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The history and legacy of Holloway Prison represents 
a complex and emotive subject. Reflecting its 
heritage and story on the ground, whether within 
the Women’s Building and environs or the wider 
public realm, presents a significant challenge. This 
report was commissioned by Peabody to find a way 
through this complexity, building on a decade of 
engagement between Islington Heritage and the 
heritage of Holloway Prison.

Holloway Prison first opened in 1852 and thousands 
of women were imprisoned inside its walls over its 
history. The prison closed in 2016 and its site was 
acquired by Peabody in 2019. The whole prison site 
is to be demolished and redeveloped with the new 
site including housing and social housing, public 
green space and a Women’s Building.

How can the history and heritage of the prison be 
represented on this new site? 

At its heart this project is all about balance; balancing 
the needs of current and future local residents with 
that of former prisoners who have experienced 
trauma on site; balancing the need to tell a hugely 
historically significant story with the need for people 
to live their lives in the new development. In writing 
this report Islington Heritage has taken pains to listen 
to and understand all the competing needs of the 
site.

 Over summer 2021 heritage-based workshops and 
conversations have allowed detailed discussion 
of the site’s heritage, meaning and stories. The 
focus groups were a vital way to ensure all voices 
were heard in as fair a way as possible. Participants 
included former prisoners, prison officers, healthcare 
workers, local residents, probation officials, voluntary 
organisations and charities and activists on the 
ground.

These workshops have been fundamental to 
developing the following recommendations:

1. There should be a permanent ‘display’ within 
the public realm, that is accessible to all telling 
the story and history of Holloway Prison  

2. The stories of former prisoners must be 
included

3. The shape, footprint of specific areas (e.g. 
entrances to the old and new prison) or other 
location markers of the old and new prisons 
should be included in the ground

4. There should be a permanent artwork installed 
within the public realm, to be developed in 
collaboration with former prisoners. It needs to 
reflect the true history of Holloway Prison

5. The category A London Plane tree (‘the 
gym tree’) should be preserved as a place of 
memory, a space of reflection for those who 
want to remember the prison’s history

6. Connections to the old prison should be made 
through subtle repurposing of materials

7. Interpretation of the legacy of Holloway Prison 
in the Women’s Building and garden should be 
developed between the women who will use 
the space and the future tenants of the building 

8. The Women’s Building garden should be a 
place of memory and personal reflection. A 
small collaborative artwork installation will allow 
former prisoners to make their mark on the 
space

Finally, it should be made clear that this report is 
focussed completely on how to ensure the history 
and heritage of Holloway Prison, from its historic past 
to the lived experience of recent inmates, is not lost. 
Other work has already been undertaken to consult 
and plan the wider site and the Women’s Building.

This report has no role in wider planning discussions.

1 Executive Summary
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Holloway Prison first opened in 1852 and thousands 
of women were imprisoned inside its walls over 
its history. The prison closed in 2016 and its site 
was purchased by Peabody for redevelopment in 
conjunction with their partner, London Square.

Following the announcement of the closure, 
the Reclaim Holloway coalition and Women’s 
Building group came together to ensure that 
there was a meaningful legacy to the prison on 
site, in terms of provision for women, affordable 
housing and green space. This work resulted in 
the 2018 Supplementary Planning Document 
produced by the London Borough of Islington. 
This was a remarkable document, brought about 
by collaboration between activists and the council 
which mandated the inclusion of social housing, 
green space and most powerfully, a Women’s 
Building on the site of the former prison. It also 
included an aim to reflect the significance of the site 
in the new build. 

Consultations have been undertaken by Peabody at 
the prison since that point with a focus on the future 
use of the site. In relation to the Women’s Building, 
the focus has largely been on its size and location. 
Less research was undertaken on the heritage 
and historic significance of the site, the emotional 
connections many of those linked with the prison still 
hold, and how these should be reflected on site. 

The history and legacy of Holloway Prison represents 
a highly complex and emotive subject. Reflecting its 
heritage and story on the ground, whether within the 
Women’s Building and environs or the wider public 
realm, presents a significant challenge. How can the 
pain and complexity of such a place be reflected? 
Should it be of a memorial nature, looking back 
to the story of the prison, or more of a celebration 
looking forward, including exploring how the 
Women’s Building can support women today? Or 
perhaps a mixture of the two?

This report was commissioned by Peabody to 
find a way through this complexity. It builds on a 
decade of engagement between Islington Heritage 
and the heritage of Holloway Prison. In particular, I 
worked with Holloway Prison and its heritage from 
2016 onwards, including during an National Lottery 
Heritage Fund (NLHF) funded project from 2017 to 
2019 (Appendix 1). This has allowed the inclusion 
of perspectives from a range of former prisoners 
held at Holloway, built on networks of trust already 
established. 

In the past three months heritage-based workshops 
and conversations have allowed detailed discussion 
of the site’s heritage, meaning and stories. 
Participants including former prisoners, prison 
officers, healthcare workers, probation officials, 
voluntary organisations and charities and activists on 
the ground have been fundamental to developing 
our recommendations. 

2 Introduction
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Holloway Prison opened on 6 October 1852. It was 
built by the City of London as a ‘House of Correction’ 
to hold 400 prisoners -men, women and children. 
The original ‘Holloway Castle’ was an imposing 
building, with six wings radiated from a central point, 
so prisoners could be observed at all times. An 
inscription on the gateway read, ‘May GOD preserve 
the CITY of LONDON and make this place a terror to 
evil doers’. 

In 1902 Holloway Prison became the London prison 
for women. A crèche was added where babies could 
stay with their mothers until they were a year old. In 
1906 the first suffragette was imprisoned at Holloway 
Prison and by 1914 hundreds had been held, many 
of whom having been subjected to force-feeding 
following hunger strikes at the prison.  

After the First World War, reforms began to improve 
conditions and reduce reoffending at Holloway 
Prison. Kindness and education were seen as the 
best way to rehabilitate women. By the 1930s, 
the building itself was seen as the problem and 
proposals were made to move it into the countryside 
but these plans ended with outbreak of the Second 
World War. During the war both German-Jewish 
refugees and Fascists were held at the prison under 
war-time regulations. 

By the 1960s, the world was changing. Women in 
prison began to be seen as ‘mad, not bad’ and the 
focus shifted to prisoners’ mental health. The prison 
was knocked down and rebuilt from 1970 to 1985, 
the new building intended to be a place of healing, 
more hospital than prison.  However, more and more 
women were being imprisoned for a wider range of 
criminal activity. The new Holloway quickly became 
overcrowded and prison officers found it difficult to 
control. A challenging situation gradually improved 
through small changes as a network of organisations 
grew up to give support to women held at the prison. 

Prison life became bleaker again in the 1990s. 
The Chief Inspector of Prisons walked out halfway 
through a 1995 inspection, shocked by the cruelty 
of the regime. Holloway became a key case-study 
for the 2007 Corston Report on women in prison. 
A radical rethink was needed – women who posed 
no threat to society should not be in prison – and 
big prisons, such as Holloway, were not fit places 
for women. In the early 2000s squalor and high 
levels of self-harm dominated the prison but, by the 
2013 inspection, conditions were improving. The 
prison was safer, with staff, charities and community 
organisations working together to care for the 
prisoners. 

