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Bodies were once used to measure cloth. From the tip of the nose to
the outstretched hand measured the length of a yard. The arms that
measured were typically those of merchants and traders: men who
oversaw quality. If you oversaw quality, you also determined what
to reject. Much like today, profit (when it is to be made) typically ac-
crues in the late stages of textile production. What can we know of
the bodies who laboured in the early stages of textile manufacturing,
before the tip of the nose to the outstretched hand measured a length
of cloth? What hopes, or desires, existed in the bodies who worked in
conditions none would freely chooser !

The large second floor room off Storgata where the Norwegian
artist Franz Petter Schmidt currently weaves once contained the
workers of Prindsen. “Being imprisoned at Prindsen was not consid-
ered part of a process of improving people’s state or position, nor did
their work experience facilitate employment outside the institution.” 2!
Instead, bodies faced work as a punishment intended to destroy the
vice of idleness. Redemption is difficult to imagine. Instead, we might
wonder about the lives that led to forced labour. Insolvency, public
disorderliness, or perhaps the simple impossibility—as we see with
alarming rebound today—to explain or defend oneself against the
norms of governance?

In his latest series of works, Schmidt has measured movements
that may have been made by the labouring bodies that once occupied
Prindsen. Before weaving, weft threads marked out distances from
the main door to the window, or from the desk to the loom where he
weaves today—back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. Routes
possibly taken by bodies who, in turn, oversaw the endless repetition
of textile production: spinning fibre into yarn; plying threads onto
bobbins; finally, tamping pick-by-pick on the loom. Coloured with
graphite or grease from Prindsen’s remaining looms, the new weav-
ings are patterned with stripes ¥ based on the site’s interior measure-
ments. Other weavings suggest an industrial-ikat “, if you will, drawn
from measurements of a historical manufacturing site.

Some of the resulting patterns are as delicate as works by the
American artist Agnes Martin. A few even share the same peachy
pink favoured by Martin, although Schmidt acknowledges very dif-
ferent associations. “Convict’s garb is striped pink and white” writes
Jean Genet in his autobiographical novel The Thief’s Journal ®. Schmidt
refers to Genet's opening lines in the closing lines of his own PhD, re-
calling that “T read the novel The Thief’s Journal by Jean Genet in my late
teens [...] He is gay, a beggar, a prostitute, a thief and in motion.” ' Un-
like the graphite- or grease-coloured stripes, Schmidt's blush of col-
our was not intentionally added. It may be a fugitive” residue, a trace
of earlier contact with another substance in the space that remains
unstable and changes over time.

Prindsen offers a remarkably untouched microhistory of Oslo’s
(what was then called Kristiania) once thriving textile manufacturing
near and along the Akerselva river. As a workhouse for those serv-
ing labour sentences, it very likely operated as a place of surveil-
lance. ® Horsehair weaving was present in Prindsen’s past ), lengths
of tough fibres that can easily slice into human skin. But rather than
cut, Schmidt's weavings are a commitment to painstaking recovery.
Spools of snapped and spoiled linen and wool the artist had long
owned have been repaired with knots that reconnect fragments into
a single long thread again. In some finished weavings, the knots are
apparent: miniature sutures that bring purpose back to the discarded.
In contrast with punitive cultures of surveillance, each suture seems
to bear witness to past violence through the possibility of repair.

Schmidt has acknowledged that what has now become a decade
long “presence in the weaving workshop at Prindsen allows for an
exploration of the social history of the institution, aspects of penal
labour, the treatment of people on the margins of society, social dis-
tress, mental disorders and degradation.”!"”’ His weaving occurs at a
site that once forced squinting eyes to coax recalcitrant machinery
and demanded the endless bending and twisting of spines. 'Y Penal
institutions were, and are, spaces of sensory extremes. If, in the past,
labour occurred with inadequate light, in the modern prison complex
there are lights that never turn off. " The constant presence of dust
and absence of fresh air caused respiratory ailments, ¥ and cold is
now documented as an additional, albeit covert, form of punishment.



14 Finally, the prison deploys the relentless silence of solitary con-
finement " where Prindsen once produced the inescapable racket of

manufacturing.

Schmidt’s extraordinarily delicate woven textiles carry patterns
of Prindsen. Some are measured, others imprinted from textures of
the space. In his most recent work, the artist’'s own body appears,
ghostly shadows cast by graphite onto the loom’s warp. They are
weavings that acknowledge the physical reality of the space where
the artist works today, as well as the bodies who occupied the same
space long before him. Might the measurement and imprints that
mark these textiles be understood as desire lines? Desire lines, also
known as desire paths, are the routes urban planners acknowledge as
shortcuts that break with expected and planned movement. ' They
are connections that remain unsanctioned but occur nonetheless, re-
routing what was either ill-conceived or purposefully denied. The in-
dividuals who once occupied this space may have moved beyond al-
lowed patterns of behaviour at the time, desiring human connections
society refused to acknowledge. We cannot know. But we can imagine
Prindsen has witnessed lives which, if lived in another time, may have
borne an uncanny resemblance to our own.
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