and reformulated, undercutting the myth of the architect as
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the sole designer of a building. Second, in the section Knowing/Feeling, we
demonstrate how oral history can call into question who holds expert spatial
knowledge by challenging the singular privileging of architects as the experts
on buildings. Finally, in the section Visceral versus Professional Knowledge,
we extend the previous theme through a comparison between the view of an
architectural professional and the testimony of building inhabitants. Oral
histories, we argue, reveal how other forms of knowledge, outside of professional depictions of architecture, can enhance our understanding of buildings and their histories.
Maitland Gaol Oral History Project

Maitland Gaol (also known as Maitland Correctional Centre), in the Hunter
Valley region of New South Wales (NSW), is the oldest structure in Australia
that was continuously used as a prison, housing inmates from 1848 to 1998.
Constructed by convicts and free laborers between 1845 and 1849, Maitland
Gaol was one of five prisons designed by Colonial Architect Mortimer Lewis
(1796–1879). Further additions were led by Colonial Architect James Barnet
(1827–1904), between 1861 and 1875 (partly built using prison labor).10 Made
of locally quarried stone, Maitland Gaol is the only remaining intact example
of an “Inspector’s gaol” in NSW, which refers to prisons that were designed
in accordance with an 1837 report by the English Inspector of Prisons.11 In
his design of Maitland, Lewis responded to the 1837 report by designing cell
blocks featuring two parallel ranges of cells facing a central atrium, a system
that improved ventilation and surveillance.12 The original plan for Maitland
Gaol featured two prison blocks (A-Wing and B-Wing), symmetrically oriented on either side of the gatehouse axis.13 The first wing to be completed
contained twenty-eight cells, with most cells measuring approximately 3.65 m
by 2.44 m. This cell size was considered sufficient for housing five prisoners.
While the local Maitland press boasted about the prison’s comparatively spacious conditions, it is unlikely that the inmates were as enamored with their
new confines. In 1848, the gaol did not even have a well.14 Additions and renovations were progressively made to the site throughout its use as a prison;
some of the oldest cells remained in use until the prison’s closure in 1998.
Maitland Gaol was home to some of NSW’s most notorious criminals,
including serial killer Ivan Milat, who was convicted of seven murders in
1996. In the twentieth century, the prison was known for both its draconian
living conditions and the brutality of its officers. The Royal Commission into
NSW Prisons (1978) found Maitland Gaol wanting for its “illegal use of force
against prisoners,” nonexistent mental health services, and vastly inadequate
facilities that included solitary confinement open-air cells (“the tracs”) and
30

Figure 1.1: The “Intractibles” open-air cells (the “tracs”),
Maitland Gaol, 2016. Photograph by Jesse Adams Stein.

cell ranges that were then more than 130 years old.15 Until the 1970s, B-Wing
lacked electricity and sewerage. In 1996, the gaol was slated for closure as part
of a statewide overhaul of prisons.16 The site was gazetted onto the NSW State
Heritage Register in 1999 and leased to the local municipality, Maitland City
Council.17 It was transformed into a museum in 2004, an adaptive reuse that
has proved to be highly successful.
After Maitland Gaol’s closure in 1998—but before any official decision
had been announced about the site’s future—Maitland City Council put out a
tender for an oral history project about the gaol.18 Given that the gaol had been
a significant employer in the region, the council sought to preserve its history, reflecting its influence on the town’s culture and economy. Professional
31
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oral historian Frank Heimans won the council’s tender to carry out the project. The resulting set of nineteen interviews features former prison officers,
long-and short-term inmates, prison governors, teachers, artists, a laundry
worker, and an Aboriginal case worker. Their combined experience of the
gaol spanned five decades, from the late 1940s to 1998. The interviews were
subsequently integrated into the museum’s audio guides.19
While this oral history project did not set out specifically to glean architectural details, the interviews nonetheless contain a wealth of architectural
information. Collectively, they provide insights into the lived experience
of the design, captured long after the architect has left the site. As we will
explore, the architectural parameters of the gaol were a key element in many
of the interviewees’ accounts. The gaol was reconstructed verbally; descriptions of stone walls, razor wire, cells, and heavy doors built up a shared spatial
understanding. Descriptions of other sensory features added a phenomenological layer of meaning in their frequent references to the sounds of clanking
locks, to extreme temperatures, and to the emotionally charged affect of the
prison’s confines.
Listening to “Third-Party” Material

