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Control Order House: Edmund Clark
Interviewed by Celia Davies
Edmund Clark talks about making new work
that is witness to his continued interest in modes
of control, conditions of surveillance, censorship
and representation.
Celia Davies How did Control Order House come about?
Edmund Clark I knew I wanted to look in more detail at the domestic
UK measures for dealing with terrorist suspects. I had been aware
of the controversy over the proposed 90 day detention period and the
prolonged debate in the House of Lords over the introduction of Control
Orders in 2005 but was surprised how little I actually knew about the
implications of the Prevention of Terrorism Act of 2005—and the 2001
predecessor that called for the indefinite detention of terrorist suspects.
I started asking lawyers and the prison service about getting access
to ‘controlled persons’ or suspects on remand about two years ago,
but got nowhere. Eventually I met a barrister representing a controlled
person who suggested a different route. I spoke to a different lawyer
who agreed to contact some controlled persons and the Home Office
on my behalf, and eventually permission was granted.
CD What exactly is a Control Order, and what restrictions does it impose
on people?
EC Control Orders were created by the Prevention of Terrorism Act of 2005,
in response to the House of Lord’s ruling against indefinite detention
without charge or trial for foreign nationals contained in the Anti-Terrorism
Crime and Security Act of 2001, which was the UK’s response to 9/11. This
power enabled the Home Secretary to impose a series of restrictions
to prevent the controlled person engaging in, or supporting, suspected
terrorist activity. These conditions included the power to relocate someone
to an address away from their families in a town or city they don’t know.
In all such cases, the Home Office has chosen not to prosecute the
individual in the criminal courts, as doing so would compel it to reveal
the full basis of the allegations against the individuals. The Home Office
did this because the evidence against the individuals was gained from
intelligence sources that the Home Office does not wish to reveal
in court. A Control Order can be renewed every 12 months.
Since 2005, 48 people have been subject to a Control Order
in the UK. Breaching the terms of a Control Order is punishable with
an unlimited fine or a prison sentence of up to five years. Control Orders
were superseded this year by Terrorist Investigation Prevention Measures
or TPIMs, which are slightly less onerous. For example, controlled
persons have to be relocated to addresses close to their families rather
than to separate towns, and while lasting 24 months rather than 12 they
have to be renewed with the submission of new evidence—although,
of course, this can be done in a secret court session. Control Orders also
impose constraints on individuals who come into contact with those
under a Control Order—about what they can share and have to agree to.

CD What did you have to agree to as a photographer, and how has this
shaped the way you have approached your project?
EC To get permission to work with this man and to photograph the
house I had to agree not to reveal his identity or where he was living.
It would be a criminal offence to reveal him or the location. Originally,
I was also told that anyone who knows him or the house but is not aware
of the Control Order should not be able to make the link by looking
at my work. I offered to submit all my work for review by the Home
Office. This was a formality, as I would not have got access without
agreeing to it. I have done this before for my book Still Life Killing Time,
and, of course, had to do the same with my images in the Guantanamo
detention camp.
I agreed to submit a list of all the equipment I wanted to use. It was
pointed out to me that it was a criminal offence to assist a controlled
person to breach their conditions. Leaving digital camera, video or recording
equipment in the house would have been a breach—as would not informing
the Home Office of any request from him for me to contact any third
parties on his behalf. I also had to turn off my mobile when I entered
the property.
There were additional conditions imposed on him regarding not
handling the equipment, all equipment being switched off when not
in use and being removed from the house at all times when I was outside
the property. It was a criminal offence if I inadvertently assisted him
to breach any of these.
I also offered to show his lawyers all the material. They requested
that I did not record any interviews with him, as this material would have
to be submitted to the Home Office and could end up being used against
him. If I wanted a formal interview, I had to submit questions that they
would screen and then submit his written replies to them for viewing
before sending it to the Home Office.
I assumed the house was full of listening devices, so I tried to remain
aware of what I was saying and asking him at all times.
CD What are you able to tell me about this individual who is subject
to this Control Order and his day-to-day life?
EC I am allowed to tell you anything about him that was mentioned
in a public court hearing, or anything that has appeared in the media
prior to the Control Order. From the High Court judgment, I can tell
you he is referred to as CE for legal purposes—but those are not his
initials. He is in his late 20s, has a young family, and is a naturalised
British citizen originally from Iran. If you read the judgment, you can
see the legal debate around what he was suspected of, why he was placed

under a Control Order, and how it is affecting him and his family. It’s dry
and prosaic and a complete narrative of sorts. It is a fascinating contrast
to the representation of threat and terrorism we touch on in the media.
