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In our current state, society still faces the question of how to respond to those that commit first-degree felonies – how to punish them in a way beneficial to the rest of humanity. The death penalty is a controversial issue, especially as the reasoning adopted by its supporters has been shifting away from deterrence and towards simple revenge (Constanzo, 19070). Capital punishment is largely an issue based in morality, less so in financial or political terms. Bryant (2009) states that “more people today believe that capital punishment is justified, even when they do not necessarily believe it functions to deter crime” (study based on North American individuals), which highlights the fact that this issue is becoming more personal, with the public believing that killing one person is worth more than devoting resources to lessen others from committing crimes. Nowadays we consider morality as equality and treating others how we feel we ourselves deserve (Prati, 2018), but why doesn’t this extend to people on death row, especially for those who might be wrongfully convicted?

This exhibition aims to explore how we react to the concept of the death penalty, specifically as a British audience. The chosen pieces all revolve around the theme, showing multiple sides to the argument and encouraging people to consider not whether capital punishment is morally justified, but how we as humans react to the subject, and what it shows about our subjective views about it. As stated by Vella (2018) combining two “realities” promotes discussion, and an increased focus on the “exchange of knowledge” – by encouraging lawful or at least unconvicted audiences to step into the world of someone and death row, surrounded by works that discuss the concept, might encourage a re-examination of one’s own beliefs on morality.
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“No Seconds”, Henry Hargreaves (2010)


The first piece in this exhibition would be Henry Hargreaves’ photographic series “No Seconds”. The photographer’s intent was to recreate and photograph the documented last meals of some of America’s most infamous criminals. In the photograph above, the ice cream is served with a silverware spoon, a napkin, and on top of an embellished table cloth. The food is well prepared and professionally photographed, a stark contrast to what we usually imagine when faced with the topic of the death penalty. In an interview with Wired (2012), Hargreaves himself states "I have no idea how they serve them their meals – plastic plates or cutlery? – If there is any love put into them or what they eat them on. So these scenarios are imagined as I created them". The question is whether, if this hypothetical photograph were accurate, what the proper reaction to such a contentious subject is, both personally and as a society.
The concept alone is controversial, feeding the public’s curiosity, our morbid desire to imagine how we would act in such a situation. Lesser (1993) observes that “We want [criminals] to enact something for us; we want to live the terror of death through [them], and then be able to leave it safely behind”. It also works to humanise the original requesters of the food in the photographs, and we are even able “to identify with them through the common denominator of food” (Hargreaves, 2010). It is an uncomfortable concept, as it not only makes the observers feel as though they are able to relate to murderers, rapists and kidnappers, but also emphasises the argument that these are not inhuman creatures or animals that are being killed (Bastian, Denson, Haslam, 2013).
Hargreaves’ series opens our eyes to the moral contradictions of death row and last meals; as the criminals are to be killed either way, last meals essentially “serve no immediately recognizable, rational purpose” (Lachance, 2007), yet they continue to be granted alongside the death penalty, as if America cannot decide whether disposing of the meal or the punishment would be more inhumane, so they choose to do neither, and keep “sugarcoating what remains a grim act of violence by the state” (Karon, 2000).
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“Dzhokhar Tsarnaev in a Boston Federal Court”, Jane Flavell Collins (2014)



On the 24th of June, 2015, Dzhokhar Tsarnaev – also known as the “Boston Bomber” was sentenced to death after being convicted of thirty counts, 17 of which are punishable by death (Sanseverino, 2015). This courtroom sketch was created by Jane Flavell Collins, capturing the moments before he was sentenced to die, in which he expressed his apologies to the victims and their loved ones present (Lavoie, 2014). 
This drawing of Tsarnaev denotes a scene of an older man with a more mature appearance, while he was in fact only 21 at the time, and photographs at the time show that he appears much younger than his age. Many courtroom sketches during this time also create a much older image of Tsarnaev (The Library of Congress, 2017), which is interesting as it shows how differently we can view someone depending on the context. We don’t want to imagine a murderer as a conventionally attractive young man – such a juxtaposition between what we expect the correlation between appearance and morality has led several hundred people, mostly young women, to proclaim themselves as his supporters, despite evidence and outrage against both them and Tsarnaev. One woman told Refinery29 – “When you see other psycho killers on the TV, they look like psycho killers, but [Dzhokhar Tsarnaev] doesn't look like that” (Segran, 2015).
By portraying Tsarnaev as an older man, it serves as a way to make him more of a typical villain that we sympathise with less. "When you look at people long enough, you get an imprint of what they look like” courtroom artist Tony O. Champagne states about his work (Young, 2015); but it could be argued that occasionally, the subject’s actual face isn’t the most interesting aspect, at least when reflecting on cases such as these. In a psychological sense, these drawings show more about the artist and audience than the criminal, and how most of us wish to imagine murderers and terrorists as unashamedly evil and foul, both in their actions and appearance.
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“The Last Mile”, Kenneth Reams (exact date unknown)