Engagement with oral history is never straightforward. Interviews speak of a
temporally layered unfolding of space that comprises a range of subjectivities
and is influenced by intangible factors, including rumor, emotion, and perceived atmosphere. Further, in the processes of interviewing, listening, interpreting, and disseminating oral history, new meaning forms at each stage. 20
Before we engage with this oral history material, we will outline the methodological complexities pertaining to our use of the Maitland Gaol interviews.
We will examine how the process of listening to a project undertaken by a
third-party interviewer may present opportunities and complications for our
historical practice.
In exploring the Maitland Gaol interviews, our interest was partly in the
untapped potential that existing oral history sources offer to historians and
architectural historians alike. There are a number of reasons for using oral
histories recorded by an outside party. First, there is the temporal dimension.
Australia is fortunate enough to have oral history holdings dating back to the
1950s that afford historians and the public the ability to listen to the voices
of persons who have long since passed.21 The Maitland Gaol interviews were
recorded between 1999 and 2000, a time when the memories of many former
inmates and officers were relatively fresh.
Second, the use of oral histories from a third party goes to the very
essence of how professional oral historians understand their remit. Oral
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historians tend to commence projects with the long-term understanding that
the material they are gathering is for an archive and will be accessed in the
future for unknown purposes. This can be seen as different to the approach
of many academics undertaking an interview project whose recordings are
not always archived in a publicly accessible collection and whose questions
may be specifically oriented around a set topic.22 As a professional oral historian, Heimans would likely have expected his interviews to be used by other
researchers in years to come.
Our engagement with this material did not begin as research until the
first author of this essay (Stein) listened to the interviews within the audio
guide Maitland Gaol Revealed while exploring the site in 2016.23 Geolocated
listening is a distinct but newly emerging field in oral history.24 While not
the locus of our analysis here, it brings us to an important dynamic. The past
few decades of oral history scholarship have seen an emerging debate about
the distanced and flattening nature of the transcript compared to the living,
breathing complexity of audio.25 In the past, the transcript was the central
method for documenting and interpreting oral history—a convenient but
inadequate form for conveying meaning.26 The emergence of digital technologies has meant that researchers can no longer fall back on the excuse that
searching and scanning through tapes is inefficient and that using transcripts
is a quicker method.27 Digital audio has made oral history material much easier to create, duplicate, scan, edit, share, and listen to in whatever location
the listener chooses.28 The act of listening to interviews, rather than reading
a transcript, can convey a depth of meaning through hesitations, breathing,
laughter, accent, and tone.29 The act of listening—within a space that is relevant to the audio—adds a further dimension that both enriches the material
and potentially makes listeners more acutely aware of their surroundings.
We were fortunate to obtain digital copies of the Maitland Gaol interview audio files. This enabled us to listen to the interviews multiple times
throughout our analysis, testing hypotheses and challenging the first author’s
memories of visiting the prison.30 While this repeated access to audio benefited the research, the challenge of using interview material created by a
third party had other consequences. The recordings and tape logs did not
always indicate the location of the interview, although we knew that at least
some were recorded on site at the prison.31 This means that we were unable
to reflect fully on the influence of the interview site on the nature of the subjects’ reflections. Heimans, however, confirmed our suspicions that “for those
interviews conducted at the gaol, it made it more real . . . as they had to confront the past.”32 As with any kind of historical source, we had to carefully and
critically make the most of what we had at our disposal. Linda Shopes reminds
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us to treat oral histories not as documentary evidence, but as “texts” in which
“the interview itself is problematized.”33 What is being discovered is not so
much the “facts” but how people understand and shape narratives about their
own experience and, more specifically, how they frame their experiences
within space.
The mental visualizations prompted by listening to oral history interviews, rather than reading transcripts, are also pertinent here. As highlighted
by Kevin Bradley and Anisa Puri, the act of listening can prompt an internal
process of visualization that can humanize our understanding of the interviewee.34 While reading can also prompt a process of visualization, the point
that Bradley and Puri make is that hearing human voices adds an empathic
dimension to the visualization process. To explain this, Bradley and Puri
quote Australian author David Foster, reflecting on the experiential difference between listening and reading transcripts (for the same interviews):
The fifteen transcripts, though accurate as transcripts go, were much
of a muchness physically. . . . On the other hand, when I actually heard
the tapes for the first time, I met fifteen human beings. And now I can’t
read the transcripts as I read them initially, for I see people now.35
We would add that this process of visualization can be extended to incorporate
three-dimensional mental spatial projections. As the first author has argued
elsewhere, a co-constructed mental projection of architecture and space
can develop between the interviewer and interviewee as they “move around”
buildings through narrative, reconstructing the built environment verbally.36
Existing Histories of Maitland Gaol’s Architecture

