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our neighbourhoods, our communities, ourselves, about what might and may be.” 

From: What’s Wrong With The Picture? Reviewing Prison Arts In America                                

(L.R. Hammit, 2011) 
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FOREWORD 
 

The Prison Arts Foundation has been successfully transforming lives and patterns of 

behaviour in and beyond the prison environment for more than 20 years. Their teams of 

experienced professional artists, working with offenders and ex-offenders, offer a life-line to 

programme participants. Through their participation in the arts, individuals have developed 

creative and communications skills, self-esteem and renewed sense of purpose, all of which 

are key to personal and social development, to unlocking potential and to reshaping futures.  

These constructive, creative, interventions benefit society as a whole. 
Carlo Gebler, a Writer-in-Residence with the Prison Arts Foundation with 25 years’ 

experience working in Northern Ireland’s prisons, has observed that, “When a person comes 

into a prison they invariably meet the one person they didn’t expect to meet; themselves … 

[and this] … has the effect of turning the psyche in on itself”.  With the appropriate support 

structures in place, this moment of profound introspection, coupled with a prisoner’s need to 

do something, if only to pass the time, can form a turning point in a prisoner’s life.  As the 

case studies in the current report demonstrate, the arts are particularly good at harnessing 

this potential.  The arts provide the tools, the opportunity, the motivation and the 

encouragement for prisoners to explore and to express a new, positive sense of personal 

identity.  Participation in the arts improves communications and interpersonal skills and, for 

many, becomes a route back into education. 
The Arts Council of Northern Ireland welcomes Dr Tracey’s report. The evidence contained 

within, drawn from prisoners’ first-hand accounts, provides a valuable addition to the 

available research material and compelling support for the efficacy of the programmes 

delivered by the Prison Arts Foundation.  The case studies shed new light on the experience 

of individuals brought into contact with the arts whilst in custody. They show in tangible terms 

how the arts have a civilizing and humanizing influence on the prison environment and how 

prisoners’ participation in arts activities contributes to a fundamental change in attitude to 

offending behaviour, to improved coping skills and to a higher level of social responsibility; 

even bringing benefits to individual health and wellbeing. This research brings into sharper 

focus the significant impact of the arts on such factors, which are acknowledged as key 

contributors to successful rehabilitation. 
Roisin McDonough            
Chief Executive Arts Council of Northern Ireland                               
November 2017 
 



5 | P a g e  
 

FOREWORD 
 

The Prison Arts Foundation provides an important therapeutic service in the custodial setting. 

The work conducted by a range of talented artists not only gives disengaged participants the 

opportunity to acquire new creative skills, but has been shown to improve their self-

confidence.  This can be the first step towards positive engagement with other interventions 

available to people in custody aimed at supporting their resettlement and rehabilitation. 

Research tells us that it is important for people to take responsibility for their behaviour and 

develop skills which ultimately support their successful rehabilitation and reintegration back 

into the community.  I fully appreciate the work completed by Prison Arts Foundation.   

Louise Cooper                          
Acting Director of Rehabilitation Northern Ireland Prison Service                    

November 2017 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

INTRODUCTION 

This report explores the impact and benefits of Prison Arts Foundation’s (PAF’s) arts 

programmes, through the lenses of fourteen participants in these programmes. These 

include six individuals who have continued with their arts practice since release, and 

current members of a creative writing group in HMP Magilligan.   

 

PAF is a registered charity which seeks to provide access to the arts for those people 

who have offended in Northern Ireland. Its mission is to inspire creativity and encourage 

personal and social change through the arts within the criminal justice system.  PAF 

provides visual arts, creative writing, music and drama programmes in all three prisons in 

Northern Ireland. It also offers a mentoring programme post-release to support 

individuals to develop their skills, knowledge and participation in the arts community.  

 

PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES  

The inquiry complements PAF’s ongoing evaluation practices. Its purpose was to create 

a series of case studies about the experiences and stories of individuals who have 

participated in PAF’s arts programmes, with the following objectives: 

- To identify the key benefits and impact of being involved with PAF’s programmes, 

- To reveal the personal and social changes which individuals might have 

experienced as a result of participation, for example: confidence and self-esteem, 

sense of identity, feelings about prison and attitudes towards others,  

- To identify the institutional and other factors which contribute to positive 

outcomes for participants in PAF’s programmes, and 

- To explore the capacity of the arts to facilitate change and rehabilitation  

 

METHODS  

This inquiry used a case study approach to address the limited detail available about 

individuals’ experiences of arts programmes in custody. Semi-structured interviews drew 

on the Biographic Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM),1a psychosocial approach to life 

histories interviewing. Interviews were completed in February and March 2017.  

Six individuals were interviewed in the PAF’s Creative Hub space in Belfast, and a 

creative writing group in HMP Magilligan, with eight members, was interviewed in a 

                                                           
1
 Wengraf, 2004. 



8 | P a g e  
 

dedicated creative writing space in the institution. The duration of the interviews was 

approximately two hours.  

 

The case studies were synthesised from the interview transcripts and a thematic analysis 

of the art, literary or musical work created by each of the participants. Each of the case 

studies presents the participants’ experiences of art, incorporating direct quotations from 

the interviews, and where appropriate, extracts from their work or images from their art 

works.   

 

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

Individual interviews: 4 males, 2 females. They included two visual artists, a writer and 

a songwriter/ musician. The other individuals practised more than one art form on an 

equal basis: visual art and writing in one case, and craft, writing and singing in another. 

Two of the writers, in addition to stories, fiction and poetry, wrote plays on prison-based 

themes. Both of these acclaimed plays were performed by the authors and fellow-

prisoners to a range of audiences while they were in custody.   

 

Group interview: 8 males; 1 female (writer in residence HMP Magilligan). Experiences  

 

Participation in arts programmes: Although many of the participants had shown some 

talent in their art forms when they were at school, none of them practised the arts on a 

regular basis before they began to participate in PAF’s programmes. 

 

All of the research participants had also experienced other arts forms besides their own 

specialisation while they were in custody, and commented on their enjoyment of the 

process.  They observed that fellow-prisoners also appeared to benefit from these 

programmes, giving examples of how some of their peers seemed to develop self-

confidence and a new sense of purpose through the arts.   
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KEY FINDINGS  

Benefits and impact of being involved with PAF’s programmes and personal and 

social changes which individuals might have experienced as a result of 

participation   

 

While the arts and life experiences of the research participants differed, the case studies 

revealed a number of common themes and benefits. All individuals were positive about 

participation in the arts programmes, affirming the central role which the arts now play in 

their lives. All reported a renewed sense of purpose and positivity. All of the case studies 

suggest that participants gained a new and positive sense of identity, as successful 

artists who were able to communicate their ideas effectively.  

 

The majority of the research participants have won awards for their art, writing or music. 

Three of the visual artists have achieved art qualifications as a result of the programme. 

  

Participants referred to the contributions they were able to make to others through their 

art:  

 to their families and friends by creating works of art for them, 

 to charities and other organisations,  

 to PAF by participating in events and exhibitions, and  

 to the prisons where their work was displayed.  

 

A visual artist, who had participated in creating a Holocaust Museums at Magilligan, 

described how this experience had transformed his prejudices into a desire to 

communicate the importance of tolerance and acceptance.  

 

The Magilligan writing groups identified a number of therapeutic benefits from 

involvement in the writing process, such as the ability to connect with others, impacts on 

physical health and well-being, and the liberating aspects of self-expression.  

 

Institutional and other factors which contribute to positive outcomes for 

participants in PAF’s programmes 

 

Institutional factors: 

 Prison staff who take an interest in participants’ arts experiences and 

acknowledge their achievements 
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 Responsibilities given to artists by prison staff for creating visual art, drama and 

music  

 Opportunities to attend a variety of classes, such as Saturday pottery and poetry 

classes in Hydebank Wood and the in-house choir in the institution  

 A classroom space set aside for the exclusive use of the creative writing group in 

Magilligan, reinforcing a sense of belonging to the group and commitment to the 

writing process 

 

PAF Artists and mentors: 

All of the research participants made extensive reference in their interviews to PAF 

mentors and artists, writers and musicians in residence.  

The participants noted the way in which these artists encouraged them, in the first 

instance, to participate in the arts programmes. They also referred to  

- their ongoing encouragement,  

- their useful and generous feedback,  

- their willingness to share their expertise in terms of skills, knowledge and current 

arts practices, and  

- informal mentoring and support offered post-release. 