On 25 November 2015, Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, George Osborne announced the closure 
of Holloway Prison. Prisoners, officers and civilian 
staff were shocked by the news and fearful for the 
future. The last prisoner ever to be held at Holloway 
Prison left on Friday 17 June 2016.

After the closure, the Reclaim Holloway coalition 
began to campaign on the future of the site. The 
Centre for Crime and Justice Studies (CCJS) led the 
involvement of local people. 

Sisters Uncut occupied the Visitor Centre in summer 
2017 for a week and together with work by the 
Reclaim Holloway network continued to draw local 
community attention to what should happen on the 
site. A supplementary planning document produced 
by Islington Council Planning Department followed 
advice from a wide range of community voices. Key 
demands were a Women’s Building as a legacy to 
the experiences of women held at Holloway Prison 
and to provide support for local women alongside 
affordable housing and green space. 

On International Women’s Day 2019 it was 
announced that the site had been bought by 
Peabody and that London Square would be 
Peabody’s construction partner. Following this 
acquisition extended local consultations have taken 
place -what should be next on the site of Holloway 
Prison?

3 A Brief History of Holloway Prison
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Initial Preparation

Following Islington Heritage’s work on the Echoes 
of Holloway Prison project1  the council department 
was well-placed to undertake initial discussions 
around the proposals in preparation for developing 
focus group discussion guides. Initial preparation 
for the focus group included talking to a series of 
individuals as to their feelings, ideas and proposed 
approaches to the heritage of the site allowing an 
understanding of the potential shape of focus group 
discussions to be developed in order to build the 
discussion guides (see the report from Hope-Stone 
Associates).

Focus Groups

This major part of our research was undertaken 
by independent heritage evaluators, Hugh Hope-
Stone and Nina Bell, between 17th August and 1st 
September 2021.

Two online and two face-to-face focus group 
discussions, together with three further individual 
online interviews, were conducted with the following 
contributors:

• ‘Expert witnesses’ focus group (online n=3)

• ‘Activists’ focus group (face-to-face n=8)

• Local residents focus group (face-to-face n=10)

• Former prisoners mini focus group (online n=3)

• Former prisoners individual interviews  (online 
n=3)

The face-to-face group discussions were conducted 
at the Holloway Prison site.

Focus Group Summary

The detailed outcomes from the focus groups can 
be found in the report from Hope-Stone Associates 
that accompanies this document including the 
discussion guides and quotes from participants. 

Below is an excerpt from this report (section 4.1) with 
quotes from participants added.

Associations with Holloway Prison

• Participants had a mix of memories and 
emotional responses to the prison, ranging 
from anger and loss, to positive nostalgia 
and remembering the successes despite the 
challenges. 

• Negative associations were around the pain 
and suffering that many inmates endured and 
that they were often incarcerated for want of 
better provision. Some, particularly former 
prisoners and staff, felt a sense of loss at its 
closure, and more generally a ‘hole’ at the 
centre of a community. There was also some 
anger and fear expressed that the memory of 
the place would be completely eradicated.

• Positive associations were often from 
those who worked there; about the sense of 
community, comedy moments and a sense that 
they did good restorative work, providing hope 
to some.

• Neutral association included its role in Britain’s 
social history.

A sense of loss because Holloway Prison was a 
part of the community. Female, Local Resident

For me there were just two sides to Holloway, for 
me trying to get myself out of that lifestyle and there 
was the other side when you just want to give up 
because you feel so alone. Female, Ex-Prisoner

A sense of grief, how much people have lost, the 
violence of the state, but also where women were 
supported. Female, Activist

There is something special that went on there, the 
caring for the women…it was sad but true that many 
women wanted to come back inside because they 
didn’t have any friends outside. Female, Expert

This is a space of profound historical and individual 
importance to the people who worked here 
and the women who were residents here…a 
complicated swirl of horror, violence and cruelty 
but also a tremendous opportunity for therapeutic 
relationships and growth…speaks loudly about 
society. Female, Activist

A sense of horror that women were executed and 
buried on this site. Female, Local Resident

4 Methodology

1 Appendix 1, Echoes of Holloway Prison project online at  
www.echoesofhollowayprison.com
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What legacy should be shared?

• Ex-prisoners were most keen to maintain a living 
legacy supporting and championing those who 
have been through the system to make better 
lives for themselves, with the Women’s Building 
but also the site in general, helping to fulfil that 
aim.

• Any representation of legacy should create 
positive outcomes rather than simply provoking 
sympathy, for example, breaking down myths 
about women prisoner stereotypes. 

• Linked to this is the idea of demonstrating how 
the prison changed people’s lives.

• Most believed the prison’s historic role was 
important to convey to a wider public, telling a 
story often incorrectly portrayed in the media or 
popular culture. 

• To keep focus the expression of legacy in all its 
eventual forms should tell its own story but set 
within the broader justice and social contexts.

• It should play an educational role for schools 
and young people.

It would be great to have the therapists in there as 
I know they continue to work with ex-offenders. 
Female, Ex-Prisoner

A way of hooking up opportunities and futures for 
women. Female, Activist

I just think should be a continuous conversation 
that shouldn’t be forgotten about that, that to 
me would have a bigger impact. You know, just 
portray in our stories for everybody to kind of see 
what we actually had to endure. And so yeah, I 
would just encourage you guys to kind of figure 
out a framework where you can continue the 
conversation, because that’s going to have the 
most impact. Female, Ex-Prisoner

One thing that would be interesting is the social 
aspect, what life was like…we get a lot of fiction, films, 
TV, violence in prison, that sort of thing but we have 
little idea of what it’s liked to be banged up…if some 
aspect of that could be summed up and preserved. 
Male, Local Resident

I think that people have a lot of stereotypes that they 
believe about women in prison. And it’s really hard 
to cut through that and to reach out to people and 
to make them see these women who are in prison. 
They’re not wildly different from the woman who 
you love in your life. And I think we all kind of have 
this illusion almost of what women in prison are, so 
I feel that people don’t necessarily see the reality of 
what they are. Female, Ex-Prisoner

There’s a lot of ignorance about what prisons are 
like…holiday camp, swimming pool…so some sense 
of the day to day and routines and the limitations 
that put on people…insight into the truth of what it 
was like. Male, Expert
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Who the legacy should represent

• Most agreed it will be important to 
commemorate well known women who had 
passed through the prison, but equally the idea 
of commemorating the ordinary women in a 
fitting and sensitive way was wanted, using 
the breadth of their experiences to illustrate 
the wider narrative of the prison and the justice 
system.

• Controversial stories such as past murderers 
should be covered along with those 
incarcerated for their protest actions so long as 
coverage of the former is proportionate. 

• Including stories of those who worked there 
was also recommended, particularly those 
involved in prison rehabilitation and support.