Historians have long been interested in exploring public institutions, as they
reveal much about the relationship between the state and the individual, crystallizing our understanding of how society is ordered. Architecture plays an
instrumental role in this process. Although conventional architectural history has paid attention to institutional building types, emphasis often falls
on formal properties and architectural novelty. For example, Alvar Aalto’s
Paimio Sanatorium (1933) is celebrated for its modernist simplicity and for
features associated with healing and functionality, yet the established narrative focuses on the architect’s intentions rather than the lived experience
of those who worked at or were cared for within the building.37 This tendency to focus on formal planning also applies to histories of prison architecture.38 In critical analyses of prisons, however, the experience of building
inhabitants has not been an altogether absent issue. Here we are referring to
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Michel Foucault’s foundational theorization of carceral environments, which
employed Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon model to explain how architecture
operates to encourage and coerce self-discipline and docility in inmates. This
is achieved through the constant presence of real or imagined surveillance
from a central guardroom that has sightlines to all cell doors.39 Foucault’s
work continues to offer relevant perspectives on social control and self-
discipline, within and beyond prisons. However, scholars are divided as to
whether his work allows for ways in which the inmates might assert agency40
and are silent on how that might be achieved through inmates’ developing
their own understandings of architecture. All architects construct narratives
around how their buildings will be inhabited and received by the buildings’
users. Yet, aside from post-occupancy evaluations that are rarely undertaken,
these narratives are often left unchecked. This is where oral history can play
a key role in opening up our established understandings of building functions
and interpretations.
The most thorough extant sources of architectural information about
Maitland Gaol can be found in general histories of colonial architecture and
popular histories of the prison.41 Both types tend to provide straightforward
descriptions of tenders, dates, plans, and construction details. Architectural
historian James Semple Kerr’s Design for Convicts, for example, focuses on the
original design and construction of NSW prisons, with less emphasis on later
additions and modifications.42 John Ramsland’s history of Maitland Gaol provides a fairly basic, formal description of the gaol’s architecture. Interestingly,
however, he pays attention to the logistical challenge of building new sections
of the prison while inmates were housed inside.43 Pamela Harrison’s popular
histories of Maitland Gaol describe the architecture as a dramatic, grim, but
essentially static stage for the human action that takes place.44 One benefit of
Harrison’s work, however, is her focus on detail: the names, dates, and minute
facts surrounding the prison’s original construction are listed chronologically
with great care. While these histories tend to emphasize the most obvious elements of formal design and architectural authorship, they are accounts that
can be expanded upon and enriched by the Maitland Gaol oral histories.
As noted in the introduction of this essay, Maitland Gaol was subject to
many alterations and changes, right up to the announcement in 1996 of the
gaol’s pending closure. Barnet’s second stage for Maitland Gaol—constructed
between 1861 and 1875—added the watch towers, another wing, warders’ quarters, a governor’s residence, and a building that contained a chapel and school
room. In 1900, another extension saw the addition of a women’s cell range, workshops, and female warders’ quarters. (Women were incarcerated at Maitland
only in the first half of the twentieth century.)45 In 1993, a new wing was opened,
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the maximum security “5 Wing,” which featured solitary confinement cells with
small, individual outdoor cages for exercise. When the museum opened in 2004,
minor changes were made to allow for functional museum spaces. Accordingly,
it is necessary to understand Maitland Gaol as a continually evolving site that
is not merely the inert stage for human action but is wholly bound up with, and
influential upon, the events that took place there.
Making / Designing / Destroying