  

Participants also appreciated support from artists to enter competitions and have work 

displayed, published or performed.  

 

Three of the participants, who are now involved in PAF’s post-release mentoring 

programme, expressed their appreciation of the support which they are receiving.   

 

The capacity of the arts to facilitate change and rehabilitation  

The outcomes of the case studies were mapped against McHugh’s illustrative outcomes 

framework for the effects of arts in prisons2.  The findings from the inquiry suggest that 

all of McHugh’s personal and social indicators for change and rehabilitation are being 

addressed through PAF’s arts programmes, including:  

change in attitudes to offending, superior coping skills, higher levels of social 

responsibility, self-confidence and self-esteem, improved self-image, sense of 

achievement, cooperation, establishment of friendships, team-working, peer 

review and support, and the ability to mix with others.  

                                                           
2 McHugh, R. (2011) ‘Art in Custody: Guilty until Proven Innocent. Strengthening the case by demonstrating the value of 

prison arts interventions’. MSSc dissertation in collaboration with the Northern Ireland Prison Service, p. 60. 
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The case studies also revealed the positive impact of arts participation on mental health, 

with two of the individual participants ascribing their recovery from serious mental health 

problems to their arts experiences.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The case studies in this report give examples of how participation in the arts can foster 

change, rehabilitation and a positive sense of self in individuals who have been involved 

in the criminal justice system. Participants’ stories reveal that art programmes in custody 

are not superficial leisure activities, but have transformative potential, with long-term 

benefits. 

 

The findings suggest that the participation in the arts can foster “deep” desistance. This 

term refers to long-lasting changes in the rehabilitation process through which the 

individual develops a new sense of identity and outlook3.   

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The case-studies which emerged from the inquiry offer illuminating insights into 

individuals’ experiences of arts programmes in custody, and of effective practice in these 

programmes. The creation of further case studies would add to knowledge for PAF and 

other arts organisations.   

 

The case studies reveal that participants gained insights into their experiences and 

achievements from the process of talking about their art and artistic practices. Further 

opportunities for talking about arts practices are recommended, not only for participants 

in arts programmes, but also for artists and mentors.  

 

Interviews with family members have the potential to extend understanding of the impact 

of the arts programmes.  

The inquiry identified the wide-ranging contributions which PAF’s artists in residence and 

mentors make to the arts experiences and change processes of individuals. It might be 

useful to interview artists and mentors to identify elements of good practice.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 http://www.clinks.org/sites/default/files/null/Introducing%20Desistance%20-%20August%202013.pdf 
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CHAPTER 1 - PURPOSE AND 

OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 
 

The title of this inquiry, ‘Building Foundations for Change through the Arts’, refers to the 

Prison Arts Foundation’s (PAF) programmes in the criminal justice system in Northern 

Ireland.  PAF is a registered charity which seeks to provide access to the arts for those 

people who have offended in Northern Ireland.  Its mission is to inspire creativity and 

encourage personal and social change through the arts within the criminal justice 

system.  The aim is to release the creative potential of those previously excluded or from 

marginalised communities, as well as those serving custodial and community sentences.   

 

PAF contracts professional artists and practitioners to engage, teach, enthuse and give 

inspiration to participants in inclusive workshops in a variety of art forms.  PAF’s vision is 

of a criminal justice system where all its stakeholders value PAF’s work as a crucial 

element of the rehabilitation process, and everyone has the opportunity to channel their 

creative energies and talents positively through the arts. 

 

The director of PAF, Fred Caulfield, states:  

 

“I am a great believer that offenders can change following a period of imprisonment with 

the proper support. Engagement with PAF is a vital part of their rehabilitation. The PAF 

team of dedicated and experienced professionals across the prison network in Northern 

Ireland offers many offenders a life-line, helping to improve their creative and 

communication skills, which is key to personal and social development, building self-

confidence and unlocking potential” (Interview, Time In, Issue 8, Summer 2016).  

 

Findings from the interviews conducted for this inquiry concur with Fred Caulfield’s 

claims. This report explores the personal and social benefits for fourteen participants in 

PAF’s programmes.   

 

Evaluation of PAF’s work in the criminal justice system has been ongoing since the 

inception of the organisation in 1996, encompassing individual projects as well as the 

day-to-day running of its programmes. These evaluations reveal the breadth and scope 

of PAF’s work.  During 2015/16, for example, the PAF Prison Arts Residency programme 
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engaged with just over 6300 prisoners. PAF Artists in Residence facilitated 1124 

workshops across all three prison environments in Northern Ireland. 

 

Funders of PAF’s artist residency programmes, the Northern Ireland Prison Service and 

Arts Council of Northern Ireland, have identified the need for a qualitative approach to 

complement ongoing evaluation practices.  A focus on individual offenders’ experiences 

of PAF’s programmes has the potential to offer insights into the detail and impact of 

these programmes and the way in which the arts contribute towards rehabilitation. 

Therefore, PAF commissioned a Story Approach to participatory evaluation, 

commencing in January 2017.   

 

This inquiry elicited individuals’ stories about engagement in PAF’s programmes, with 

the following objectives:    

- To identify the key benefits and impact of being involved with PAF’s programmes, 

- To reveal the personal and social changes which individuals might have 

experienced as a result of participation, for example: confidence and self-esteem, 

sense of identity, feelings about prison and attitudes towards others,  

- To identify the institutional and other factors which contribute to positive 

outcomes for participants in PAF’s programmes, and 

- To explore the capacity of the arts to facilitate change and rehabilitation  
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CHAPTER 2 - INTRODUCTION  
 

One of the participants in this inquiry declared that she was “growing and thriving 

through art.” She was commenting on the significant role which the arts played in helping 

her to manage her incarceration, and giving her a sense of new possibilities after her 

release.  

 

The case studies in this report tell stories about how participation in the arts can foster 

rehabilitation and a positive sense of self for people who have been involved in the 

criminal justice system. The protagonists in the stories share their experiences of the 

Prison Arts Foundation’s programmes in HMP Maghaberry, HMP Magilligan and 

Hydebank Wood College. These include classes, workshops, projects, music ‘jam’ 

sessions, and one-to-one session with writers-in-residence.   

 

The report is presented in the form of seven case studies, comprising stories of the 

impact of the arts on six individuals who have been released from custody, and the 

perspectives of eight members of an in-house creative writing group in HMP Magilligan.  

For the purpose of confidentiality, pseudonyms are used. The letter ‘M’ refers to 

comments by participants in the Magilligan creative writing group.   

 

PLEASE NOTE: these stories are for PAF’s internal use only.  They must not be reproduced or used 

in an educational, training or other setting without permission of the individual author (Dr Shelley 

Tracey) and the Prison Arts Foundation. 

  
A key theme in the literature on the impact of participation in the arts in the criminal 

justice system is the difficulty of finding concrete evidence of this impact4. The 

connections between interventions and rehabilitation are complex, and not easily 

articulated.   There is a dearth of accounts by individuals involved in the criminal justice 

system of their experiences of arts programmes. The case-study approach to this inquiry 

is an attempt to redress this.  Case studies allow for ‘rich description’ (Geertz, 1973) to 

be constructed about a specific topic through the collection of individuals’ lived 

experiences. The case studies which follow are all narratives of transformation through 

the arts. One of the participants commented in her interview:  

 

“Art helped me in all ways. I didn’t even realise it until I am talking to you.”  

                                                           
4
 McHugh, 2011; Parkes and Bilbey, 2010; Hughes, J., Miles, A. & Mc Lewin, A. (2005) 
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The interviews took place in February and March 2017.  All of the individual interviews 

were conducted in PAF’s Creative Hub space in Belfast, and the Magilligan group 

interview in the dedicated creative writing space in the institution. The case studies were 

synthesised from the interview transcripts and a thematic analysis of the art, literary or 

musical work created by each of the participants.  

 

The duration of the interviews was between an hour and a half and two hours. The 

questions which acted as prompts are included in Appendix A. The interviews, which 

were semi-structured, drew on the Biographic Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM)5 a 

psychosocial approach to life histories interviewing, which focuses on creating a safe 

and non-judgemental space for participants to tell stories about significant aspects of 

their lives.  

 

The case studies are stories of encounters with the arts, and narratives of change and 

rehabilitation. Some of the information which emerged from specific interviews does not 

appear in the case studies, but is included in the Findings section of this report, which 

draws together common themes.   