I think it’s time to bring back those normal people 
into the story…all the women who died here could 
have a stone on the site to commemorate them. 
Female, Activist

Good to have personal stories because that’s the 
stuff that sticks in people’s minds. Male, Expert

I suppose it should encompass so many different 
stories, because I feel like you can’t just have like 
one story, because that was the point of Holloway 
is that everyone sort of comes away with a different 
take-away from it. I think it’d be important to try 
to cover as many different stories of women’s 
experiences inside Holloway as possible. Because 
sometimes we can view women in prison as 
like, there’s one dimensional kind of entity. And I 
suppose everyone sort of has a different story and 
a different background. So whether that’s talking 
about, you know, things like the suffragettes or 
people who are like wrongly convicted and sent 
there. People like Carol Richardson and then 
people like Sarah Reed and Sophia like, just to try 
to highlight as many of those women’s stories as 
possible I think. Female, Ex-Prisoner

How to interpret the site’s legacy?

• Some envisaged a more museum-like legacy, 
with visual and audio archive material telling 
an historic story. As well as historic material this 
might also include artwork by former inmates.

• Others were interested in something immersive, 
such as a mocked-up cell or using augmented 
reality, or more simply, use of an app or an audio 
guide with sound trigger points around the site.

• Most liked the idea of a subtle and interpretative 
approach through reflecting the former 
buildings in the new design or reusing 
architectural elements. This included:

• Commemorative architecture such as bricks 
or metal plaques representing those who 
died in the prison, or murals depicting the life 
of the prison.

• Reusing old elements in the new buildings 
including benches, Griffin statues (even if 
replicas), painted windows etc – so long as 
they didn’t create negative memories for 
people using the Women’s Building.

• Interpretations such as the shape of 
the prison wall in the hard landscaping, 
indications of the original building’s footprint 
or even replicas of old prison signage.

• Lighting design and shows to depict the 
former life of the site.

Because Holloway has a lot of history. It’s not just 
what we remember, what, 57 years. But before that 
there was history before, like suffragettes and the 
last person that was hanged in the UK, was hanged 
in there, like, these are all very iconic moments in 
in British history. Because no one else has been 
hanged in this country since and the suffragettes 
what they went through, you know, everyone 
knows about that. So, I think that different parts 
of parts of the history I think, should be Yeah, put 
around and told. Female, Ex-Prisoner

That’s powerful, hearing somebody’s voice talking 
about their experience. Female, Ex-Prisoner

The griffins, always been interested in knowing 
what’s going to happen to the Griffins…be interested 
to see a Griffin Park or Griffin Place to retain that…a 
landmark. Female, Local Resident

A bench we would have sat on at all different times…
every person going in there would have sat on that 
bench…even people that have died have sat on that 
bench. Female, Ex-Prisoner

I think there’s something beautiful about for me 
for taking something that felt so destructive and 
turning into a positive. Female, Ex-Prisoner

Some places I’ve visited they leave a reminder of 
the footprint. Female, Local Resident

Such a phenomenal library of artists, some of the 
women have been fantastic artists. Female, Expert

An app that links into oral histories and archives. 
Female, Activist

I wanted to see what the building was like over 
the years…some way to get across the eras of the 
prison. Male, Expert
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Reflection and remembrance

• The idea to have some part of the new 
development where those who wish can 
reflect and remember was widely welcomed, 
most likely centred on the Gym Tree. This area 
could also contain commemorative elements 
described above.

• This was particularly stressed among ex-
prisoners and former staff as an opportunity to 
return, something they felt had been denied 
them since the prison’s closure. It was further 
suggested by ex-prisoners that this space is 
the focus of an annual remembrance for former 
inmates. 

• Having at least some restricted access for users 
of the Women’s Building was suggested.

What I would like to happen is for a group of us to go 
in and reflect. Female, Ex-Prisoner

So maybe an event that’s put on in remembrance 
of, you know, women that have been affected by 
the criminal justice system, bringing professionals 
and people with lived experience together and the 
general public. Female, Ex-Prisoner

I would like even if it was just like a garden, just a 
space that the community could nurture would be 
a great asset… a lot of us weren’t nurtured, and had 
to kind of figure a lot out for ourselves as young 
women… in honour of, you know, all the women that 
have passed that area… a very therapeutic holistic 
trauma informed space that women can feel safe in. 
Female, Ex-Prisoner

Some kind of museum attached to the Women’s 
Centre where people can go back, whether they 
were volunteers, prisons or prison staff, and just go 
back and reflect in that space. Female, Expert

The Gym Tree should be an important feature of 
the site. Female, Activist

A space for reflection, a quiet place. Female, Activist

Location and audience

• All wanted the story of the prison to be available 
to anyone interested, and for it to be easily 
accessible rather than having to be sought.

• This must be balanced with the needs of 
residents to live their daily lives without being 
part of a visitor attraction, and for users of 
the Women’s Building to be a secure and 
supportive space first and incorporating 
reflective elements of the prison’s past second. 

A little museum on this site…have it near the road is 
good as residents won’t want people trooping past 
their house. Female, Local Resident

You don’t want it all in one little area…this is where we 
tick our little boxes…should be across the site in one 
way or another. Male, Expert

The physical is really important for people to see 
from the street. Female, Local Resident

The wider public need to hear. Female, Ex-Prisoner

Sustainability

• Being able to update and refresh content to 
reflect the changing world was considered 
essential to avoiding a stale museum feel.

• New residents need to buy into the process to 
ensure its continued success and for them to 
feel they are part of the story too.

I would want to get away from the word museum 
because that implies it’s over and done with...and 
we’re talking about an ongoing process here. 
Female, Activist

As a new resident I wouldn’t want to be reminded of 
everything that happened on site. Female, Resident

My feeling there will be resistance to people 
walking through. Female, Resident

There’s so much history, how could they just put 
flats in there and forget it? Female, Ex-Prisoner
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The site of the former Holloway Prison will be 
visited by many people who wish to connect with 
its histories or remember time spent there, both as 
inmates themselves or by family members. The site 
will serve as a place of both historic and personal 
memory. For these visitors, including authentic 
elements and details of the original prison building 
will allow connections to be made with its past 
history.

The Holloway Prison site presents a challenge for 
adaptive re-use on two fronts: 

• There are no specifically significant large-scale 
or distinct architectural elements which can be 
taken from the prison building and embedded 
in future spaces. Thus there are limited physical 
or architectural features of ‘commemorative 
value’.

• There is also a need to consider how much of 
such a site, which represents crime, punishment 
and emotional trauma, should become part of 
a future public space and how much that may 
impact on both those who have been held at 
the prison and on those visitors and residents 
who have had no contact with the prison, and 
perhaps have no desire to do so. 

Given the above, the report’s recommendations 
focus on the significance and potential for the reuse 
or representation of multiple small-scale design 
elements which would have been encountered 
by those who lived and worked at the prison. 
These would be recognisable to those with such a 
connection to the prison and could be aide memoirs 
for those who are interested in the legacy of the 
prison and those incarcerated there. The reuse 
of these smaller scale elements could provide a 
subtle approach to adaptive re-use of the building’s 
components as a means of reflecting the legacy of 
the site. In addition, by focusing on material from 
communal areas, the emotional impact is somewhat 
mitigated.

Potential areas for reclamation and integration into 
new development

• Wooden stair-rail: In particular those in the 
learning centre but also between the floors on 
the wings. These could be reused as a literal 
staircase in the Women’s Building or embedded 
in the ground within the Women’s Building 
gardens or public realm. Alternatively, the wood 

could be repurposed to make a bench or similar 
installation.

