
THE PRISON IN TWELVE LANDSCAPES 
A film by Brett Story 

A meditation on the prison’s disappearance in the era of mass incarceration, The Prison in Twelve 
Landscapes unfolds as a journey through a series of ordinary places across the USA where prisons do work 

and affect lives: from a California mountainside where female prisoners fight the region's raging wildfires, to a 
congregation of chess players in Manhattan who did their time becoming masters of the game, to an 

Appalachian coal town betting its future on the promise of prison jobs. 

True/False Film Fest 2016, World Premiere  
Hot Docs 2016, Special Jury Prize for Canadian Feature 

DOXA 2016, Colin Low Award for Best Documentary Film + EDA Prize for Best Female Directed Film 
Camden International Film Festival 2016, Special Jury Mention 

"An ingenious, prismatic approach [with] consistent formal beauty." 
— SCOTT TOBIAS, Variety 

"Artfully made, lyrically filmed...an unsentimental look at the ways prisons shape life outside their walls." 
— SHERI LINDEN, The Hollywood Reporter 

"An assertion and a vessel [...] allowing for both anecdote and essay, whisper and shout." 
—ERIC HYNES, Film Comment 

For distribution & press inquiries, contact Brett Story: brett@prisonlandscapes.com 
Press Images: prisonlandscapes.com/#press 

TRT: 87 minutes  |  Original format: HD  |  Screening format: DCP  |  Canada & US Production  |  Oh Ratface Films 
A CINEREACH and VITAL PROJECTS FUND supported film 
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LOGLINE 
A film about the prison from the places we least expect to find it. 

 
SHORT SYNOPSIS 
A film about the prison and its life in the American landscape: from a California mountainside where female 
prisoners fight raging wildfires, to a Bronx warehouse full of goods destined for the state correctional system, 
to an Appalachian coal town betting its future on the promise of prison jobs.   

 
LONG SYNOPSIS 
More people are imprisoned in the United States at this moment than in any other time or place in history, yet 
prisons have never felt further away or more out of sight. The Prison in Twelve Landscapes excavates the 
hidden geographies of the modern prison system by offering a film about the prison in which we never see an 
actual penitentiary. Instead, the film unfolds as a cinematic journey through a series of seemingly ordinary 
landscapes across the USA where prisons do work and affect lives. In each place, we encounter new 
characters and new situations through which we make a sequence of surprising discoveries: for example, 
that the patch of grass and singular swing set at the corner of the block in a neighborhood in Los Angeles 
was built to thwart ex-inmates with sex offender status who are barred from living within 2000 feet of parks or 
schools. Other scenes take viewers into in a warehouse full of boxer shorts, a California forest fire, an 
abandoned coalfield, a tech incubator hub in downtown Detroit, and a host of other unexpected spaces. A 
meditation on the prison and its disappearance in the era of mass incarceration, The Prison in Twelve 
Landscapes offers a tender and powerful cinematic subversion of the prison’s disappearance from public 
view. 

 
FEATURED LOCATIONS 

• Bus from New York City to Attica, NY 
• Washington Square Park, Manhattan, NY 
• Eastern Kentucky 
• Detroit, MI 
• Marin County, CA 
• The Bronx, NY 
• Los Angeles, CA 
• Detroit, MI 1967 
• St. Louis County, MO 
• Baltimore, MD 
• Whitesburg, KY 
• 34th St. and 7th Ave, Manhattan, NY 
• Attica, NY 

 
 
 

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
In the United States there are 2.2 million people in prison, up from only 300,000 forty years ago. Yet prisons 
have never felt more far away or more out of sight. Not only are prisons built further than ever from where 
most prisoners come from and where most people live, but journalists, filmmakers and researchers are 
increasingly denied access to the world inside their walls. Prisons appear to most of us only in endless 
Hollywood depictions and reality television, making incarceration at once invisible and exceedingly familiar at 
the same time. Even Googling the address of a penitentiary results in a vast blank space on the map. It is as if 
prisons, and the people inside them, have been disappeared.  
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I have worked with prisoners and on criminal justice issues, in Canada and the USA, for over a decade as an	
activist, journalist, artist and academic. I have long thought about how such coercive structures have come to 
be so normalized within our social landscapes. No country in the world has a prison population as vast as the 
United States’, and yet for many people imagining a world with fewer prisons feels like an impossible task. As 
a filmmaker with a geographer’s eye, I spend a lot of time considering the relationship between where we are, 
what we see, and how we think. While films that bring us inside penitentiaries to convey the humanity of 
those incarcerated can have important stories to tell, I can’t help but feel the limitations of a cinema whose 
highest aspiration is simply that of evoking sympathy. I want the imagery to do more, and wonder if seeing 
prisons differently might be key to thinking about prisons differently.  
 