 

While the structure and emphasis of each case study varies according to the 

experiences of the individual, all of the case studies incorporate direct quotations from 

the transcripts of the interviews. This enables the six individuals and eight group 

members who took part in the interviews to tell their stories in their own voices, in most 

cases for the first time.  Issues and patterns emerging from each of these stories are 

referred to in passing, and explored in more detail in later sections of the report. This 

allows the experiences and narratives of the individuals to take the foreground.  

 

The case studies are written in the present tense, to convey the enthusiasm and 

immediacy with which the participants responded in the interviews. They were 

passionate about their art forms and eager to share their experiences.   

 

Each of the case studies refers to specific PAF staff, PAF art mentors, PAF artists, 

writers and musicians in residence, as well as Prison staff who included, supported and 

inspired the participants. The significant contribution which these individuals made to the 

                                                           
5
 Wengraf, 2004. 
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change process for participants is discussed in the findings section of this report, which 

follows the case studies.   

 

The PAF staff, artists, mentors and artists-in-residence referred to in this report by the 

interviewees are listed below. Unless otherwise specified, they were employed or 

contracted to deliver PAF programmes.   

 

Mike Moloney   Drama Specialist and past Director of PAF  

Pamela Brown  Writer-in-Residence, Magilligan 

Carlo Gébler    Writer-in-Residence, Maghaberry and Hydebank  

Cathy Moore    Artist-in-Residence, Hydebank 

Paddy Nash.  Musician-in-Residence, Magilligan  

Ann Marie Robinson   Artist-in-Residence, Maghaberry and Hydebank Wood College 

Anne Scullin   Artist-in-Residence, Hydebank Wood College,   

Artist-in-Residence, Maghaberry, and Arts Mentor, PAF 

Allison Wilson   North West College Art Tutor, Magilligan 

 

At times, the generic terms ‘artist’ and ‘artist-in-residence’ are used in this report to refer 

to practitioners in all arts forms. 
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CHAPTER 3 - CASE STUDIES 
 

The titles of the case studies are quotations from the transcripts of the interviews, 

selected because they convey the essence of the arts experience for each participant.  

The fourth case study is that of the Magilligan creative writing group, placed in the middle 

of the individual stories to highlight collaborative arts experiences.   

 

 

 

3.1 ART IS MY LIFELINE………………………………………………………………..       19 

3.2 ABUNDANT GENEROSITY………………………………………………………...      30 

3.3 CHANGING MY LIFE AROUND……………………………………………………       40 

3.4 HOPE AND A SENSE OF BELONGING…………………………………………..       53 

3.5 DON’T LET ME FADE AWAY………………………………………………………      67 

3.6 A SENSE OF WORTH……………………………………………………………….       78 

3.7 YOUR FUTURE LOOKS MUCH BRIGHTER……………………………………..        89 

         

 

 

PLEASE NOTE:  

The case studies include a series of direct quotations from interviews with participants. 

PAF does not necessarily endorse the opinions conveyed in these interviews.  

 

Some of the case studies refer to arts awards obtained by the participants:  

- The Koestler Awards are prizes given by the Arts Council England and the National 

Offender Management Service for achievement.  

- The Listowel Awards for creative writing are awarded annually in conjunction with the 

Listowel Writers’ Week.  
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3.1 ART IS MY LIFELINE  

  

These words from ZM’s interview convey the impact which art-making made on her 

sense of self and her career while she was in Hydebank. Since ZM’s release, she has 

continued to practise as an artist.   She is currently participating in the ‘Creative Futures’ 

pathway of the PAF mentoring scheme (Appendix C) and working towards an exhibition. 

ZM’s engagement with art is a success story on two levels: the first relates to her artistic 

achievements, and the second, the beneficial impact of art-making on her sense of self, 

her emotional well-being, and her relationships.   

 

ZM became involved in art classes during her incarceration.  During this period, she 

achieved a grade A in her GCSE Art & Design.  She has also entered and won Gold, 

Silver and Highly Commended awards at the Koestler Trust’s yearly competition.  This 

has led to some of her work being exhibited at the Southbank gallery in London.   

 

ZM identifies her immersion in art work in prison with personal growth and the capacity 

for survival: 

 

“I used to tell my family there wasn’t enough hours in the day whenever I was inside, isn’t 

that ridiculous, like. You want the day to pass but I had so much painting to do, as I say I 

just thrived on it. Thrived on it… prison for me was very good, it did me the world of 

good, I actually would say that prison saved my life. I think it was the art that did it now 

that I am thinking about it ... because I hadn’t really thought about it before”.  

 

ZM’s narrative is infused with enthusiasm for art and her awareness of its transformative 

power:  

 

“I mean, I do have mental health problems, so for me to flourish while I was in there its 

nothing short of a miracle and miracles don’t happen to people like me, and so when 

people are doing the lottery – I have already won the lottery….” 

 

Before entering Hydebank, art did not play a significant role in ZM’s life. Although she 

enjoyed art at school and “drew wee pieces at home,” she never identified herself as an 

artist or recognised her talent:  
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“I didn’t know I had anything.  I can remember the art teacher at secondary school, he 

took this white coat, like a doctor’s coat and he put it over a three-legged stool, and we 

sat around and we had to draw it from our angle. He took my piece and he said, this is 

how you do it, but that’s all I remember.”  

   

ZM explains how she became involved in art in Hydebank:   

 

“Part of prison is to give you classes to do. I suppose it breaks up the day when you are 

inside. There was an art class and I put my name down for it, and off I went and the art 

teacher there she was very good, and I think she maybe took me under her wing a bit, I 

think. She was the one who told me I could do things even though I couldn’t, and 

surprisingly with her telling me that … it just kept progressing… 

 

…And then one day she asked me to help another student and then I think my 

confidence just started to grow and my ability to flourish.” 

 

Participation in the art classes also helped ZM to develop relationships with other 

prisoners:  

 

“There was a girl in there in the art class, who was wild good with me, and she had been 

in the art class for a few years and she was somebody who was OK with me, and it 

helped me. That was one of the first things that helped me, that someone was OK with 

me.”  

 

ZM’s experience of others encouraging her in the art class seems to have prompted a 

similar empathic response to a new inmate: 

 

“There was this new girl who came in, God love her, and she was just sitting in her room. 

I remember how terrifying it was, and I popped my head in and I asked her, do you draw 

or anything? Let’s see what you can do. Honestly, it started her journey too… 

 

…After quite a while, I remember her coming back to me and saying it was you - you 

popped your head in and started getting me drawing, it made a big difference to her.”  

 

ZM suggests that everyone can participate in art, even if they don’t have a particular 

talent for it:  
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“There’s all different ways of being artistic, in the gardens, or to arrange some flowers.   

For girls on the landings who didn’t go to the art classes, you could buy hankies and you 

could draw out Tweety Pie and Mickey and Minnie, and you could buy paints at the tuck-

shop and paint them. And you can take this lovely hankie that’s you’ve made, and you 

can personalise it and give it to your family.  And the whole landing could be participating 

in this and then making them into cushions for the children and grandchildren.”  

 

For ZM, art is essential for survival in prison: 

 

“I think art in prison is very very important. And food. The food’s not as good as the art. 

But you need it.” 

 

Art also provided a safe space into which ZM could retreat when she was in her cell:  

 

“The girls at night time, when you’re locked in them rooms, it’s nice to be away from all 

the other girls, I would be quiet that way. I don’t like to be packed with people. I liked to 

be locked away – sometimes it could be loud, some people’s music could be too loud… 

 

…The rooms that were quiet could be the ones who were doing some art or writing.  And 

it would help to get you through that noise until that noise would stop. My very early days 

when I came into prison, I was totally terrified. Doing art helped with the mayhem that 

used to start at night time until you’ve become accustomed to it. So, if you’re just sitting 

there and distracting yourself and focusing on what you’re doing, it helps.”  

 

ZM is grateful to the artist in residence for including her in group art projects: 

 

“My wee art teacher, she just included me all the time; if there was a project to be done, I 

would have been one of the ones that was part of that.”   

 

Participating in group projects benefited ZM’s communication skills and her relationships 

with other prisoners:  

 

“It got you to know the other girls better, which help you sometimes. If you can get along 

with people better it’s much easier for you in there. It teaches you to communicate… 
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…There was other group works that I would also have been part of, part of that team. So 

those six people (in the team), we become good friends, even if we are on different 

landings.” 

 

ZM noted that group membership often fluctuated:  

 

“There were different girls in the different groups, because some had come in and some 

had left. That’s the thing about a prison; it can be very unstable.” 