In conventional architectural history, the architect is usually regarded as
the singular creative generator of a building project. Sometimes the client or
builder is mentioned, or the architect’s team, but generally the architect is
given full credit.46 This is despite the fact that, over the life of a building, many
hands—not only those of the architect—may have been involved in interventions that changed the character and nature of the space, often going well
beyond what the architect originally envisaged. Those who design additions,
refurbishments, and “cobbled-together” spatial solutions generally go unacknowledged in existing literature unless the changes are made by another
established architect or are substantial.
The following example demonstrates how oral history can reveal a
multiplicity of design interventions over time. Former prison governor Ray
Fairweather spoke of how there had been a number of escape attempts in
which inmates had tried to lever their cell doors open:
I had this idea, because the steel doors in A-Wing. . . inmates could
spring the door . . . and get at the lock sort of thing, and I had this idea
that if you were able to put angle iron right around on the inside and
weld it right around the angle part would fit in, into the brickwork and
there was no way they could spring the door. . . . Going across to our
metal workshop. . . . I grabbed a piece of this angle iron and told him
“this is what I wanted to do” . . . [and] all the doors were done.47
Fairweather stated that his modification was a design innovation
that was to become a new prison-design standard: “They are probably done
in every gaol with a steel door now.”48 While this claim could certainly be
questioned, what matters here is the proactive engagement with architectural details that both the former governor and former inmates developed in
response to particular conditions. To point this out may not necessarily make
Fairweather an “author” to the same degree as the colonial architects, but it
reminds us of the complexity of architectural making and remaking that is
undertaken on building sites over time.
36
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Figure 1.2: A-Wing doors, 2016. Photograph by Jesse Adams Stein.

Senior prison officer Reg Dodds alluded to a social coproduction of
space. In this case, he did not refer to structural transformations but to
socially inscribed spatial norms. He explained how the prison was segregated
religiously and how this affected not only prisoners but also officer labor:
When I got there, I wondered what this Lodge room thing was between
gates . . . and I said to one of the older prison officers, “What’s a Lodge
room?” And he said, “Well Reg, you must remember the politics of
Maitland.” [E]very mayor was a Mason. You had to be a Catholic prisoner or prison officer to work this side of the gaol, and the Protestants
and Masons worked that side of the gaol. So you did have your religious separation, as late as 1970.49
This example demonstrates how broader social systems played a significant role in shaping spatial delineation within the prison. It also points to the
usefulness of oral history in revealing two understudied aspects of Australian
history, namely, the influence of the secretive Freemasons and the segregation of space and labor along sectarian lines. While a deep engagement with
this issue falls beyond the scope of this essay, we note that there are significant possibilities for further architectural and social history research in
this area.
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One way in which incarcerated persons can assert agency over, and
thereby change, their situation is through rioting and arson.50 This is precisely what some of the Maitland Gaol inmates did in 1975, when they burned
down the Maintenance Block. This is recounted by prison officer Alan Peak:
I was told that they were gonna jack up. . . . And then they started
smashin’ into the Tailor Shop, and they were spreadin’ material everywhere. . . . We’d double-manned the towers with shotguns . . . and then
the announcement was made that they [the officers] were gonna fire
tear-gas in. Well, as soon as they did that, they [the inmates] lit the
fires. And up she went! I didn’t think a cement building’d burn like it
did! <laughs> It was quick, and you couldn’t get in to put fire-hoses on
it. . . . It was a big fire. You could hear it cracklin’ and burning. . . . The
whole works was burnt out and caved in.51
This is a fairly crude example, and we would not go so far as to argue
that arson constitutes “design” or a form of making by any means. But what
this example tells us is that the histories of buildings need not only be about
what was designed and constructed, but also can encompass what was deconstructed, destroyed, or erased—the construction of voids. There is a deliberateness to the changing of space even when that change is not officially
sanctioned and when the ultimate built outcome is not predicted or known.
Knowing / Feeling

