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Let’s observe three surfaces that can be found in the outskirts of any city. The first is a concrete wall 
covered with yellow paint; each hole is covered with a perforated steel plate painted in blue. The 
second is a white wallpaper that covers the whole surface of a small room. The third one is a thick 
layer of navy blue paint coating the furniture of another small room, similar to the previous one. 
Apparently, none of them is remarkable; the walls are completely ordinary. 

But, the urban pieces to which they belong are not ordinary at all: they are architectures made invis-
ible from many perspectives – not only urban and architectural, but also legal and normative. We will 
see however how three minor actions carried out on the flesh of certain urban enclaves can turn the 
situation around. Minor architectural tactics, precarious and temporary, dispel the opacity of surfaces 
and bring to light a dark interior. They show both the architectural interior and the spatial conditions 
of the bodies therein enclosed; they offer three different ways of reading, operating and forming new 
surfaces to connect an in-visibilised interior with a carefully withdrawn further interior. 

What is the connection between these different surfaces? Let’s introduce for a moment a fourth 
surface – the mishmash of concrete, atomised plastic paint, dust and asphalt where the following 
statements can be found: “Guantánamo is here”1 and “Extermination Centre”2. Here is a first approach 
to the detention architecture at stake: the CIE, the Spanish acronym of Foreigner Detention Centre. 
Inside these structures, people are forced to stay in a carceral environment for sixty days before being 
deported to their countries of origin. In this piece, we observe how such minor, precarious (non)-
architectural operations generate new material agencies through the transformation, re-disposition 
and formation of everyday surfaces.

1 García, Jesús. 2018. “La Muerte De Un Guineano Evidencia Las Carencias Del CIE De Barcelona”. El Pais, https://elpais.com/
ccaa/2012/01/06/catalunya/1325888557_597425.html
2 Málaga, La. 2018. “Suspenden La Expulsión de testigos en la muerte del interno en la cárcel”. Laopiniondemalaga.es, 
http://www.laopiniondemalaga.es/municipios/2018/01/16/suspenden-expulsion-testigos-muerte-interno/980454.html
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Three in/visibilised surfaces 
outside the CIEs  
Shaping matter through minor architectural tactics

 The prisoner reaches an outside without “thrusting through 

the wall.” Escape modes include tapping, scratching, reading, 

writing, gazing, and pacing. 
Jill Stoner



White Blankets over Concrete Wall – Find the Pores
The first picture: the rusty concrete wall painted in yellow at Aluche CIE, a neighbourhood in Madrid, 
has been carefully designed to impede any street-level observer from seeing what happens inside. 
Each hole and opening in the original architecture have been shut with a perforated blue steel plate. 
The surface parallel to the street is homogeneous and totally opaque. However, the curved geometry 
of the steel plate leaves a minuscule pore in it. During the riots inside the CIE, these little holes were 
stuffed with white blankets, challenging the neutrality of the façade. The smoke and the flames of a 
raging fire inside also managed to permeate the material layers of the wall and its fissures, showing 

up on the neutral exterior. The in-
mates managed to find several holes, 
which offered unexpected pores 
through which public attention could 
be reached. Through a destructive 
action – such as setting fires – the 
inmates thus communicatively trans-
formed the place. For a few hours 

–or a few days, in some riots – the white blankets unsettled the urban façade of a building that few 
neighbours had ever noticed before. The blankets also captured the attention of the media, and shed 
light onto the CIE’s spatial and political conditions. Herman Melville writes in Moby Dick that the 
prisoner should go through the wall to reach the outside3. In Madrid, however, it was not the human 
body that appeared publicly; rather, a piece of cloth forming a post-human assemblage. By knowing 
the location of these holes, and by exploiting each pore and fissure, the inmates learnt about the 
weakest elements of the assemblage to be broken4. This way, their tactical knowledge stemming 
from “transgression” allowed new spatial possibilities that effectively challenged the designed ones.

The Wallpaper – Skin the Wall
The second surface brings us inside Zapadores CIE, in Valencia. Here we find a piece of wallpaper of 
approximately 50 square centimeters directly ripped off of the wall. This dimension can be conve-
niently folded into an envelope and sent by the inmates. The wallpaper, once deterritorialised and 
decontextualised, has served as blank paper to draw the architectural plan of the interior of the 
jail5. The margins of the paper were also used to describe the spatial conditions of inmates. Elvin, a 
Bolivian migrant deported two days later, became a cartographer when he decided to transform the 
existent surface into a map that also offered forensic evidence of detention conditions. His mapping 
has contributed to a type of “destruction” functional to the creation of new meaning6.