 

One of the group projects involved wood cutting:  

 

“A wood cutter guy came in and we were all sitting there with hatchets and chisels, that 

was a group of us… 

 

…I did lots of projects. We were able to go to another part of the prison to take part in 

some of the projects.  You were even able to get together at lunchtime.” 

  

For ZM, the group projects:  

 

“were like building blocks. That first year when you’re in shock, you know, and you’re 

locked up and your head’s sort of in that place, to be doing your art in that place it was a 

lifeline, I would say that very strongly, it was a lifeline; it kept me going. You were doing a 

piece in a group and it kept you going.”  

 

Participating in group projects also improved relationships with prison staff: 

 

“Wee things like that, the staff are better with you because you are doing the art ….you 

are doing things for the prison – it just all seems to help. They were a wee bit laid back; 

they just wouldn’t be yapping at you.” 

 

The projects which were displayed “around the prison” helped ZM to experience a sense 

of belonging: 

 

“Any time you’re walking past something you’ve made, you think, I was part of it. There 

was the graffiti art. And then on one of the corridors, for mental health, we did all these 

words in different fonts relating to all mental health, maybe it doesn’t sound much, but 

when you see it… 
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…There’s a lovely piece that me and the other girls did. It’s in the Royal. We donated it 

to them; we came in and all and presented it over. Apparently, it’s in the mother and 

baby unit now.  They also got the area painted and got new chairs. It’s about the very 

beginning of life - there is sperm and cells and it’s abstract, and sometimes people can 

see it, and sometimes they don’t. I am very proud of that piece.”  

 

ZM’s own individual art works received praise from her inmates:  

 

“Just the comments you get from other people and all; it’s lovely”. This experience added 

to ZM’s sense of achievement and the development of her sense of self-worth.” 

 

She reports: 

 

“I used to do a piece and after I would set it up in my cell and I would be lying in bed 

looking over it and saying to myself, did I do that? It was very surreal in a way … 

goodness me, how did I that? It was very good for me, something I didn’t realise I could 

do.”  

 

This close scrutiny of her art enhanced ZM’s self-awareness:  

 

“I am able to look at my art and see who I am through my art, I don’t know how. I could 

realise that I’m not a bad person. And I always wondered why people would be friends 

with you, and through my art I could start to see it. I don’t know if it’s the therapy of it, 

because sometimes I would just let the paintbrush do what it wants and then afterwards I 

would analyse it… 

  

…Plus, once I have finished a painting, it’s out there, and it’s not in me anymore.   And 

then I would analyse it, I would look at it, how was the strokes, were you being angry or 

happy. Yeah, I am able to go, yeah, I know exactly why I was feeling that way, and what 

was going on that day…  

 

…Once you’ve sort of figured it out, you feel better, even if you were troubled that day, 

and next thing you are painting in bright colours and you go, oh my god what happened 

to you there?... (Laughs) 

 

…It’s given me something – I am able to look at myself and see who I am through my 

art.” 
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Apart from learning new techniques in art classes, ZM also really enjoyed acquiring 

information about famous artists. Her reflections on two of the artists about whom she 

learnt reveals her fascination with conceptual art: 

 

“I learnt about artists I never knew anything about, because in the class the art teacher 

just talked about it, and I picked it up very easy. I like Dali, but his work is so crude … I 

think it would have been better if it wasn’t so crude or explicit. You know the timepiece … 

I love that. And Picasso - I love Picasso: the way he completely took a picture and took it 

apart.  I love abstract, I really do, abstract’s my thing. I love that it’s what you see; it’s not 

just a vase sitting with a flower, and that you have to look in there.” 

 

ZM reflects: 

 

 “If you could imagine Picasso way back in them days … The chemicals in the paints 

probably made them all mad….” 

 

ZM also spoke of other interests and passions:  

 

“Oh, the whole world of painting… I love modern art as well; there’s just so much about 

it; I love nature even; I don’t know if that’s being in prison as well.” 

 

In the interview, ZM shared her experiences of creating two pieces which were 

particularly important to her:  

 

“One piece I did, I did it for my mum. It was a nude, it was the back of a girl; she is bare; 

she is naked.  I then wrapped barbed wire around her. Then I made a wee cut into her 

skin and showed a wee trickle of blood. Besides the blood, it was in black and white. 

That was to show prison is very black and white. You’re nobody in prison, so there’s no 

point in seeing your face, and the barbed wire, you’re locked up and it hurts, so she is 

bleeding. Whenever I looked at it afterwards, those feelings were released.” 

  

“So yes, I did think that while I was painting. That was a nice piece, and that was 

because there was so much feeling in it. And then even giving it out to my mum was 

letting her see my real feelings. You know how sometimes it may be hard to speak with 

your mother, because you have to pretend you’re OK. It’s hard to share your feelings 

with your mother, but my mum and I now are getting on great.  The art has opened so 
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many doors for me: I didn’t even realise how much my art has done for me until I sit and 

think. It’s amazing. It’s the only way for me now.”  

 

 

 

Creating the painting above for her mother enabled ZM to communicate with her at a 

deep level. ZM referred in other parts of the interview to the impact which her art made 

on her relationship with her family: 

  

“Well, you know, if there were birthdays or Mother’s Day (laughs), they got a painting and 

apparently, their wee houses was like galleries because I was in (prison) for a while.” 

 

ZM’s art-making had other benefits for her family: 

 

“The best part it for me was to be able to help my daughter financially. My paintings were 

that good that people bought them. I could give them to her and she could sell them and 

it meant I could provide for my daughter, even though I was locked up… 

 

…So the art was good because it helped my family, and it helped them because they 

could see I was growing as a person.  My family look at me now and they’re proud, and 

they probably couldn’t handle me before, do you know. I was just really lost in myself and 

now they know I’m really alright.  I didn’t even realise that I could feel this way, because I 

always felt as if there was a big dark hole and I just started climbing really, and one day - 

it took a long time - . I think it was the process of my art, and one day it grew and I grew, 
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and one day it was like a level playing field with everyone else and I was near ecstatic, I 

was.” 

 

The second painting which ZM described was an award-winning Koestler piece.  ZM 

explained:  

 

“This painting is to do with when you’re in Hydebank; the things people say can be very 

very important, and what can come out of their mouths. And it’s about what not to say, 

and listening to the sounds you can hear.  The idea came from being in my cell and I 

liked taking the ear and making it so big and then putting the words all over it.  Yes, I 

thought it was a nice piece.  There was a lot of depth in it. It was lovely when it was 

done, but it was even lovelier to think that when people looked at it and liked it, someone 

had taken something that I had done and was feeling what I had been feeling.” 
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ZM confirmed that she has won a number of awards for her art work: 

 

“I won the Koestler Award and this picture was picked for the Southbank Exhibition, and 

my family were flew over just to be able to go over to the exhibition, and that was 

wonderful… 

 

…I did a GCSE with my art teacher. She taught me, she helped me with the paperwork 

and I did all the work. And I got an A, and my work was picked for an exhibition in the 

Ulster Museum.”  

 

ZM’s ‘Slice of Pavlova’ received the ‘Lamberth Family Gold Award for Sculpture’ in 2015 

and her work was selected by the curators for Koestler’s RE:FORM UK Exhibition of Art 

by Offenders at Southbank Centre in London.   

 

 

 

Since her release, art has continued to hold centre place in ZM’s life: 

 

“I think art’s in everything, it’s in like --I think anybody can be artistic. It’s in what you 

wear how you do your hair your makeup, how you garden; it’s everywhere. It’s just – I 

love, it I love doing it… 
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…I have now started going to galleries and exhibitions, now that I have started this 

mentoring programme.” 

 

Art also allows ZM to contribute to society:  

 

“I do enjoy if there’s a charity - I like to give a wee bit back. There was a dance school, 

so I did a nice painting of a dancer like a street dancer and there was a raffle, and they 

made money from that.” 

 

While ZM enjoys giving some of her art to others, she is reluctant to identify herself as an 

artist in the wider community: 

  

“I will continue doing things for my friends and my family, but not so much even to make 

a name for myself because I’m going to use an alias. I wouldn’t want anybody to think … 

for people who wouldn’t want me to be doing OK …I wouldn’t want to upset them, I don’t 

want to bring attention to myself.”  

 

ZM’s ambivalence about her social recognition as an artist does not detract from her 

passion for art and her enjoyment of thinking about art and the creative process. She 

shares some of these reflections: 

 

“I like the feeling of painting, nearly where it’s not just flat paint. Maybe you’ve been 

using varied materials to make something…  

 

..Sometimes I think I paint only for me just for me, sometimes to see if another person 

can capture what I am trying to say... 