Architects generally love details, and well-worn quotes from famous architects attest to this. “God lies in the details,” Ludwig Mies van der Rohe is
alleged to have said. “Details are not details, they are the design” is a misquote attributed to Charles Eames.52 It seems that architects feel as if their
talent is often best identified and acknowledged in the crafting of a building’s
details—how walls meet floors and ceilings, how materials shift, how junctions are resolved. Compared to the professional expertise of the architect,
everyday building users develop entirely different sets of knowledge about the
structures that surround them. Inmates and prison officers became shrewd
in observing small but important details about their spaces: locks that were
loose, unsurveilled thoroughfares, the locations of tunnels, voids, and hidden access points. This in-depth and embodied knowledge is strategically
deployed while users inhabit spaces, but it also lives on and reformulates
through memory.53
Many parts of the Maitland Gaol interviews contain detailed spatial
explanations. While such descriptions do not always yield elegant or concise
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quotes, the sheer abundance of “spatial-talk” is notable. The interviewees not
only demonstrated spatial expertise; some spoke with the deliberate intention of impressing upon the listener the thoroughness of their knowledge.
This was summed up confidently by former inmate Allan “Boofer” James:
I can tell you everything about Maitland. The store, the shower room,
the yards, I know everything. . . . If you said to me, draw a diagram,
boom-boom-boom. See, you never forget these things, see. I’ve been
there since ’61. And I never forget them things, see.54
In Boofer’s view, knowledge of the workings of the prison and knowledge of its
buildings were synonymous.
Former prison officer John Laczkowski gave a lengthy list of the prison
buildings that included clear and detailed explanations of prisoner classifications and section uses. Laczkowski said his most distinct memory of Maitland
Gaol was “the sound of the keys and the locks clanging on the gates.” But his
most evocative description of the built environment emerged when Heimans
asked about Laczkowski’s favorite part of the prison, the B-Wing:
On the top landing . . . just standing up there early in the morning . . . it
was fog and mist outside. . . . There’s these large windows on either end
of the wing. You can see a bit of light there, streaming in through there,
you know, and just seeing the whole wing, looking down through the
wing . . . You just think you’re back one hundred years.55
Although Laczkowski professed little interest in Maitland Gaol’s architecture, saying bluntly, “the architecture is just sandstone blocks,” many of his
verbally expressed memories are nonetheless fundamentally spatial, always
referring to locations of events and littered with detailed references to building features:
T he first thing you notice is the big sandstone walls, and smack-bang
in the middle of those walls. . . is the gatehouse. Everyone’d come into
the gaol through there. . . . the big steel gates at the very front of the
gaol, which are covered in stainless steel sheeting.56
Sections of Lackowski’s interview even take the listener on a “guided tour” of
the prison, of which the above quote is but a small sample.
Prison escapes, which often acutely rely on spatial knowledge, are a
recurring topic in the Maitland Gaol interviews. This is not surprising given
39
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that more than forty escape attempts were made during the gaol’s operation.57
To plan, undertake, and detect escapes, prisoners and officers alike had to
develop a complete understanding of the space, focused on circulation, gaps,
and hidden and interstitial spaces. These are details that would not be readily gleaned from plans but are only possible through years of exposure to the
same location. In a quote that indicates how the inmates’ intimate knowledge
of the prison was sometimes superior to that of the prison staff, Fairweather
explains how he heard, through the prison rumor mill, that an escape was
planned through the Maitland Gaol shower blocks:
We got word from Parramatta [Prison] that there was supposed to be a
number of prisoners going through the shower block. . . . So I had our
security officers check that out, and . . . got them to check the vents,
and unfortunately one of the security officers didn’t climb up to physically examine one of the vents, and that’s where they had gone
through. That’s where they made their escape a number of days later.
But it was cleverly disguised, in that you couldn’t pick it from just
standing down and looking at this vent.58
This refers to the famous “shower block escape” of seven prisoners
in 1977.59 In a corroborating story, Boofer explained how the steamy conditions of the shower block provided cover for the escapees.60 The first author’s
direct experience of the prison space was a useful aspect for our interpretation here. The ventilation shaft the inmates used is extremely small, and it
would have been quite a physical feat to climb up and squeeze through, but
it led directly outside the prison’s confines, avoiding the large stone walls.
While they made it out the vent, all seven escapees were soon apprehended in
the Maitland district.61
The issue of surveillance and available lines of sight was a topic on
which inmates and officers alike possessed considerable expertise. The
design of the prison contributed to violence because some areas were out of
sight of the Guard Tower, as noted by Boofer:
Anyone that got bashed at Maitland, any officer, was always on Eight
Post. . . . You couldn’t see it from the Tower, you know what I mean? I’ve
often seen many officers down for the count there.62
William John “Jack” Fuller, who began working as a prison officer at
Maitland Gaol in 1947, also spoke of his detailed spatial knowledge, in this
instance, of the women’s wing. Although the interview was taking place a
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half century after the end of women’s incarceration at Maitland Gaol, Fuller
was still able to recall the precise location where male officers were able to
observe female inmates:
The wing was built in a kind of, three cells on either side of a corridor,
and then there was a big room at the end of the thing-a-me-bobber
there to eat, and then there was another ‘round the yard, and it used to
consist of their washing tubs and toilets, and so forth. . . . And the walls
used to be, oh, twelve foot high inside that. . . . So the only one that used
to see ’em was the bloke on . . . Five Tower.63
While this particular form of “expertise” is not something to celebrate, one of
the things it demonstrates is the indelibility of certain kinds of spatial knowledge. Laundry worker Alice Bennis provided a perspective from the other side
of the male gaze, describing her first visit to the prison:
We went actually through the main gates . . . this big tin door opened,
and I can always remember the clang, behind us, as it closed. . . . And
then the fence, and all the prisoners were there watching us, and I
don’t think they took their eyes off us. And it was very eerie.64
These examples add complexity to our existing assumptions about surveillance in prisons, pointing to the capacity of individuals to develop keen
spatial awareness in times of intensity or threat. It also reminds us that, as
with the world beyond the prison, the gendered gaze, too, forms a major part
of the power dynamics of surveillance. In this sense, the spatial qualities of
prison architecture were complicit in encoding gendered experiences of
power and control. These examples also point to a range and complexity of
subjectivities at Maitland Gaol along class and gender lines. Space is experienced very differently, depending on one’s point of view.
Visceral versus Professional Knowledge