• Swimming Pool griffin: There is a griffin at the 
bottom of the swimming pool. If these tiles 
could be taken up (although this may not be 
possible) this could be placed somewhere 
within the wider public realm. Additionally, the 
motif may be represented within the designs.

• Swimming Pool notched tiles: Along the sides 
of the swimming pool are tall notched tiles. 
These would probably be more likely to survive 
removal and could be used within the gardens 
as a subtle element of the prison incorporated 
into the modern designs.

• Chapel: The chapel is a surprisingly beautiful 
space with cast concrete elements including 
shuttering marks and a plywood vaulted roof. 
These elements could be potentially interesting 
for integration –and given they represent 
a space apart from the rest of the prison –
potentially have positive emotional resonance. 
Note that the chapel is sited where the future 
Women’s Building will be.

• Garden Planting: The gardens were significant 
within the prison as a place of peace and 
beauty. Women worked in the gardens to make 
them beautiful and the planting can still be 
seen. Modelling some of the future planting of 
the site on the planting palette of these former 
gardens would be a subtle way to remember 
these prison spaces and reflect their legacy.

• Bricks: If Holloway is notable for anything it is 
its red bricks. Some could be repurposed in 
the grounds, potentially in an area specifically 
set-aside for interpretation of the prison site. 
This would demarcate this as a space of recall 
relating to the former prison.

Future Re-use

Work is currently being undertaken on site to salvage 
specific elements such as the cell mirrors, cupboard 
hooks, balustrades, timber bumpers from the trolley 
route, Belfast sinks, radiators and other elements. 
This is needed now as the risk is that this material will 
be lost. It is unclear what use can be made of these 
but they could be re-used within future collaborative 
projects around the prison.

5 Considered Reuse of Building Details
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Heritage Goals

This research has led us to develop the following 
heritage goals for the project as a whole which feed 
into the report’s specific recommendations. 

• To recognise the huge historic significance 
of the Holloway Prison site, in particular for 
women’s rights. This history must not be lost

• To create space for visitors to the site (wider 
public realm) to understand its history

• To allow for memorialisation and personal 
reflection on the site

• To be aware of the needs of new residents on 
the site, balancing the importance of Holloway 
Prison’s history and the need for remembering 
with their right to live without having constant 
reminders of the prison

• To challenge stereotypes and develop empathy 
around women’s experiences of prison 

Examples of sites from around the world which have 
employed techniques proposed can be found in 
Appendix 2.

Heritage Goals for the Women’s Building 
and Garden

At its heart, the very existence of the Women’s 
Building forms a living memorial to the prison, 
ensuring that women now and in the future are 
given better support. Its presence will also serve to 
acknowledge the great loss to women’s services, 
however uncomfortable that is, the closure of the 
prison represented. The inclusion of a Women’s 
Building brings a great opportunity to counter this 
loss of community and services and bring a tangible 
legacy for women on the site of the former prison. 

From the discussions undertaken as part of this 
study, and with reference to Community Plan for 
Holloway/Reclaim Holloway, London Borough 
of Islington Supplementary Planning document, 
the 2007 Corston Report and other sources (see 
Appendix 3) this report identifies the following goals 
for the Women’s Building and garden as:

• To support women including helping to prevent 
or limit their involvement with the Criminal 
Justice System 

• To create a holistic, caring space where care-
providers can bring support to women

• To be a space of understanding, connection 
and support on the site of Holloway Prison

• To be a place led by the needs, ideas and 
decisions of the women who will use this space 
in close collaboration with those who will be 
providing the critical services

• To include space for remembering and 
memorialising women who are no longer here 
including those whose lives were impacted by 
the Criminal Justice System and in particular by 
their involvement with the Holloway Women’s 
Prison

The heritage is a crucial touchstone for the building 
but from conversations with former prisoners 
(potential users of the space) and service providers 
imposing externally-curated heritage feels like a 
mis-step. Any future tenant of the space will be 
responsible for ensuring woman using the Women’s 
Building feel a sense of ownership and peace in the 
space - as such all work presented in the space must 
be collaborative and created in partnership with the 
women. 

The recommendations in this report are therefore 
made on this basis but with the proviso that much 
of the work cannot happen during the development 
phase. It is therefore anticipated that the future lead 
organisations running the Women’s Building site will 
return again to this subject together with the strong 
recommendation that these conversations are kept 
alive in the interim period.

6 Project Goals
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Reflecting the historical significance of the 
site

1. There should be a permanent ‘display’ within 
the public realm, that is accessible to all, telling 
the story and history of Holloway Prison 

• The history should have its main focus on 
Holloway Prison (as opposed to the wider 
prison system) and include a timeline, stories 
about how women’s experiences, crimes and 
punishment changed over the years, women 
prisoners’ testimonies and offer a reflection of 
the community and staff at the prison.

• This history should be communicated in one 
area, preferably at the threshold of public 
access onto the site. An ideal site would be 
where the old prison gate stood (1852-1970s) 
but there are multiple other sites where easy 
access would be possible. We consider it 
should be grouped, rather than dispersed, to 
allow visitors to engage easily but also to reduce 
the impact on residents over the whole site and 
give people the choice whether to engage.

• Interpretation could be presented as a series of 
external interpretation panels -preferably cast in 
metal or other hardwearing substrate.

• It should be researched and written by a 
subject specialist potentially working with 
former prisoners - it is vital the text tells the right 
story of the prison, challenging stereotypes 
and avoiding a tabloid-style salaciousness. 
Controversial individuals and stories should be 
included but not the main focus - for example 
Ruth Ellis is significant as the last woman 
hanged in the UK and for the protests following 
her death, but the story shouldn’t just focus 
on Ruth Ellis because she was blonde and 
beautiful and was hanged.

2. The stories of former prisoners must be 
included

• It is crucial that the stories of former prisoners 
are included in the interpretation. This could 
take the form of a quote/story from different 
individuals over time - for example, Selina Scott 
(19th Century), Leonora Cohen (suffragette), 
Mandy Ogunmokun (recent). 

• There is scope to work with e. g. Koestler Trust, 
Women in Prison2 to embed artwork and writing 
by the former prisoners of Holloway Prison 
on the site. This would ensure the voices of 
multiple former prisoners are included, not just 
those with the most well-known or sensational 
stories.

• In the framework proposed above multiple 
diverse stories cannot be included so this 
is a place where supplemental work may 
be needed -for example linking to an online 
platform which includes stories from the Echoes 
of Holloway Prison project and Holloway Prison 
Stories3. 

3. The shape, footprint of specific areas (e.g. 
entrances to the old and new prison) or other 
location markers of the old and new prisons 
should be included in the ground 

• This proposal will ensure that all evidence of 
where the former prisons (1852 and 1970s) 
stood are not completely erased.

• Footprints of the former prison entrances or 
the placement of griffins etc. could be included 
in the ground - this could reflect a more subtle 
story of the prison around the grounds, allowing 
people the decision whether to engage or not. 

7 Recommendations

2  Koestler Trust, www.koestlerarts.org.uk ; Women In Prison, 
www.womeninprison.org.uk 

3  Echoes of Holloway Prison, www,echoesofhollowayprison.
com; Holloway Prison Stories,www.hollowayprisonstories.
com
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• 3D models may also work as a way of 
reflecting this story, and adding an accessibility 
component to the project.