When I was with him his life seemed very limited. For example, he
was relocated to a large three-bedroom house so that his family could
live there—they would visit at the weekends as, not surprisingly, they
found it too disturbing and upsetting to live there permanently—but
he basically oscillated between two rooms, the kitchen and the small
sitting room attached to the kitchen. He was under curfew, and had
to phone the security company in the morning and in the evening. He
had to sign in at the police station at lunchtime every day, and he was
only allowed to move within a certain area in the town. If he bumped
into someone in the street, he could talk where they stood, but could
not go for a coffee. He was not allowed to intentionally meet one or
more people. So, he spent a lot of time watching television and DVDs.
He read, he prayed, he went to the mosque. He didn’t cook very much.
He cooked for me one night, but otherwise we went out for fast food.
At the weekends his family came, and one day a week he was allowed
a stall in the town centre where he could give out Islamic literature
and talk to people. I went with him, and met an evangelical Christian
who had the table next to him.
I got the impression that his actions were constantly shaped
by the conditions of the Control Order—as though he was trying to avoid
getting ‘tripped up’ by them. He described trying to get work and being
offered a job labouring, only to realise that the first site was one street
outside his permitted area. Someone offered him a lift, and he had to say
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no because he thought he had to have permission to get into someone’s
car—and he wasn’t sure if they would go via a route that went outside
his permitted area. He was allowed to go to one mosque, but apparently
couldn’t stop and talk to anyone for long outside. The short time I had
with him gave me the sense that there was a cumulative affect to living
under the restrictions, like a Sisyphean task, where the stress of constantly
having to think about what he has to remember to do next or whether
a decision or action is potentially criminalising was overbearing.
I think that not being taken to court—not getting due process or being
charged with anything—but having to live under conditions that isolate
you from your family and the community where you are made to live,
and which have the potential to make everyday actions or your daily
routine criminalising, is very difficult. It may or may not be deliberate,
but there is something punitive about the measures of the Control Order
that seem designed to criminalise or trip the controlled person up. Even
his relationship with the house where he was relocated was potentially
criminalising, down to having to keep the garden in good order and not
being allowed to drill holes in the wall or to use adhesives to put up pictures.
CD How much contact did you have with him and for how long?
How did this influence the way you have chosen to photograph?
EC My plans were certainly shaped by the disruption to my access. In total,
I think I ended up asking for eight days’ access. I originally visited him
once to talk about working together. I then asked for five days’ access,
but permission came to late for the first two, so I spent one day and
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night there and then two days and a night with him in December 2011.
I asked for more access in January on two occasions. This was granted,
but he was ill and then with his lawyers in London on the first occasion—
and was moved by the Home Office the day I was due to go for a further
three days. Obviously this meant that the plans I had for how to work
and what to shoot went out the window. In particular, I had planned
to do a lot of video and sound recording, but only got a few tests
on the first visit. Photographically, I really only got to do a part of what
I planned—digital images for panoramic visualisations and a few large
format images.
CD Tell me a little more about your interest in photographing the place
and the objects featured in the photographs of this person’s life?
EC There are arguments on both sides about the necessity, fairness
and effectiveness of the use of Control Orders and now TPIMs, but
this house is the physical manifestation of something very important—
the sanctioning of a form of detention or confinement without trial
in Britain. I wanted to explore and record this house as a site of historic
significance, and to evoke the experience of the controlled person living
under these new conditions. Much of my work deals with looking at the
extraordinary through the mundane and with how to lessen the divide
between perceptions or representations of ‘self’ and ‘otherness’ or ‘us’
and ‘them’. And as with much of my work, there is no-one in the pictures
but it is about the real, current experience of the person whose space
and objects I am—we are—looking at.
I wanted to ‘look’ in a different way to my Guantanamo work and
to Still Life Killing Time, which were about looking for meaning in the
(arrangement of) objects and spaces. After visiting the house, I knew
it would be a challenge to represent it visually in the way I had worked
before. For that reason, I wanted to concentrate on a type of video diary
of the life of the controlled person in the house but without his presence,
and to use photographs in a very unmediated, unedited, uncomposed
way, and to use this imagery to reflect how we see/visualise space
through forms associated with commercial and consumer choice,
how we exercise control and choice in our houses and homes.
CD There are over 500 images in this series currently—how do you see
these working together?