Blue Paint – Scratch the Surface 
The third surface appears as an accumulation of temporal and material strata, a justapoxition of suc-
cesive blue paint layers scratched and graffitied with a constellation of names and places7. It works in 
the reverse way vis-à-vis the former two: from an isolated interior, it reaches out to multiple scattered 
locations. The scratches and scribbles on the walls of a parlour room form a changing cartography 
that accumulates information about times, bodies and places that have passed through it. Two ac-
tions are condensed on this surface. First, writing is a rebel act and an individual signification inside 

3 Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick; Or, the Whale. 1851. Ed.Harrison Hayford Et Al.Evanston: Northwestern UP and the 
Newberry Library (1988).
4 Tschumi, Bernard. Architecture and Disjunction. MIT press, 1996
5 Martínez, Tony. CIE: El Guantánamo Español. Universidad Abierta de Cataluña, 2016.
6 Benjamin, Walter. “The Destructive Character.” Revue Française De Psychanalyse 78, no. 4 (2014): 958-959.
7 “Así Es Por Dentro El Opaco CIE De Madrid”. 2018. Eldiario.es. https://www.eldiario.es/desalambre/FOTOS-dentro-CIE-
Madrid_12_576162379.html.
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a collective that is forced to be homogeneous – the migrant population waiting to be deported. 
Through repetition and layering onto the same surface, individual action becomes collective, gain-
ing greater political potential. It is, once again, a form of “creative destruction” that challenges the 
deliberate spatial discontinuity created by the authority. As Jill Stoner states, “The act of drawing a 
line through an object is politicised by the force of the draw. This gives a building new agency”8. But, 
what happens when a surface is read instead of just drawn? The multitude of individual acts hosted 
within the same surface then provoke a contrary displacement: reading the messages transform the 
sum of different individual bodies that have inhabited and will inhabit that space into a veritable 
collective. Reading connects emotionally and creates common affect across the temporal and 
geographical distance that separates the writer and the reader. 

it may be that this third surface is the most complex of the three: even without reaching the outside 
of the opaque CIE architecture, writing blurs the interior and the exterior thanks to the repository of 
mnestic layers. 

Openings
Let’s go back to our departure point and look carefully again at these three in/visibilised surfaces. Let’s 
look closer at their violent, temporary and precarious process. The three surfaces have been shaped by 
minor material tactics that use a conflictual, “destructive” stance to convey new meanings. Surfaces 
thus become a contested space of precariousness spatiality and temporality. These tactical interven-
tions are not going to last: the current riot will be repressed, and the wall will be re-painted. However, 
a political and spatial agency is revealed, one capable of making current detention conditions visible. 

The material agency of these tactics is also autonomous. The success or failure of each of these tactics 
relies, in some sense, on the capacity to strengthen the assemblage of different material agents, 
operating and purposefully orienting the assemblage itself. Would it have be possible to use the 
white blankets were the steel plated had been flat and without holes? Would a map of Zapadores had 
ever been produced if no wallpaper had been pasted on its walls in the first place? And, in the third 
case, scratching and graffiti are only possible with certain types of painting. Only understanding the 
“architectural flesh” from an immediately operative perspective can we understand the agency and 
affordability of different materials. Only once we shift from designers’ parameters to praxis can we 
become aware of the creative possibilities and the affective dimension of “vibrant matter”9. 

Minor architecture calls for digging deeper into this material condition where a creative destruction 
conducive to new meanings can only emerge from a direct and violent confrontation with the materi-
als. New spatial and architectural possibilities emerge through modification and hacking operations 
of the existent matter: new unexpected agencies then allow to build new relations between the parts 
and convey new meaning onto the ordinary surfaces. Individual and collective actions carve, scratch, 
skin, destroy, they set surfaces on fire in order to connect the visible exterior and the invisible interior: 
they momentarily blur recto and verso. 

8 Stoner, Jill. Toward a Minor Architecture, MIT Press, 2012.
9 Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Duke University Press, 2009.