• Repurposing elements from the prison - either 
the motif of the griffins4 or actual physical parts, 
as mentioned previously, will create a tangible 
authentic link to what was here before.

• The footprint of an old and new cell could be 
shown through planting, such as in the form of 
flowerbeds, if it fitted within an overall scheme 
to reflect the shape of the prison.

• Design elements such as the ‘wibbly-wobbly’ 
wall could be included, again to reflect a subtle 
reminder of the prison for those who remember 
it.

Capturing the ‘Emotional Legacy’

4. There should be a permanent artwork installed 
within the public realm, to be developed in 
collaboration with former prisoners. It needs to 
reflect the true story of Holloway Prison 

• A female artist should be engaged to work with 
former prisoners who have been held on the 
site to develop a new artwork.

• This should potentially be on display at the 
entrance of the Women’s Building but could 
also include elements around the grounds.

• The work must be collaborative - incorporating 
the stories, thoughts and emotions of the many 
women held at Holloway Prison.

• It should tell the story of the ‘unknown women’ - 
those whose stories we do not know, who have 
been forgotten, dehumanised or erased by the 
Criminal Justice System.

• This artwork is crucial to tell a highly complex 
story of the prison - that it was both a place of 
great suffering and great care, a place to be 
hated and feared and a place which supported 
some women to escape the horror of their 
previous lives.

See suggested guidance for Artist’s Brief in  
Appendix 4.

Memorialisation on site

5. The category A London Plane tree (‘the 
gym tree’) should be preserved as a place of 
memory, a space of reflection for those who 
want to remember the prison’s history

• Visitors to the site who have experience of the 
prison themselves or through friends and family 
will need a place for reflection. The gym tree is a 
perfect place to create this and ensure that this 
need is served.

• Interpretation on this site would be potentially 
intrusive so using planting to create a beautiful 
place should be the focus, inspired by the 
prison’s history.

6. Connections to the old prison should be made 
through subtle repurposing of materials

• Using elements from the old buildings, whether 
swimming pool tiles, wooden bannisters, cast 
concrete or bricks, can create a tangible link to 
the history and memory of the prison without 
intruding on the everyday lives of the new 
residents.

4    The original griffins are now part of the Museum of London 
collection. They originally sat on the gate-posts of the first 
prison and then outside the doors of A-block of the new 
prison. They were very dilapidated when the Museum of 
London removed them.
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Women’s Building 

7.  Interpretation of the legacy of Holloway Prison 
in the Women’s Building and garden should be 
developed between the women who will use 
the space and the future tenants of the building 

• Works in the Women’s Building need to be 
collaborative, sensitive and led by those who 
will be using the space.

• The space should neither be filled by external 
‘experts’ who think they know best nor specific 
members of the community without broader 
agreement.

• Ideally there should be space within the café/
reception to allow for different displays of 
art, sculpture, written word, collaborative 
conversations, informal talking groups. A 
collaboration with the Koestler Trust, using their 
archive of former prisoner’s work, could be the 
first display in the building.

• Personal testimony is incredibly powerful, and 
many of those held at the prison have never 
had the chance for their story to be heard. There 
should be space at the women’s centre for 
women to hear the voices of others and add 
their own.

Women’s Building Garden

8. The Women’s Building garden should be a 
place of memory and personal reflection. A 
collaborative artwork installation will allow 
former prisoners to make their mark on the 
space

• An installation (potentially individual tiles) 
developed with former prisoners and users of 
the Women’s Building. This should be led by an 
artist who can develop conversations around 
personal stories and create a space of individual 
memorialisation in the garden.

• This should be within the women’s garden 
to allow it to feel safe and private for the 
women included, and protect something 
that is potentially emotionally significant from 
vandalism or loss.

• Some elements of the former prison, for 
example woodwork, bricks or tiles, could be 
used to make a memorial space within the 
gardens where women can sit and reflect 
privately.

See suggested proposal for Artist’s Brief in  
Appendix 5.
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What can’t we achieve?  
Proposals for the future of the site

Much of what has been discussed and proposed 
within our research and previous consultations 
relates to programming, future engagement and 
add-on material. These elements cannot be taken 
forward by Peabody or the London Borough 
of Islington and will only be relevant once the 
site redevelopment is much further progressed, 
particularly in the case of the Women’s Building, and 
until the service providers are on board and it is clear 
who would be managing and funding this work. 

However, many of these suggestions are crucial and 
should form part of the way forward for the site and 
Women’s Building. These are our recommendations 
for future programming:

• Before the demolition there should be an event 
to retell some of the stories of Holloway and 
space for a wider vigil for people to remember 
their lost friends and family members. Ideally this 
would take part on site, but if this is not possible, 
then at the gate would also be meaningful.

• Visual/audio material can be included in 
an online platform allowing for additional 
engagement. This could take the form of a 
further developed ‘Echoes of Holloway Prison’ 
website, using the podcasts already created 
which incorporate oral histories but should also 
allow for addition of more stories.

8 Future Proposals

• There should be scope for women to add their 
stories to the histories of the prison -as the 
Holloway Prison Stories project originally set out 
to do.

• Rotating display programme of work at the 
Women’s Building. This should be collaborative 
and inclusive, focussing on the need for women 
to express their experiences.

• Post-redevelopment there is a demand for 
remembrance and vigils within the wider site, 
potentially at the Gym Tree or Women’s Building 
entrance.

• Linking up with schools/youth groups/
education services to dispel myths on prison 
and engage the younger generation with 
a more rounded and empathic view of the 
history of the women of Holloway Prison. This 
could work with the forthcoming learning pack 
produced from ‘Echoes of Holloway Prison’.

• Walks and talks on site explaining the story of 
the former prison, potentially in collaboration 
with former prisoners and Islington Guided 
Walks.
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9 Appendices

Appendix 1: Echoes of Holloway Prison at 
Islington Heritage

Islington Heritage Team - Echoes of Holloway 
Prison Project 

www.echoesofhollowayprison.com/ 

Echoes of Holloway Prison was a National Lottery 
Heritage Fund project led by Roz Currie at Islington 
Heritage, in collaboration with Lottie Tempest 
Mountford, to understand the story of the prison 
through the voices of those who lived and worked 
there. The project made connections with these 
people and collected hidden stories from behind the 
walls. 

The project included:

• An oral history and film project, recording stories 
from people who were held at Holloway Prison 
and worked at the prison.

• The collection of photographs, objects and 
ephemera from the prison site.

• An exhibition, talks, workshops and events 
centred around Islington Museum and the 
wider borough in 2018 and 2019.

• Working with resident artist Hannah Hull who 
produced an album of songs ‘DIRT’, and 
a booklet of poetry in response to the oral 
histories.

• Work undertaken with Middlesex University, 
UserVoice, Holloway Prison Stories and former 
women prisoners to explore the impact of the 
closure and help to build new communities for 
ex-offenders in Islington.