 

…I like my paintings to be quite deep, as in like you know, if you see a boat in a harbour, 

it’s just a boat in a harbour. I would like to paint a boat where there is something 

different. There’s a storm there’s more feelings to it so that another person can see it and 

feel it. There’s a lot of depth in it.” 

 

ZM’s home has been transformed into an art studio:  

 

“I’ve got a wee flat now, my whole flat is my own studio. I am going to buy some chicken 

wire, so I am going to make some sculptures for my garden. I seem to have a wee buzz 
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in my head now. I see something and I think I can make something with that … I see 

things and I just want to create something.”  

 

“I am going to have an exhibition in my wee local library, and I am looking to get ten 

pieces done for that, and then also to do one in Londonderry as well. So, the exhibition is 

my first one, it’s baby steps, so I am looking forward to that”.  ZM notes that the PAF 

mentoring programme is helping her to prepare for the exhibition. “I really appreciate this 

mentoring programme, because I was just doing bits and pieces but this will bring me 

back to my next thing, if you know what I mean. I’ll be thriving again.”  

 

Reflecting on her experience of being in prison, ZM muses: 

 

“It was very strange that put in that situation, then I thrived.  The art was the only thing 

that kept me going in there – as I said I needed more hours in the day, it helped me so 

much, so much, amazing like; just standing there on a level with everybody for the first 

time was amazing. And I haven’t lost them feelings either. It’s a bit like a spark that lit the 

fire that maybe had been out, and I’m like, where can it take me to now?  I’m running 

with it… 

 

…It must have been the art that made the difference; what else could it have been? I 

was a very lost girl, very lost, and I ended up standing tall. It certainly wasn’t prison 

(itself): in prison, everything is affected: your mental health, your physical health, your 

food; it’s all processed stuff. There’s so many parts of you that are affected.  For me to 

have flourished in all that, I think that’s a piece of art. You see, like a phoenix from the 

ashes.” 
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3.2 ABUNDANT GENEROSITY  
 

JT is an accomplished and prolific artist and writer, whose engagement with the arts 

flourished while he was in prison. He is currently a Mike Moloney Bursary recipient.  

 

The title of this case-study is a phrase from the Acknowledgements page of a novel by 

JT, Fool’s Game. He is acknowledging the contribution of the PAF writer in residence in 

HMP Maghaberry, Carlo Gébler, to his development and success as a writer.  The 

following extract from the Acknowledgements offers more detail: 

 

 

“This novel was written in prison. 

 

Without the support, advice and encouragement of these good people, my dream could not have 

been realised.  The debt I have incurred is so great that mere words and gratitude can never 

repay what I owe.  I will always appreciate and remember all that has been done for me. 

Carlo Gébler, for constant candour, salient counsel, guidance, time, patience, knowledge, insight, 

advocacy and above all being a true friend in a universe filled with false ones, I shall never forget 

your abundant generosity. 

 

Mike Moloney, for many years of assistance and endorsement. 

 

Geoff Moore, Roy Snodden and all at the Education Department of HMP Maghaberry, not just for 

the pc, materials and heartfelt happy faith but your very example, the steady, enthusiastic 

conviction that brings hope to the irredeemable ones, I can only promise that I will not be back for 

more. 

 

And the Mickey B crew for reminding me to laugh at myself. 

 

The staff of Foyle 4, Bann 1 and Bann 6, just for being human under bestial conditions. 

Most of all, Stephen King on my left shoulder and Carlo Gébler on my right, both with the same 

simple credence whispered in eloquent tongues. 

 

 

In his letter responding to pre-interview information, JT explained: “My key area of artistic 

interest and involvement is literature, writing, prose and prosody.” JT is a versatile and 

prolific writer, with experience of many types of writing, including drama, essays and 
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critiques. He is the author of a children’s novel, written in verse, Glorious Grace and the 

Gruesome Glamour. Mickey B is prison-based adaptations of Macbeth, discussed later 

in this case study. 

 

Writing is an integral aspect of JT’s life:  

 

“So over the years, whilst writing creatively or drawing, you know, commissions or 

whatever, or doing more structured work like transcribing or proofreading, I was more or 

less doing some sort of writing.” 

 

JT’s achievements in writing have been recognised by several awards: 

 

“You know, they have this thing called the Koestler Award. One year I won top prize for 

short story and also for children’s story, and so your woman Marie-Louise Muir actually 

came in to Maghaberry and interviewed me about that… 

 

…I have also taken part in PAF events- there was one at Stormont, reciting some of my 

poems.”  

 

JT is currently writing a series of novels. He brought to the interview the completed 

manuscript of his fantasy novel, ‘The Gathering’.  “I make maps for it as well where it’s 

relevant.”  He comments: “I’m lucky because Carlo’s (Gébler’s) literary agent is going to 

take a look at this manuscript.”  

 

JT is a skilled and successful artist as well as an accomplished writer, but chose to focus 

in the interview on his writing. A brief discussion on his art work appears later in this case 

study.  ‘The Gathering’ will be part of a series of seven books. JT reflects:  

 

“Publishers love that; they love if you can come up with an idea for a series; they don’t 

want someone who is going to write one masterpiece they want someone who is going 

to sell, unfortunately”. 

 

Carlo Gébler has helped JT to develop his awareness of the publishing world and 

markets for writing. JT says about Carlo Gébler that “he’s got the reputation and the 

expertise.” 
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“Carlo is a font of knowledge… because he is a pragmatist, a realist: he tells his creative 

writing students, don’t be doing this to get rich. He’s very practical, gives ideas, whatever 

you write to make money…reviews …” 

 

This pragmatism is a sensible approach, in JT’s view. He says about the arts and artists 

that: 

 

“People say, you should be on bread and water and bread and rocks.  Which is really 

short-sighted.” 

 

The role of mentor which Carlo played while JT was prison has transmuted into a more 

reciprocal relationship. JT confirmed that: 

 

“Over the years I’ve worked with Carlo Gébler; he was writer in residence in Maghaberry, 

I’ve proofread about 7 or eight of his books now and pretty much he’s been advising me 

and working with me for decades… 

 

..I proofread his novel A Day for a Dog. I proofed that; because I knew the inside of jail I 

could tell him what worked.”    

 

JT has just finished proofreading Carlo Gébler's latest novel, as yet unpublished, and is 

currently engaged in rewriting the manuscript. 

 

JT suggested the title of Carlo’s novel, ‘The Confessions of a Catastrophist’:  

 

 

. 

This inscription by Carlo Gébler to JT appears 

in the first printed edition of the novel 
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On the acknowledgements page of Fool’s Game and in his interview, JT paid tribute to 

PAF artist in residence, the late Mike Moloney.  Moloney was appointed drama specialist 

for Northern Irish Prisons in 1992, and became development officer of the Prisons Arts 

Foundation in 1997 and Director of the Prison Arts Foundation in 2005. JT gave an 

oration at Mike Moloney’s funeral about his work in prisons over the years.  JT says:  

 

“Mike helped me to get into the arts in prison as a way to channel myself. Well, I was in 

Hydebank when I was about 18; I was pretty messed up self-harming and all that. I was 

in hospital; that was the first time I met Mike, just got talking, got to know him. He kind of 

said to me, if you’ve got energies positive or negative, you can channel them in different 

ways. You can do something with it, something constructive instead of being self-

destructive.” 

 

The relationship with Mike Moloney continued after release:  

 

“And you know, I knew Mike and worked with him, all sorts of stuff. For example, a lot of 

years ago, when he started out with PAF in the Camden street office … his office was 

literally half the size of this room. It was basically not long after it got started up, PAF. 

Mike was getting a lot of stuff like handwritten material from boys in jail, boys who didn’t 

have access to computers or couldn’t use typewriters.  He was giving it to me to type, 

and he was paying me, and the boys he was doing it for benefited, because to actually 

have their work printed … you can’t submit your work unless it’s printed. Little things like 

that, you know. There was some guy came in who doing research into theatre in prison: 

he had a whole lot of stuff, about 80 hours’ worth of Dictaphone materials, and this was 

like twenty years ago and the Dictaphones weren’t so good, so you had to spend hours 

and hours listening.”   