EC I think there is still scope to use the imagery I have for visualising
the house and exploring the issues through film, graphics and multimedia.
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As I say, this could be by reflecting how we experience choice and control
when making commercial and consumer decisions. But I’m also attracted
to the idea of using film to develop a reality TV type of narrative based
around a controlled person’s daily routine. I like the idea of creating
the ultimate entertainment Panopticon. Where the public can constantly
survey people perceived as a threat and can vote on how and where they
live and behave. It would be like Foucault and Debord meet Big Brother,
The Sims and The Hunger Games.
There are two things I can do for now—the Brighton Photo Biennial
2012 exhibition and, possibly, a simple publication. I want to show
the work as it is at BPB because of the theme—the politics of space.
I see the installation and a book reflecting the two types of photographs—
primarily the informal digital 35 mm ‘panorama’ material but also the
few large-format images—and above all the documents, which are a very
important part of the work. For the digital 35 mm work, I want to show
these images unedited and unmediated. I’m talking to Here Press about
a publication for the autumn.
CD The Home Office asked you to use your own judgment in how you
decide to show your work and how that fits with their legal guidelines.
There is an obvious and potentially interesting issue here in that, by
showing and not meeting their guidelines, you may have committed
a criminal act. In doing so, do you think the viewer is also looking and
taking part in this?
EC My original permission included the court order that CE and the
location must not be identified and a secondary condition that no-one
who knows CE or the house, but not about the Control Order, should
be able to make the connection between him and the house and the
order. Conceivably, this meant that almost anything I photographed
could be a problem. I expected the Home Office to go through the work
frame by frame—I suppose I have been conditioned by my experience
of censorship at Guantanamo—and envisaged that I could be left with
very little to show. But I could then have shown the full set of images
with blanks or blacked out images for the censored frames and presented
the work as a set of images curated only by government control. It would
have been an interesting exercise.
Instead, I was notified that, apart from redactions to the documents
I requested to be allowed to show, and a request to redact any letters or
text that appear in the images, they had no objection to me showing the
work, but that it remained my responsibility and obligation not to break
the court order by identifying CE or the location. Further verbal
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clarification was that the Home Office did not have the resources
to go through all the material and that is was unlikely that the secondary
condition would be enforced in relation to the images.
This means I have to think through if I censor images myself or use some
other device. I don’t think the images explicitly identify CE or the location,
but the secondary condition is less clear. I think that the size and speed
at which the images are experienced in the installation and publication
may come into it. More as a gesture perhaps. I am not sure if there is a
legal consequence for exhibitors or publishers of this work if it is deemed
to have broken the court order regarding anonymity—or if it is just me
who would be in the frame, so to speak, as the photographer.
There is something interesting to the idea of giving the viewer a choice
whether they should look at a particular image. I don’t think they would
be committing a crime, but they could be witnessing one, I suppose. These
are issues to do with spectacle as well as legality. There is something absurd
about a man who is considered enough of a threat, because of his alleged
involvement with terrorist activity, to be controlled and observed—
but not charged—being rehoused in a large house, at taxpayers’ expense,
in the middle of a suburb of a provincial town. Yet no-one is allowed
to know he is there—least of all the community in which he is living.
CD In terms of talking and writing about the project you also have
to follow guidelines. For example, you have taken advice from a lawyer
on the text for marketing purposes on this project. What are the issues
for the Home Office?

EC This is more about me wanting to make sure that what I say or write
is an accurate representation of the legal situation and terminology
regarding CE and the Control Order and TPIM. My language and
terminology lack the precision of the legal definition, and this could
undermine the work. In the letter of permission, the Home Office pulled
me up on phrases like ‘detainee’ and ‘war on terror’, which is interesting.
CD You have also sought permission to have the associated paperwork
that enforces the Control Order and a TPIM cleared for public view, as you
want to represent them as part of your project. What is that relationship
for you between these and your photographs in exhibition terms?
EC I studied history, and think I am still really a historian. Paperwork or
documentation has always fascinated me, both for the evidence
contained in the language, which is open for interpretation, and for the
way the materiality or form of a document conveys meaning. In the
context of situations of control or confinement, this paperwork is often
the interface between power and mundanity, where authority dictates
the daily life of the controlee or detainee. The history of photography is
fraught with debates about reliability or truth and, like photographs,
documents are both evidence and image. My books look at how the
language and materiality of documents communicate something about
the place or situation they are associated with. This is particularly true
about the Letters to Omar series in my Guantanamo work, which show
something my photographs cannot. ■