Created an online resource to provide ongoing 
access to these significant stories including a 
learning pack, podcasts, and online exhibition.  
www.echoesofhollowayprison.com/  

 

Appendix 2: Examples of Interpretation

1. There should be a permanent outside display 
telling the story and history of Holloway Prison 
which is accessible to all

Northumberlandia Park and Landscape Sculpture: 
Etched zinc shows a map and route through the 
site. This would work as an attractive piece of 
interpretation which also gives waymarking details

Shawbury Moat, Lichfield: Basic outdoor 
interpretation. Can be very simply used to include 
stories, histories, images, maps

Europa Point, Gibraltar: Outdoor interpretation panels 
that are attractive and subtle and can take outside 
weather
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2.The stories of former prisoners must be 
included

This could be included as panels (as above) but 
there are other options as given below which 
would make for a more interesting and nuanced 
experience.

Audio bench, Canary Wharf, London: These 
benches play clips of oral history when you sit 
down -the advantage of this is that it is an opt-in 
experience, you choose to sit and listen.

Lemn Sissay, Manchester: Pavement art and Rain 
Poem embedding words in the wider world. This 
could include quotes from women held at Holloway 
Prison down the ages, for example

Children’s Poetry and live storytelling, Margate: 
Inscribed on standing stones near the train station 
and painted on hoardings nearby

Barbara Walker, Portraits at Turner Contemporary, 
Margate: Large-scale charcoal portraits with a 
downloadable audio track where you could hear the 
voices of these women

Outside Art Gallery, King’s Cross, London: 
Showcasing art outside. This could be a changing 
exhibition directly outside the Women’s Building in 
collaboration with the Koestler Trust 

3.The location, footprint or specific details of 
the old and new prisons should be included in 
the ground  

Novo Jewish Cemetery at Queen Mary University: 
The footprint of the site is included in cut-outs of the 
cemetery fence showing how the shape changed 
over the years. This would work brilliantly on the 
prison site showing the 1852 radial-spoked prison 
and then the 1970s brick prison in outline.
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City Wall, Kilkenny: Where most of the old city wall 
has gone, it has been marked on pavements. This 
allows you to understand where the old boundaries 
were and have now been lost

Greenwich Meridian Line: The line is embedded 
in the ground -it is quite subtle so you can ignore it 
altogether

A 

Viking House, Dublin: The shape of the house, 
uncovered by archaeologists, is shown by different 
coloured paving 

Limehouse Marina, London: A brass model shows 
in relief the shape of the basin and how the Regent’s 
Canal, Thames and Limehouse Cut intersect

 

4.There should be a permanent artwork 
installed on site which should be developed in 
collaboration with former prisoners. It should 
reflect the true story of Holloway Prison.

It is difficult to give images or examples as this 
work needs to be collaborative and responsive so 
we have no specific proscription for how it should 
look. The following are some examples of beautiful, 
sensitively wrought artworks:

New Zealand War Memorial, London

“We set the memorial in a position where the 
main pedestrian route runs through the memorial 
so that visitors will walk amongst the sculptures, 
encouraging people to stop and explore. Through 
the words and images, any New Zealander visiting 
the memorial will recognise home, and British 
people may learn something of the relationship 
between our two countries.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Zealand_War_Memorial,_
London

The Cockle-pickers Tea Service, Paul Scott

“This tea service was made to commemorate 
the Chinese cockle pickers killed in Morecombe 
Bay in 2004 and modern slavery. It also links to 
Britain’s involvement in the transatlantic slave trade, 
reflecting the types of pottery used in Georgian 
Liverpool for coffee and tea drinking, beverages 
flavoured with sugar. Sugar produced by enslaved 
African people.” 

https://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/stories/sugar-tea-and-
pottery
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Dots Series by Jazoo Yang

“It was the result of the direct and indirect 
experiences of not being able to catch up with the 
pace of the ever-changing metropolis, and it was 
also an attempt to heal the trauma caused by the 
Sewol ferry incident… I imprinted fingerprints on the 
outer walls of the Street Art Museum with six illegal 
migrant workers in St Petersburg. While imprinting 
our fingerprints, we talked about our lives and 
memories as individuals, apart from the history or 
existence as refugees, migrants or artists.” 

www.widewalls.ch/magazine/jazoo-yang-interview

Horden Colliery Sign

“The artwork was inspired some words I read about 
going down in a cage or lift.

WE MUST STEP INTO THE CAGE - A KIND OF 
VERTICAL RAILWAY CARRIAGE, OPEN AT THE 
SIDES. THE SIGNALS HAVE BEEN MADE AND 
ANSWERED. WE ARE NOW IN TOTAL DARKNESS, 
SLIDING DOWN UNTIL WE ARE AT THE BOTTOM. 
958 FEET IN FOUR MINUTES AND A HALF.” 

www.differentia.co.uk/news/2021/6/14/horden-railway-
station-interpretive-artwork

5.The category A London Plane tree (‘the 
gym tree’) should be preserved as a place of 
memory, a space of reflection for those who 
want to remember the prison’s history

6.Connections to the old prison should be made 
through subtle repurposing of materials

Strawberry Fields, Liverpool -Location of a former 
Salvation Army children’s home: Red gates to the site 
preserved

Gasholder Park, London: Although somewhat 
controversial, this reuse allowed the historic 
gasholder frame to be preserved and remind local 
people of the area’s industrial heritage which has 
now almost completely disappeared

7. Interpretation of the legacy of Holloway 
Prison in the Women’s Building and garden 
should be developed between the women who 
will use the space and the future tenants of the 
building 

8. Storytelling should be a part of what the 
Women’s Building undertakes



Representing the Heritage of Holloway Women’s Prison
Page 24

9. The Women’s Building garden should be 
a place of memory and personal reflection. 
A collaborative installation will allow former 
prisoners to make their mark on the space.

Kresen Kernow and Cornish Archives, Cornwall: 
Collaborative work to tell a story through tiles. This 
could form the backbone of a memorial display in 
the gardens allowing women to remember those lost 
or inscribe their names, becoming a permanent part 
of the garden so they are no longer lost. 

Holocaust memorial tiles (Stolpersteine), Berlin: 
Small memorials to those who died in the Holocaust, 
“A person is only forgotten when his or her name is 
forgotten” 

www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/feb/18/stumbling-stones-
a-different-vision-of-holocaust-remembrance

Appendix 3: Women’s Building Background

Community Plan for Holloway:  
Women’s Building Aspirations

The Campaign 4 Holloway Women’s Building 
Working Group has its origins in the activist coalition, 
Reclaim Holloway. This included a range of groups 
and individuals determined to ensure the site of 
Holloway Prison included social housing, green 
space and a Women’s Building.

The group states on their website that they wish to:

“Ensure that a Women’s Building – accessible, 
welcoming and of striking design – will be 
constructed on the site of the former HMP Holloway. 
We need a positive legacy for the thousands of 
women held in the prison over its 164-year history.” 

• From ‘A Women’s Building for Holloway’, a 
document produced by the group, the following 
aims can be understood: 

• The Women’s Building should be visually 
striking, accessible and welcoming

• Provide a positive and lasting legacy for the tens 
of thousands of women held in the prison over 
its 164 year history

• ‘A transformed building, dedicated to a 
transformed world’

• Vibrant, inclusive and friendly space that 
supports and nurtures the lives and aspirations 
of all

• Should include: “A museum to commemorate 
the legacy of Holloway Prison, including 
the Suffragettes and the women’s peace 
movement” 

www.plan4holloway.org/womens-building
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London Borough of Islington: Holloway Prison 
Site, Supplementary Planning Document 

A plan for the future of Holloway Prison site, 
January 2018

This document followed extensive local consultation 
and included details on the development on the 
site of Holloway Prison. It recognised the complexity 
of the site, the significance of the prison’s history 
and presented key planning objectives including 
provision of housing, publicly accessible open green 
space and improvement of connections to the local 
area. 