The Prison in Twelve Landscapes harnesses the power of cinema in order to re-estrange us from a system 
that has become so common sense we don’t even see it any more, let alone question its purpose. My hope is 
to make the prison a subject of reinvigorated debate, by suggesting that it operates not just as a building 
over there, but as a structure of power braided deeply into the relationships, economies and landscapes all 
around us. By upsetting expectations about where prisons are to be found, the film attempts to destabilize 
our own assumed relationship to them; to pose new questions about the work that prisons do in our society 
and whether that work is necessary or desirable. For when we start to examine the prison system from the 
spaces all around us, we begin to see how much more it has to do with jobs, with resource extraction, with 
economic development, with race and with poverty than it does necessarily with crime. 
 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the film is also an attempt to simply pay attention to the myriad ways 
in which prisons are implicated in the lives of the people we share space with, whether it is the chess player I 
myself encountered one day during an idle lunch hour, or the women huddled with their overnight bags on a 
busy Manhattan street corner on a Friday night. By challenging common assumptions where the penitentiary 
ends and the outside world begins, The Prison in Twelve Landscapes posits a new set of questions about 
what it is that the prison system does — precisely so as to open up the possibility that the landscape could 

THE TEAM 
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BRETT STORY (Producer/Director) is a writer and independent non-fiction 
filmmaker based out of Toronto and New York. Her first feature-length film, the 
award-winning Land of Destiny (2010), screened internationally and was 
broadcast on both Canadian and American television. Her journalism and film 
criticism have appeared in such outlets as CBC Radio, the Nation Magazine, and 
the Toronto Review of Books. Since 2012, Brett has been part of the critically 
acclaimed HIGHRISE web-doc project team, produced by the National Film 
Board of Canada. She was the recipient of the Documentary Organization of 
Canada Institute’s 2014 New Visions Award, is an alumna of the Berlinale Talents 
Doc Station (2014) and was a nominee for the 2015 Ontario Premier’s Awards for 
Excellence in the Arts. Brett holds a PhD in geography from the University of 
Toronto and is currently a postdoctoral research fellow at the Center for Place, 
Culture and Politics at the City University of New York Graduate Center. The 
Prison in Twelve Landscapes is her second feature documentary. 
 
MAYA BANKOVIC (Director of Photography) is a Toronto-based 
cinematographer. She received her BFA from York University’s Department of Film 
& Video, where she graduated with Distinction in her specialization in 
cinematography. Her fiction and documentary work has screened at over one 
hundred film festivals worldwide, including TIFF, VIFF, Hot Docs, Sundance, 
RIDM, AFI Silverdocs and BFI Flare. In 2010 she was invited to the Berlinale as a 
participating cinematographer in the festival’s Talent Campus. That same year she 
was awarded the Kodak Award for Best Cinematography by the Canadian Film 
Centre for the dance film SLIP. She is currently an Associate Member of the 
Canadian Society of Cinematographers.  
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AVRÏL JACOBSON (Editor) is a Toronto-based editor. Her work has screened at 
several festivals, including Sundance Film Festival, the International Documentary 
Festival of Amsterdam and the Toronto International Film Festival. She has also 
edited programs for broadcast on CBC, TVO and OMNI Television. Recently, she 
edited My Prairie Home, a documentary-musical featuring Rae Spoon, which will 
was part of the World Cinema Documentary Competition at the 2014 Sundance 
Film Festival. Other editing credits include Payback (Sundance ‘12), Ghost Noise 
(IDFA '10), Deadman (TIFF ’09), and Four Walls (TIFF ’07). In 2011, she received a 
Gemini Award for Peep Culture, a one-hour documentary about our changing 
relationship to privacy and new media. In 2009, Avrïl was invited to participate in 
the Talent Lab at the Berlinale. In 2008, she edited Spring Hurlbut’s Airborne, 
which was acquired by the National Gallery of Canada. Avrïl holds a BFA in Film 
& Video Production from York University. Her interest in editing began with an 
internship as assistant editor at Mercury Films, where she worked on the highly 
acclaimed documentary Manufactured Landscapes. 
 