In challenging the privileging of architects as the ultimate experts on buildings, one particular interview is an outlier. Heimans’ interview with then
NSW Government Architect Chris Johnson is a curious anomaly in the
Maitland set. As opposed to the very intimate accounts of the other interviewees who possessed direct experience of the prison, Johnson’s contribution
chiefly featured factual statements about the history of the prison’s planning
and architecture and its relationship to the Surveyor General Mitchell’s town
plan for East Maitland:
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Surveyor General Mitchell set out the gaol on a particular site, but it
actually evolved over time, and the main street of Maitland was modified from the early Thomas Mitchell plan to become a street called
William Street, right on the axis of Maitland Gaol. So the gaol in fact
became the very point that determined the whole form of the town of
East Maitland.65
He methodically described the tendering process, Lewis’s design, the contribution made by Lewis’s son who supervised construction, and the later
additions by Barnet. Johnson had clearly researched Maitland Gaol prior
to the interview—indeed, he is a specialist in Barnet’s practice66—and his
answers were rarely off the cuff. This distanced approach is not surprising,
given Johnson’s experience and position, but it perhaps brings into question
why his interview is understood as “oral history” at all. His remarks chiefly
reflect information from written records, accessible from the Government
Architects’ Office where he worked.67
If we were to consider only Johnson’s account of the building, in addition to extant texts relating to its design, 68 many aspects would be left out.
When heard alongside the others in the collection, Johnson’s interview paradoxically allowed us to reflect on the gaps that conventional architectural
histories tend to produce. The other interviews in this set move beyond those
limits, shifting our understanding of Maitland Gaol’s buildings from a mere
listing of names, dates, and geometries toward multiple accounts that are
infused with power dynamics, violence, ingenuity, and a thoroughness of spatial knowledge that comes with years of exposure to one place.
In addition to the deprivation of liberty, prisons wield power over prisoners in part because of the perceived affect of their architecture. This is
experienced partly through the senses—light, sound, surface, and smell—and
also through more atmospheric and emotional perceptions that are harder to
define, but involve intimidation, fear, and isolation. The recollections of former prison art teacher Bruce Copping demonstrate this explicitly. Copping
related how he had returned to Maitland Gaol in the late 1980s after a period
of absence, during which razor wire had been installed on the prison’s walls
by the incoming conservative government. Copping felt that this material and
political change had broad and profound implications:
Whereas before I could walk within any area of that gaol and feel
totally safe, suddenly, the whole environment had changed and I didn’t
feel safe. I felt intimidated, and I felt violence within the gaol. Now, it’s
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not a matter of people being violent to me, it’s a matter of feeling it.
Now that might sound a bit strange. I could feel it.69
Later in the interview Copping again referred to this unsettling feeling of
latent threats:
You could feel this kind of vibration . . . that’s when I felt the violence.
In reflecting on beginning the interview process for the Maitland Gaol
Oral History Project, Heimans himself observed that:
The gaol had been closed two years earlier and now stood locked and
empty, its stone walls silent. I pondered how one would get those walls
to release their secrets. . . . As the interview commenced, a physical picture of the gaol began to emerge.70
For Heimans and other historians, architecture seems to weigh heavily on
their minds; buildings are seen to contain and almost hold history “captive.”71
The act of speaking to a building’s inhabitants, while certainly a subjective
approach, holds the appeal of a sense of release. As historical objects, buildings are evidently much more than memory triggers or mute ruins. The built
environment literally shapes circumstances, altering behavior and providing a framework for memory. Oral history, therefore, evidences the impact
of architecture, allowing us to describe not only what architecture is but also
importantly what it does.
Conclusion