In terms of the Women’s Building it stated:

“The provision of a Women’s Building/centre 
that incorporates safe space to support women 
in the criminal justice system and services for 
women as part of a wider building that could also 
include affordable workspace to support local 
organisations and employment opportunities.” 
(Section 3.1, page 9) 

Additional detail is included in section 4, 
emphasising both the gap in female offender service 
provision caused by the closure of Holloway but also 
the potential for proving more general support for 
women in Islington: 

4.19 Analysis by the Mayor’s Office for Policing 
and Crime (MOPAC), for example, clearly shows a 
gap in female offender service provision in North 
East London following the closure of the prison. 
MOPAC highlight the need to build up women’s 
centre service provision in the capital to support the 
transition from custody and providing alternatives 
to custody in the first place.

4.20 Given the services and support networks that 
operated from the site, there would be a shortfall in 
Islington/north-east London if this is not re-provided. 
The continued presence of a base for women’s 
services, including female offender services, 
should therefore be provided as part of any future 
development proposals for the site in order to 
ensure equivalent levels of provision and access.

4.21 In addition to space to provide support for 
women in the criminal justice system, it will also be 
important to provide space for support and services 
for women more generally. Estimates suggest there 
are around 40 organisations in operation in the 
borough providing support and activity specifically 

for women. There are also other organisations 
who now operate outside the borough but that still 
have strong local connections. The long standing 
connection between the presence of a women’s 
prison and the growth of locally based specialist 
women’s voluntary and community groups should 
continue to be supported.

4.22 The purposeful location of a number of 
women’s services into one building would 
be beneficial in assisting and enabling the 
rehabilitation and integration of hard to reach 
groups of women beyond those in the criminal 
justice system; including those that are vulnerable, 
homeless, and those that fall between services and 
agencies.

4.24 The need for a women’s centre/building is 
something that has been identified by a number of 
stakeholders as part of the consultation process, 
including the voluntary and community sector, 
local residents, and public sector bodies. In 
developing future proposals for the site, it will be 
important to engage with the Planning Service, the 
Council’s Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) 
team, MOPAC and other key stakeholders to help 
assess the extent of what is required. This will be 
secured through a legal agreement attached to 
a future planning application. It will be important 
that a safe, women only space, with separate and 
secure access and outdoor amenity space, is 
provided as part of a high quality flexible facility that 
can allow multiple services to operate from the 
building and provide a safe and pleasant place for 
clients accessing the services. Whilst the council 
is keen to see a suitably sized building that can 
accommodate these facilities provided on site, it 
should be noted that it is highly unlikely that the 
council will be able to fund any additional services 
within these buildings.

4.25 The wider building could include affordable 
workspace to support local enterprises and 
employment opportunities, particularly for young 
people. There is also the potential to provide a 
service offer to the wider community with the 
provision of a range of well-being, therapeutic and 
family support services. (Pages 13-14)

https://democracy.islington.gov.uk/documents/s13902/
App%201%20-%20Holloway%20Prison%20Site%20SPD%20
FINAL%20EXECUTIVE%20VERSION.pdf
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Corston Report, 2007 

The Corston Report remains a key study into how 
the Criminal Justice System fails women making 
the case for ‘a distinct, radically different, visibly-led, 
strategic, proportionate, holistic, woman-centred, 
integrated approach’.

The report as a whole is very focussed on supporting 
women in the CJS and as such is not relevant to the 
heritage story. The section on Women’s Centres 
includes a list of services they should provide and 
has been included in the thinking on the Women’s 
Building -although that is intended to be an even 
broader and more inclusive place for local women.

Women’s Centres (from page 84):

Women’s centres provide a real alternative 
to custody; they can supervise community 
sentences, deliver programmes, and support 
women offenders and those at risk of offending.

Non-residential women’s day centres such as 
Calderdale and Asha are based on the one-stop 
shop approach to service delivery, with robust 
signposting and referral policies and procedures 
where direct work is not possible at the centres.

The range of support services offered by day 
centres for women include:

•  Information, advice, signposting and referrals 
regarding mental and physical health;

•  Access to community psychiatric nurse 
services and community mental health teams;

• Access to drug and alcohol misuse support 
services and interventions;

• Family and parenting support;

• Housing advice and support;

• Education, training and employment;

• Finance, benefits and debt advice;

• Programmes to address attitudes, thinking and 
behaviour of women offenders and women at 
risk of offending;

• Assessment and interventions in regard to 
physical, sexual and emotional abuse;

• Assessment and interventions in regard to 
domestic violence;

• Legal advice;

• Counselling/therapy;

• Improving self-esteem;

• Advocacy;

• Volunteering and mentoring training and 
opportunities;

• Crèche provision;

• Ante and Post Natal support; and

• The entire range of primary care services, 
dentistry and so on

www.webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
ukgwa/20130128112038/http://www.justice.gov.uk/
publications/docs/corston-report-march-2007.pdf

Appendix 4: Suggested Guidance for 
Women’s Building Artwork Artists’ Brief

Capturing the ‘Emotional Legacy’ of Women 
held at Holloway Prison

[Note that elements that cannot yet be included 
have been left blank]

Holloway Prison closed in 2016. It opened in 1852 
and became a women’s prison in 1902. Over the 
past 150 years thousands of women have been held 
behind its walls. In 2019 Peabody took ownership 
of the site and it is being redeveloped to include 
housing, public green space and a Women’s 
Building.

This brief is for an artwork which would be 
permanently installed on site to reflect some of the 
story of women held at Holloway Prison. 

• What is the reason behind the commission 
and what is the vision? This artwork is 
intended to allow audiences to connect 
on a more abstract level with the stories of 
women held at Holloway and evoke their lived 
experience

• Who are the audiences? Local residents 
and passers-by, people living on the site of the 
former prison, women going to the Women’s 
Building, people visiting the site of the former 
prison as tourists, former prisoners or others.

• What is the impact intended to be on 
audiences? This artwork should allow 
audiences to connect on a personal and 
emotional level to better understand the 
personal stories and lived experience of women 
held by the criminal justice system. 

• Stakeholder consultation: There should 
be an advisory panel made up of former 
prisoners and other stakeholders including local 
residents which participates at key points in the 
commission (brief, selection of artist)
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Materials/Location/Scale/Budget/Time-scale/
Commissioning: To be agreed

Background Information:

The history and story of Holloway Prison will be 
represented on site through interpretation. This 
artwork is intended to supplement that story with 
something that can connect with and evoke the 
lived experience of women held at the prison. 

Holloway was a place of pain and horror, care 
and redemption. It was a place where remarkable 
women, such as the suffragettes, changed the whole 
course of history, but also a place of trauma and 
loss. For women who had been sentenced to time at 
Holloway it could be a terrible place where they lost 
all meaning to their lives -their children, their family, 
links to their community, their home -or a place of 
safety and calm away from the horror of the world 
outside. There are many thousands of stories of 
women’s experiences of the prison, from suffragettes 

The intention is for this artwork to connect with the 
stories of women, hear their voices, and represent 
them. It should be a work which allows former 
prisoners or those with a link to the prison to 
connect, and one which supports other visitors in 
developing empathy around some of the women’s 
stories.