Note: This was the first printed 

edition: it was proof read by xxxxx 

who spotted innumerable errors and 

infelicities. The author is indebted to 

Mr Txxxx for the work he did in his 

cell in HMP Maghaberry over the 

course of a long night.  All the errors 

recorded here were corrected in 

subsequent editions. Carlo Gébler 

Sat 8
th
 Nov. ‘14 
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JT was interested in writing from a young age: 

 

“I always loved reading, since I was knee high.  I wasn’t good at school, but I was always 

interested in literature. I have been writing forever; the first poem I wrote that was 

polished and all, I was eleven and it was in the school magazine. Wee poems and wee 

stories when I was eleven - it’s about what you read that’s reflected in your writing. When 

you were a teenager, you were copying other writers; that’s kind of how you develop, 

isn’t it?” 

 

Despite JT’s talent for writing, he didn’t devote much time to it until he went to prison, 

with the encouragement of Carlo Gébler and Mike Moloney: 

 

“The only time in my twenties when I was creative and productive was when I was in jail.  

So, I have the capability; I’m an autodidact to some extent.”  

 

JT has a wide repertoire of editing and writing skills. His knowledge of Shakespearean 

English is evident in the following parody of the well-known sonnet: 

 

 

 

JB’s facility with Shakespeare’s language is also evident in his play ‘Mickey B’ a 

contemporary version of ‘Macbeth’ set in a prison.   
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One of JT’s greatest achievements was the creation of the script of ‘Mickey B’ and his 

involvement in preparing this play for performance and its film version, a 62 -minute 

feature film.  The experience of Mickey B prompted JT to “consider getting into writing, 

because by all accounts I did reasonably well on that film.”  

 

This play originated as a project of the Educational Shakespeare Company, which came 

into Maghaberry to make a film of prisoners performing the play of Macbeth. JT notes:  

 

“There is the original version of the play, then you have the modern transliteration, which 

is very formal. None of this could prisoners associate with, neither the Shakespearean 

English nor the English English. I basically just took it, revamped it, and you have them 

all talking Belfast slang and all the rest of it. Banquo became Banknotes; McDuff became 

Duffer”.  

 

The other prisoners responded well to JT’s version of the play: 

 

“I knew that they (other prisoners) could all get into it like that … If they had Shakespeare 

at school, it was under duress. But with Mickey B, they would never associate it with 

school, because they were involved in making something out of it, making something of 

their own. It really developed them a lot.” 

 

Despite the challenges of working on Mickey B, it was important to JT to persist with his 

involvement in the play:  

 

“I stuck with it because all the way through the process the screws and guvs and high-

ups in the gaol all said they are all a bunch of thugs, and they are going to screw up … 

and they didn’t!  For all of us, that was a big motivating factor: they think we are a bunch 

of monkeys and we wanted to show them what we could do.”  

 

JT explains that rehearsing for the play was an intense process, which required 

commitment:  

 

“There were drama classes a couple of times a week over the course of about a year  

It was from 8.00 to 8.00 for six weeks when they started filming”.  

Reflecting on the impact of the arts in prison, JT compares the processes of writing and 

drama:  



35 | P a g e  
 

“In prison, arts are all about self-development of the individual. While it’s an individual 

process, writing, when you are engaging in something like drama, it’s more 

collaborative.” 

 

The process of participating in the play seemed to be transformative for JT’s fellow-

actors:  

 

“There were these boys who were constantly on the punishment block; we were 

convinced with the play it’s just not going to work, but those boys had developed 

throughout the process.  If they hadn’t put value and invested themselves in the process, 

it would all have fallen apart. Anything worthwhile is risky.” 

 

Participating in Mickey B had a long-term impact on some of the participants; about half 

of them are still involved in the arts, and “quite a few of them boys who were serious 

criminals, they never went back to crime. It gave them a sense of pride in themselves.” 

 

A high standard of writing and performance was important to JT:  

 

“I am more concerned that the work itself is of inherent value besides all the outside 

influences, such as the setting in jail etc.”  The value of the work was ratified by the 

recognition and acclaim which the play received, but this was initially outside Northern 

Ireland… 

 

..The Mickey B film was pretty successful once if came out, but they wouldn’t let it be 

shown in Northern Ireland for about four years. At the same, time these uns were touring 

around Europe and all and film festivals and so on… 

 
…So after that Nuala McKeever came into the jail- there was all this media attention.” 

A high point for JT was a screening of the film, with “about 200 people watching.  I got a 

standing ovation.”  

 
The impact of the play also extends to the field of education: 

 

“The Educational Shakespeare Company now sells the play as part of a pack. A different 

approach to Shakespeare that kids can associate with.” 
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Act 1 Scene 1 below shows how JT transformed the original setting and characters of 

Macbeth: 

 

 
INT.  EARLY EVENING 
A wing in Longabbey prison.  No prison officers work on the wings. 
The wing is in semi-darkness. 
Three men with brushes, mops and buckets are cleaning the floor. 
The men are Bookies Runners for Honest Harry Hegarty, the prison bookie. 
 
 

1st Bookie’s Runner 
 When will us three meet again; thunderstorms or pissin rain? 
 

2nd Bookie’s Runner 
 When auld Cowardy Custer’s done. 
 When the conflict’s lost and won. 
 

3rd Bookie’s Runner 
Before the settin of the sun. 

 
1st Bookie’s Runner 

Right, fix a place, I’ve gotta run. 
 

2nd Bookie’s Runner 
 Up on the wing. 
 

3rd Bookie’s Runner 
 To go and see big Mickey B. 
 

1st Bookie’s Runner 
(as if commanded) 

I'm comin, Shergar. 
 

2nd Bookie’s Runner 
 Aye, Redrum. 
 

3rd Bookie’s Runner 
 Houl on. 
 

Bookie’s Runners together 
 We don’t play fair, we know the score, 
 We float about from door to door. 
 
They disappear. 
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In the interview, JT referred to another scene from this adaptation of the play:  

 

“At one point at the end of it, instead of the battle, there was a riot in the jail so we all had 

these balaclavas. It was good craic, it was a pretty graphic play, boys getting murdered 

etc.” 

 

JT portrayal of the part of Ladyboy (Lady Macbeth) in the play and the film version was 

well-received: 

 

“By all accounts I did reasonably well on that film Mickey B.”  

 

This understated comment was typical of JT’s responses throughout the interview.  

For JT, as a serious and committed writer, it is important to be honest about one’s own 

work:  

 

“It makes you thick-skinned with yourself if you criticise yourself. There is no writer who 

has ever written a great first draft which has gone straight off to publication.” 

  

JT is similarly self-deprecating about his skills and achievements as an artist. He 

explained in his pre-interview letter that as well as writing: 

 

“I also engage in some visual arts - mostly producing copies of other artists' work, and I 

mainly work with oil pastels or coloured pencils on cartridge paper rather than oil on 

canvas.” 

 

In his interview, he notes that: 

 

“It was only last year when I was inside that I did a formal qualification in art. I thought, 

well, while I am in here, I may as well do it to pass the time”.  

 

He is doubtful about the value of a GCSE with regard to getting employment: 

 

“It’s as much use to me as an old bog-roll, with a criminal record as long as my arm… 

 

…I went to art classes while I was in jail as a way of passing the time and a way of 

making money. I could do copies of portraits and charge people for it.  I was a jobbing 
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artist, as you can say. I mostly draw for other people; I don’t really draw for myself, 

mostly in portraiture.” 

 

Manifestations & My Space are JT’s GCSE artwork, showcased in both Time In issue 6 

and at PAF’s exhibition in Crumlin Rd Gaol 

 

 

While JT used to be involved in writing groups and exhibitions, he is focusing on his own 

writing at the moment and “keeping my head down”, working on his novel ‘The 

Gathering’, portrayed in the photograph below. 

 
  
 

“Anything worthwhile is risky.” 
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3.3 CHANGING MY LIFE AROUND  
 

The title of this case study comes from SG’s account of his participation in designing and 

creating a Holocaust Memorial Exhibition while he was in HMP Magilligan:  

 

“That not only affected my whole way of thinking; it probably changed my life around”.  

 

The interview with SG revealed the significance of art in his life:  it has given him a 

purpose, a focus, and career possibilities. This case study explores the transformative 

role which art has played for SG, impacting on his sense of self-worth and responsibility, 

his relationship with his family and personal attributes such as perseverance and 

empathy.  

 

SG is an accomplished artist who has won many Koestler Awards. PAF has exhibited 

some of his artwork in the community, most recently at Belfast City Hall and the Crumlin 

Road Gaol, Belfast.  SG engaged in HMP Magilligan Education Department’s art classes 

with North West college staff member Allison Wilson, where he achieved an A grade in 

his GCSE Art and Design. Since his release, he has enrolled in college, and is currently 

completing his BTEC Level 3 Foundation Diploma in Art and Design.  Commenting on 

his incarceration, SG stated:  

 

“If it wasn’t for my family, I would have struggled. My girlfriend stuck by me all the time. 