The past twenty years have seen a burgeoning interest in the nexus between
the humanities disciplines and theorizations of space and place, heralding
a “spatial turn.”72 Despite architecture being in an obvious and unique position to contribute to such debates, architectural practitioners and historians
have been somewhat slow to engage.73 In part, this is because the evidence
that architectural historians draw upon could be more fruitfully expanded.
It might also be that conventional architectural history, up until the past
decade or so, tended to paint architecture as operating almost in an apolitical vacuum, a legacy, or “hangover,” from influential doctrines within
International Modernism.
In focusing on the architect’s intentions, architectural history has
often tended to view the building almost as a frozen sculpture, an object to

43

Part I  —  Constructing History

be examined atemporally and dispassionately. As Bruno Latour and Albena
Yaneva argue, the very nature of buildings encourages this view:
The problem with buildings is that they look desperately static. . . . It
seems almost impossible to grasp them as movement. . . . Everybody
knows—and especially architects, of course—that a building is not a
static object but a moving project and that even once it has been built,
it ages, it is transformed by its users, modified by all of what happens
inside and outside, and that it will pass or be renovated, adulterated,
and transformed beyond all recognition.74
Oral histories, by contrast, provide a gradual unfolding of architecture
constantly in flux, incorporating affective and temporally contingent understandings of architecture and space, where sites are subject to renovation,
replacement, and atmospheric shifts. This complexity recalls M. Christine
Boyer’s arguments that architecture is full of the layered “residue” of the
remembered past.75 These insights open up the life of buildings as they transform over time.
In exploring the oral histories collected about Maitland Gaol, we have
not created a comprehensive alternative account of the institution or its architecture. Rather, we see this case as the beginning of multiple conversations.
Oral histories provide a means to access what is often left out in accounts of
buildings and their pasts, and they can expose a great deal about how architecture functions to order and define the lives of those who are the subjects of
powerful systems. This is particularly important for challenging institutional
narratives, so often formulated from the official written record and kept by
the institution, yet out of touch with the day-to-day experience of that institution and those who inhabit it. Despite their limited control over space and
resources, officers and inmates alike were actively involved in transforming
space within their institutional environment at Maitland Gaol. Lacking formal architectural training, these building occupants nonetheless possessed
a form of expert knowledge about their surroundings. This in-depth spatial
understanding of the prison provided inmates with a sense of ownership and
control, albeit contained within an institution that set out to deprive them of
both. In their accounts, places are not depicted as passive, static, or neutral,
but evolving, evocative, and contingent.
There are vast existing oral history collections that are an enormous
potential resource for architectural historians if handled with appropriate care and deliberation. As more than forty years of oral history research
now has been firmly established, the supposed unreliability of oral histories
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need not be seen as a problem as they are not an exercise in seeking a singular fact-based account. Rather, the attitudinal and subjective elements of
personal recollection are valuable but complex mechanisms that must be
carefully handled in the processes of interviewing, interpreting, selecting,
and reporting. It is incumbent on the historian to recognize and explain a full
range of subjectivities. This includes being sensitive to particular propensities to exaggeration, omissions, rumor, and collective mythmaking, and being
able to situate individuals’ accounts within broader social and political structures and within their historical and political milieus.76 We see oral history
as providing a distinctive vehicle through which architects and historians
can enter into the humanities’ spatial turn, unsettle metanarratives, and disrupt accounts reliant on a base of evidence that is limited and predominantly
documentary. Oral histories allow for alternative voices to emerge that can
challenge prevailing views and unearth marginalized perspectives. These
narratives are more inclusive and more open to accounting for the agency of
non-elite actors, and they enable an understanding of buildings as moving,
affective projects in flux, rather than static, “objective,” mute structures.
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