As an example, here are two separate accounts of 
Holloway:

“The cells had a cement floor, whitewashed walls 
and a window high up so that one could not see 
out of it. It was barred outside and the glass was 
corrugated so that one could not even get a 
glimpse of the sky; and the only sign of outside life 
was the occasional flicker of the shadow of a bird 
as it flew outside across the window. The furnishing 
of the cell consisted of a wooden plank bed stood 
up against the wall, a mattress rolled up in one 
corner, two or three tin vessels, a cloth for cleaning 
and polishing and some bath brick. On the shelf 
were a Bible, a wooden spoon, a salt cellar, and one 
other book whose name I forget, but I remember 
glancing into it and thinking it would appeal to the 
intelligence of a child of eight..”

Former Prisoner, Dora Montefiore (Held 
in 1906 as a suffragette, taken from her 
autobiography ‘Dora Montefiore, From a 
Victorian to a Modern’, 1925)

“The doors, so many doors, ‘cause you know like 
when you watch a horror film, yeah, and they go--, 

everything happens at a mental institution, doesn’t 
it?  And in a mental institution it’s all corridors and 
doors and there’s always something frightening 
happening behind that door or in that corridor, that’s 
what it reminds me of, a mental institution.  I could 
see into the garden with the bars and stuff.  But I 
don’t think I really ever got to look out my window, 
I don’t think I really wanted to see what was really 
outside.  I couldn’t see beyond that, I think that was 
giving me too much hope, I think I had to get my 
head down, that I had to do this sentence and try 
and survive in it the best way I could.”

Former Prisoner, Anise (Captured in the 
Echoes of Holloway Prison project, 2018)

Where to find stories?

• The Echoes of Holloway Prison project holds 
extensive oral histories and other background 
information. The quickest way to access this is 
via the ‘Echoes of Holloway Prison’ pull-up and 
the podcasts which can be found here.

• There are many other sources for information 
depending on the direction the work should 
take!

Appendix 5: Suggested Guidance for 
Women’s Building Garden Artist’s Brief 

Collaborative Artwork in Women’s Building 
Garden

Holloway Prison closed in 2016. It opened in 1852 
and became a women’s prison in 1902. Over the 
past 150 years thousands of women have been held 
behind its walls. In 2019 Peabody took ownership 
of the site and it is being redeveloped to include 
housing, public green space and a Women’s 
Building.

This brief is for a collaborative artwork to be installed 
within the garden of the Women’s Building. The 
project should give space for former prisoners 
to share their stories and collaboratively create 
something that can be embedded into the fabric of 
the garden.

What is the reason behind the commission? 

The Women’s Building is a crucial part of the 
Holloway Prison site redevelopment. Its focus will be 
in supporting women escaping from and avoiding 
the Criminal Justice System. It also acts as a locus 
for former prisoners to remember the prison as it was 
and their personal experiences. 
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From focus group and other work undertaken 
following the closure of the prison many former 
prisoners tell of a real sense of loss -and also the 
difficulty in remembering those they have lost. 
Vigils on site during the closure period have been 
extremely meaningful to these women.

It is crucial that former prisoners’ voices are heard in 
the redevelopment and that there is space for them 
to remember within the Women’s Building Garden. 

What is the project?

This project would consist of an artist working with 
former prisoners in a series of work-shops to create a 
tangible work which can be installed in the garden. 
This can be of a small-scale, personal and individual 
-the most important thing is that it connects with 
these stories and is developed in a collaborative and 
engaged way.

Who are the audiences? 

Users of the future Women’s Building including 
former prisoners from Holloway Prison and other 
women whose lives have been impacted by the 
Criminal Justice System

What is the impact intended to be on 
audiences? 

To feel heard and that their stories are important and 
worth listening to

To create a space of peace where women can 
remember their experiences and those of their 
friends and families

Materials/Location/Scale/Budget/Time-scale: 
To be agreed

Inspirational Images

Postman’s Park, London: The Memorial to Heroic 
Self-Sacrifice -recording the stories of those who 
sacrificed themselves to save others.

Holocaust memorial tiles (Stolpersteine), Berlin: 
Small memorials to those who died in the Holocaust, 

“A person is only forgotten when his or her name is 
forgotten” 

www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/feb/18/stumbling-stones-
a-different-vision-of-holocaust-remembrance

Appendix 6: Rejected Ideas

It is important to acknowledge that some ideas 
brought up in our research were contentious 
and split the opinions of participants. It is also the 
reality that there is a fine balance that needs to be 
achieved between, for example, ensuring the huge 
significance of the prison and that the stories of 
those held there are  acknowledged, while also 
recognising the needs of new residents on the 
site. Specific ideas have been rejected through this 
process which are included here for purposes of 
transparency:

• Creating a ‘museum’: One of the key ideas 
at the beginning of this work was that there 
should be a museum included in the Women’s 
Building. However, as it became clear what the 
Women’s Building goals comprised (as above), 
this suggestion seemed an imposition -a 
museum, with its pseudo-neutral authorial tone 
is not what is needed to tell the story of women 
within the Women’s Building. Instead the stories 
should come from women, be collaborative, 
engaged and not derived externally. In addition, 
given that the general feeling is that the story is 
of such significance the interpretation should 
be universally accessible it became clear that 
the majority of the interpretation should be on 
site, outside, rather than potentially closed-off. 
Hence our proposals to locate interpretation 
outside available to all.

• Making a mock-up of a cell: Another 
suggestion that has come up on many 
occasions is of mocking up a cell. Our main 
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reasons for rejecting this relate to some 
comments from former prisoners who 
would find this emotionally complex and not 
something they wanted to handle in the ‘safe 
space’ of the Women’s Building. However, we 
also considered what this was meant to achieve 
-the cells in the original prison were small and 
cramped, while the more modern cells are 
somewhat bigger but had real issues with being 
too hot and cold. We feel that this is known 
about prison in general-we all understand that 
prisoners are held in small cells. What is maybe 
less known, or less thought about, is what that 
actually means -what it feels like to go to the 
toilet in a room with three other women, or to 
only have a small plastic-covered mattress with 
a bent bedframe to call your own.

• Virtual Reality of the former prison: One 
suggestion was that we should develop VR of 
the former prison. This is not a good suggestion 
for many reasons - what could be captured now 
is far from how the prison was when it closed; 
again it is unclear what visitors are actually 
meant to understand from this; it is essentially 
crass and intrusive to dive into people’s rooms 
-and this is without considering the massive 
amount of investment and complex logistics for 
such a project.

• Including more emotive elements from 
the former prison: There have also been 
suggestions to keep parts of the prison for 
broader consumption -a part of the wall with 
barbed wire, or elements from within cells to 
be directly represented. The problem with 
including these either on the wider site or in 
the Women’s Building is that in both places 
the element of choice is already somewhat 
removed. Visiting the site of the former prison, 
and particularly the Women’s Building, needs to 
be something of a ‘safe space’ as a result.