My mom and dad are getting old now, and I have to put them before me.” 

 

SG reflected that prior to his involvement in the Holocaust Memorial project: 

 

“I never had any thoughts before about who you were damaging or hurting. … I suppose 

I didn’t really know till I got out how much the project had affected me. Obviously, it made 

me think about my family more … it really made me think about my own family, to 

concentrate on my own family, to put my family first; it completely changed my outlook, 

wised me up. It was really worthwhile, like”.  

 

SG became involved in this project when he and other members of Magilligan in 

response to an invitation to so do by one of the prison governors:  
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“I would have read books about the holocaust before; I knew a bit about it, but I didn’t 

know too much about it. Then the second Governor, he came in to us two weeks before 

Christmas it was; he asked our art team, we had good fellows in it, if we would do it the 

project and he said what is it and he said the holocaust, and we were like, no problem. 

And then the Governor got up and said, “It’s to be done by the first week in January”.  

 

There was in total a time-frame of a month for completing the project.  

 

“So we gave our Christmas up to do it; people said, you give your time up for that? But at 

the end of the day if you are doing something, your time is going quicker. So, he (the 

Governor) gave us access into Foyleview” (normally reserved for prisoners who have 

privileged status prior to release). The exhibition was housed in four Nissan huts at 

Foyleview, outside the main prison. 

 

“There was a life-sentenced prisoner and a couple of other boys, all pretty serious 

convictions, working with us.  It could be serious, taking a chance like that, there was 

less security there. But the Governor just let us work away.” 

 

According to SG, the Governor acknowledged the work of the art team:  

 

“There’s like a wee café in Magilligan and the staff use it for their lunch, and the 

Governor was actually getting us our lunches there – and we were getting fed, it was 

unbelievable what the food was like compared to what we were getting in there (in 

prison)... 

 

… So, we were treated with respect. It was a pretty trusted position to be in. The 

Governor said I haven’t had one complaint”. It was the only time since I’ve been in jail 

that you have a senior officer working with you. They actually treated you like a real 

human being. He respected us as human beings as well as artists.” 

 

The processes of designing and creating the exhibition helped SG and his colleagues to 

develop a range of knowledge and skills.  They had to design, plan and create the art 

works for the exhibition. In an article on the project in ‘Time In’, SG explains:  

 

“We all sat down as a team and talked over our ideas. The Governor showed us the old 

Nissan huts that we were to use for the exhibition. We got to work putting the exhibition 
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together. We did most of the work in the art room and then carried it over and put it all 

together.” 

 

The team also had to collaborate with the Holocaust Memorial Foundation, acquiring 

new information and cultivating their skills of cooperation and negotiation: 

 

“They were very strict in their guidelines what images you could use. You couldn’t use 

any German uniforms of anything. They had to give us the go ahead about what we 

could use.”  

 

The process of creating the exhibition also fostered positive relationships and 

cooperation amongst the art team:  

 

“I done a couple of the pieces on my own, but most of it was done together.” 

“We had a good working team. Before the Holocaust project came up, I liked working in 

a team, no problem.  Some people would have had issues. We just got on with it”.  

 

In the interview, SG came across as relaxed and easy-going with a positive attitude; 

these personal attributes seem to have contributed towards his ability to work with 

others. He noted: 

 

“The Holocaust Museum was a whole-group project, a bit of a mixture; everybody just 

chipped in. There were nine or ten, but it ended up me and J (a fellow-inmate); it was our 

sort of baby.” 

 

The responsibility which SG and J took for the project was acknowledged when the 

Governor involved the two of them in leading visitors around the exhibition: 

 

“We had to go and set up the exhibition, and then we thought we would be told to beat it, 

but the Governor said to me, away you go, take them around it”.   

 

SG’s account of the process of taking visitors around the exhibition suggests that this 

enhanced his team-working and communication skills.  SG explained: 

 

“The theme of the Holocaust Exhibition was, ‘Don’t Stand Back’, so everybody wouldn’t 

forget about the holocaust. Each of the Nissan huts portrayed a different aspect of the 
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holocaust. We actually turned them into a museum. It was a visual and audio exhibition 

so it was really really good”.  

 

During the interview, SG drew a map of the exhibition below, explaining about the 

exhibits in each of the individual huts.  

 

 

 

There were quotations on the wall to aid reflection: 
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SG explained how the museum was used for educational purposes: 

 

“We ended up bringing about 400 children round it. What we done– so we were bringing 

the kids in --we were explaining to them that six million people died in the holocaust. It’s 

just over the kids’ heads. In one of the Nissan huts we wrote names of people who died 

in the Holocaust and where they were from; we wrote on the walls and the roof, and you 

wanted to see the amount of names; it was unbelievable… 

 

…So we asked the kids: how many names do you think is in this room? And we let them 

guess. And then we said there is only 600, and we would need ten thousand rooms like 

this one to show how many people died in the holocaust. And then we asked them, so is 

this still happening?  This was for the purpose of talking about genocide. So we talked 

about things like dehumanisation, how it can even start by calling people names. And in 

another one of the huts, there was a big portrait, it was brilliant, it was about the day of 

liberation when the kids were being taken out through the fences.” 

 

 

 

The Governor’s faith in SG and J was ratified when he sent them to take part in a radio 

programme about the exhibition. A reporter from BBC News came to Foyleview for the 

occasion. SG describes their response to the request to do the interview:  

 

“We were, like, stunned, and we didn’t know what to say. Doing a radio interview about 

the exhibition – on the spot, as it happened with no time to prepare for this. She wanted 

to do an interview - we were threw right in at the deep end.”  
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However, SG and J addressed the challenge effectively and the radio programme was 

well-received. SG thereby added to the public speaking skills which he had been 

developing by taking visitors around the exhibition.  

 

Visitors’ responses to the Holocaust Museum exhibition suggest its evocative power.  

According to SG: 

 

“Anybody seen it was blown away by it. Especially when I was doing the tour, I asked 

them to read the ages of the people next to their names. Like the children, when you 

read they were one, two, three years old...  People who killed children like that ….” 

 

Before he started the Holocaust project, SG already had other responsibilities in the art 

programme in Magilligan:  

 

“I was in the art room 5 days a week. I was the art teacher’s orderly, so I was there five 

days a week.” 

 

SG’s immersion in art in HMP Magilligan differed in extent from his previous involvement 

in art: 

 

“I’d done a wee bit of art through schools and stuff.  Always when I was younger, I 

always drew wee pictures; I definitely remember doing this between the ages of ten and 

fourteen. I remember, I always drew in the house while I was growing up, but just wee 

doodles, never anything special, and then I fell out with the art teacher at school because 

I wanted to do stuff for my GCSE based on the troubles during the year but they had 

another agenda. I wanted to do my own thing – it ended up I got a D in art, didn’t even 

realise. Then I left school and got straight into work”.   

 

SG's first engagement with art in the criminal justice system was limited: 

 

“I ended up in jail in 2004. We were kept apart from the rest of the jail, our group of 

prisoners. Anne used to come in and did a bit of art with us. Then once I went out of jail it 

was all forgot about”. 
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However, that changed:  

 

“Then I ended up in jail again. I was arrested in 2011, got remanded in 2014 and I really 

got stuck in.” SG noted that initially, “How the art started in prison: it was pretty much 

down to boredom, because I had nothing to do. I just started drawing. Once I was moved 

up to Magilligan, I kept going.  This time I worked with Allison Wilson. She was 

unbelievable, brilliant, a great help. … And now Anne (Scullin) is my mentor – she is also 

great.” 

 

SG studied for a qualification in art while he was in prison, obtaining a GCSE.  This is an 

example of SG’s GCSE pieces:  

 

 

 

SG observed about the art classes in Magilligan:  

 

“It used to be the more serious classes, the GCSEs, were in the mornings, and later in 

the day, it was the headers who came in, the ones who didn’t really have an interest. 

You could see ones who it wasn’t working out for; they would throw the head up; they 

wouldn’t stick at it.” 
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In contrast, SG persevered with his art, spending much of his time in his cell working on 

it, as well as in the classes.  The detail which characterises his work, such as in the 

study below, bears testimony to the lengthy period of time which he devoted to each 

drawing or painting.  

 

 

 

This is an example of one of SG’s portraits; as he explained, he worked from images and 

photos: “Cos you’re in jail, you’ve no real-life observation”. 