LORI CHODOS (Associate Producer) was born in Toronto, Canada. She 
completed her undergraduate degree at McGill, and received her MFA in film 
from City College of New York. She has worked at Maysles Films, and the 
experimental film theatre company The Wooster Group, and has created 
television shows for New York Public Television. She has directed and edited a 
number of award-winning short films. She lives between Lima, Peru and Toronto, 
Canada working as a documentarian for film and radio. She is currently working 
on the Toronto-based documentary, A Better Man. 
 
OLIVIER ALARY (Composer) A native of Toulouse, France, Olivier Alary is a 
Montreal-based musician and composer. After a degree in architecture, Alary 
moved to London to study composition. Olivier has released several albums and 
collaborated with numerous artists including Bjork, Cat Power and Lou Barlow 
amongst others. Since 2007, he has also provided soundtrack for several feature-
length fiction films and documentaries, some of which have received prestigious 
awards and screenings worldwide (Berlinale, Sundance, TIFF, IDFA). Olivier has 
also composed music for several exhibitions at London’s Victoria & Albert 
Museum and Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. He has also collaborated with 
numerous visual artists including Doug Aitken and Nick Knight. 
 
SIMON GERVAIS (Sound Design) is a sound designer working at "Bande a part 
Audio" since 2006. His work covers fiction and documentary film. He's also a 
doctoral student in cinema studies at Université de Montréal.  
 
 
 
	
IAN REYNOLDS (Sound Recordist) is a Hamilton-based sound recordist who 
works on fiction and non-fiction film and television. His film credits include Full 
Out, Porch Stories, and We Were Wolves.  
 
 
	
	
 



	

CREDITS 
Directed, Produced and Written by BRETT STORY 

Presented by OH RATFACE FILMS 
Cinematographer MAYA BANKOVIC 

Editor AVRÏL JACOBSON 
Sound Design SIMON GERVAIS 

Composer OLIVIER ALARY 
Sound Recordist IAN REYNOLDS 

Associate Producer LORI CHODOS 
 

Produced with support from Cinereach, Vital Projects Fund, the Canada Council for the Arts,  
the Toronto Arts Council, the Ontario Arts Council, and the National Film Board of Canada. 

 

 
SELECTED PRESS COVERAGE 

“Brett Story adopts an ingenious, prismatic approach to her film about the effects of mass 
incarceration on U.S. society… A consistent formal beauty" 

Variety, Scott Tobias, March 4, 2016 
 

“A Canadian filmmaker explores the American prison system from unexpected angles.” 
"Clear-eyed and eye-opening… provocative and fascinating" 

The Hollywood Reporter, Sheri Linden, March 10, 2016 
 

"An impressive, genre-subverting work" 
Filmmaker Magazine, Astra Taylor, April 14, 2016 

 
"An assertion and a vessel [...] allowing for both anecdote and essay, whisper and shout." 

Film Comment, Eric Hynes, April 22, 2016 
 

"The strongest of the [True/False] festival's three world premieres" 
Indiewire, Sam Adams, March 8, 2016 

 
"Masterful collections of vignettes" with "aesthetic adventurousness" 

Paste Magazine, Tim Grierson, March 22, 2016 
 

"Chilling and beautiful" 
Guernica, Sabrina Ali, April 15, 2016 

 
"Rating: NNNN" 

NOW Magazine, Norman Wilner, May 5, 2016 
 

"An immersive, absorbing, and damning film" 
Point of View Magazine, Patrick Mullen, April 29, 2016 