Convicted in 1992 for a murder he did not commit, Kenneth Reams has been living on death row for the past 27 years. He created this artwork for the “Windows on Death Row” exhibition in 2015, depicting the distance between the inmates’ cells and the execution chamber, and in a pessimistic sense, his future. This artwork sheds light on death row in a unique way as we are not only receiving the information from someone trapped in such a situation, but through the medium of art, which is understandable despite any language barrier. Studies show that “Art allows the expression of complex material in a simpler manner”, and how art is practically a right that prisoners deserve to access in most cases, as it helps them understand themselves and others better, and also provides an “emotional escape” (Gussak, 2007).

The title of the artwork, “The Last Mile”, references the name given to the journey from one’s prison cell to the execution chamber. What is denoted is minimalistic; an array of geometric shapes and lines, all pointing towards or framing the centre of the image, forming our shared understanding of a long hallway and prison bars. Even lacking awareness of these signifiers, straight lines and sharp edges usually hold the psychological connotations of order and conformity, while roundness is more intimate (Bachelard, 1995). Casey (1996) states that “[place isn’t] something simply physical”, which is a concept that Reams’ piece also adopts; “The journey from cell to the door is short in steps, but the distance is psychologically vast”. The piece is both a literal and symbolic window into both Reams’ physical and mental place – and the audience viewing this piece must process the fact that they are viewing the “expressive representation of [a death row inmate’s] state of being” (Wylie, 2007), and if we are comfortable with this perspective, especially as this wrongfully convicted man could be killed soon.

[image: ]Benneton “We, on Death Row” Campaign (2000).












During January of 2000, the Italian fashion brand, Benetton, revealed “We, on Death Row”, a series of advertisements featuring a number of men who were on death row at the time, and displaying the tag line “Sentenced to Death” underneath. The posters themselves denote close-up men of all races and ages staring at the camera; a composition that forces us to make eye contact with the images, and reduces our view of them to only their faces and expressions, making them more human, which is effective as “Viewing others as less human reduces feelings of guilt in harm-doers” (Bastian, Denson, Haslam, 2013). We are given information about their names, crimes and sentences, but their text is relegated to a small box at the edge of the frame – by organising the layout in this way, Benetton implies that that information is less important, and that the men themselves should be the main focus. 
According to Ariès (1985), “death no longer makes any sign” - we have become less comfortable with the sight and concept of dying, however Benetton forces us to consider these individuals’ upcoming executions, by placing the tagline over the photograph in a capitalised, boded typeface – intended to draw attention. The inclusion of the tagline in the first place is interesting as without it, it would not have been clear that these men are criminals; the backgrounds are intentionally out of focus and plain, and the clothing between them is inconsistent, and not obvious as prison uniforms. By introducing the tagline, they force us to question out moral beliefs, especially as they intend for us to focus on the individuals, and not their crimes. 
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The task of curating often features the struggle of balancing aesthetics and symbolism (Acord, 2010), however in this case, the works that I have chosen serve far more as prompts for discussion and debate rather than simply for visual appreciation. 
I designed the gallery to mirror the claustrophobic and intimating atmosphere of the inside of a prison, specifically the “distance that a condemned prisoner must walk from his cell to the death chamber on the day of his execution” from Kenneth Reams’ ‘The Last Mile’. I chose for that artwork in particular to be placed on the door at the start of the corridor, mirroring how the drawing represents what the viewers are about to walk through, and how Reams’ view of it differs – he views it through bars, while we are able to freely walk through and away from it.
The other three works are placed along the walls of the corridor, intentionally creating a timeline of events- first the courtroom sentencing (“Dzhokhar Tsarnaev in a Boston Federal Court”), then the wait on death row (Benneton’s “We, on Death Row” campaign), and then finally their last meal before execution (“No Seconds”). Showing this series of events is intended to create an “empathic immersion” (Vella, 2018), where, if not necessarily pitying them, the audience at least manages to experience how death row inmates feel – how they get to be in such a situation, and how it will most likely end for them. An artificial inclusion of sounds such as other prisoners’ voices and guard shouts may also add to the immersion and encourage discussion on how America currently treats its prisoners, especially the ones it sentences to die.
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