 

 

 

 



47 | P a g e  
 

SG brought these pieces of art along with many others to the interview, declaring:  

 

“Here is some of the work I done inside, and some of the work I done outside; just 

keeping busy!”  

 

The discussion on the process of creating some of the work revealed the range of SG’s 

artistic skills, his prolific output, and the systematic way in which he approaches his work 

and the self-discipline and concentration required to create his detailed and intricate 

pieces. The drawing below received great acclaim. SG declared:  

 

“I done this in jail, probably one of the best ones I’ve done. This is a print of it. This was 

my last drawing before I was released.”  

 

 

 

In the interview, SG described how he created this image, and the care he had taken to 

capture the light: 

 

“I copied a photograph. Everybody said, how did you know how to do the sweat and all?”  
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SG feels very satisfied with this picture: “Aye, it turned out nice, like. Everybody was 

going mad about it”.  

 

Another piece which demonstrates SG’s excellent drawing skills is “near enough life-

size. It’s a proper skeleton - you can actually see it’s on a pole.” It took many hours to 

complete this drawing and the study based on it below.  
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SG started his BTEC in Art immediately after his release. He notes:  

 

“Allison Wilson and I were also actually doing a lot of work for the BTEC while I was 

inside; we were working for a BTEC, but the prison never put me in for it, so I was 

raging, because I spent a year and a half working on it.”   

 

Regarding the BTEC on which he is currently enrolled, SG explains: 

 

 “I applied for it and got an interview. But I got charged just six weeks before I got out, so 

it was Allison, my teacher, who went to my interview for me – so did my mum. And then 

whenever I left jail they had a special interview for me on the Tuesday. They accepted 

me and I started the week after. So it was straight after jail, when you are trying to get 

used to the outside world… 

 

..It’s kept me busy, it’s kept my head focused on something; it’s been really positive for 

me. So it’s just where I am at now, in the second term of my studies. It’s going very well. 

We have to keep a reflective diary. I’ve never done nothing like that. It’s making me think 

about art, learning things I didn’t know. Corinna, my art teacher, she is a lovely woman.” 

 

SG has made positive connections with his fellow-students, and is enjoying learning with 

them: 

 

“I find that with the arts people, they are brilliant to work with, especially in the tech. I had 

no issue with telling anybody about being in prison, I didn’t really say anything for a 

while, then I told a few of the students, especially when I started to get comfortable with 

them”.   

 

SG relishes being part of a community of artists and people interested in art.  SG 

received some information on the course which shed possible light on his experience of 

school:  

 

“I actually found out when I started that course that I’m dyslexic… 

 

 ..I was actually shocked, because as soon as I went into college, they asked you about 

applying for university and UCAS and I was like, I don’t even know what I am doing with 

this course. As soon as I started at college, they are hitting you with going to university 

and I was like – I was like a rabbit caught in a headlight but I told them, because my 
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girlfriend is pregnant with our first child, we’re expecting our first child, it’s been a mad 

whirlwind since I got out. I don’t think university would suit me at the minute, but at least 

something to think about at the minute, it opens that pathway for you… 

 

…If I do pass this course, at least you can go onto university at a later day. I am still 

finding my feet, but it’s been really good.   Giving me something to concentrate on; it’s 

been really good”.  

 

The experience of studying for the BTEC is widening SG’s repertoire of skills: 

 

“The way I do my work, fine fine details: I am learning how to work differently, loosen up 

and do quicker drawings and stuff in class.  I’m doing ceramics, photography, life 

drawing, print-making. So, you are learning all different stuff.” 

 

Examples of SG’s print-making and life drawing:  
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SG’s experience of studying in the college has opened up other ideas and opportunities 

for his art:   

“One of the other teachers who does special effects came up while he saw me drawing 

in the corridor and said, you could come and do it in my class, special effects make-up. 

You would have to do it on someone’s body…  

…Maybe I’m going to going to do the make-up course, special effects make-up. Or a 

higher-level qualification like HND.  I am actually thinking of going into tattooing. I’m 

waiting until I finish this course to decide”. 

SG is currently receiving support from PAF’s mentoring programme to help him with the 

BTEC. 

“I didn’t really know much about the mentoring. It was Alison who told me about it…   

…I’ve only had two or three sessions so far.  Tomorrow Anne and I are going to the 

Ulster Museum to see an exhibition, and she just wants to see how I am getting on with a 

new tech assignment; she will give me wee pointers.” 

SG is still enthusiastic about the holocaust project, returning to the topic at various 

stages in the interview:   

“It was a pretty good project, like. They were even talking about getting survivors over to 

see it.”  

He is still keen to be involved in the Holocaust Memorial Museum at Magilligan. He 

emailed the Governor after his release, offering to take visitors around the exhibition if 

they had nobody to cover it:  

“I actually kept in touch with him by email. And about an hour after I emailed him, he 

rang me up and said, thanks very much. He’s going to look into getting work outside with 

it (the Holocaust exhibition). What will be will be?” 

Looking back on his time in prison and his experiences of art, SG reflects: 

   

“It didn’t annoy me in the slightest, being in jail, because I get on with most people. It’s 

what you make of it. If you go in with positive thoughts, you can make the most of it. But 

it was through art I finally decided I don’t want to go back in again …it’s given me a 

different outlook.”  
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3.4 HOPE AND A SENSE OF 

BELONGING     

 

“Writing gives a lot of people a lot of hope and a sense of belonging too”  

  

These are the words of one of the participants in the HMP Magilligan creative writing 

group. This case study presents the views, experiences and writing of eight members of 

this group, as well as the perspectives of the writer in residence who facilitates the 

group.  

 

An interview with the creative writing group revealed that participants value the writing 

class for the skills which they have acquired, the opportunities to express themselves 

and to work together, and their collaboration on the Prison Art Foundation’s in-house 

prison magazine, Time In. This is a magazine produced by Magilligan writers, with two 

issues published each year. The contents include a letters page, news, film reviews, a 

nature watch page, news of successes in arts competitions, examples of writers’ and 

artists’ work, arts events, crosswords and interviews. The range of articles offers 

opportunities for writers to develop their expertise in a variety of writing forms.  

 

 A letter by ‘Honest Jim’ on the Letters Page of Time In, Issue 8 Summer 2016 

comments:  

“The teacher who works at Magilligan’s Creative Writing class does a fantastic job and 

there are clearly dedicated professionals who only want to help the inmates improve their 

literacy. As for the inmates themselves, if they can improve their literacy it may help them 

get a job after release from prison and this can only add to their rehabilitation back into 

society.” 

The ‘teacher’ in question is Pamela Brown, who has been Writer in Residence in 

Magilligan since July 2015. She started at Magilligan in 2011 on the Artskill programme.  

She explains:  

 

“The creative writing group includes a core group of longer-term prisoners. There is a 

high turnover here, because people are mostly sent here to finish off long sentences. If 

someone is only here for a few weeks, I can get a copy of their writing for the magazine, 

Time In.” 
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Pamela encourages participants to enter creative writing competitions, because they 

offer a focus and goal for writing. She comments: 

 

 “I feel proud at the great number of pieces of work that have received awards in creative 

writing competitions, and also by the number of writers who have collectively received 

these awards since 2014. Ten writers were part of the projects that received awards in 

2016; seventeen writers were involved in 2015, and five in 2014. The Awards were from 

The Koestler Trust, and the Listowel Writers’ Awards in Prisons. In fact, in 2016, the 

writers from HMP Magilligan creative writing workshops gained three first prizes from 

Listowel, which was the highest achievement over any other prison that submitted work 

to Listowel.” 

 

Members of the creative writing group who took part in the interview appreciate Pamela’s 

input: 

 

“She is very inspirational.”  

 

“Pamela pushes you. Whatever age you are, as long as someone is pushing you in the 

right direction, you will do well.” 

 

“Pamela goes way beyond that she’s paid to do.” 

 

“Pamela takes it upon herself to organise things for the writing – like a crime-writer 

coming in soon.”  

 

“Pamela said write about something you find interesting – it was one of the best bits of 

advice I’ve ever heard.” 

 

According to Pamela, individuals come to the creative writing class for a variety of 

reasons: 

 

“Some writers come because they want a story told and a peer will help them. You just 

look at their needs and think of their positives and how you can use this to develop their 

skills. There are prolific serious writers in the group, but with others you can start with 

something very small, like flash fiction, that’s only up to 1,000 words; that can develop a 

person’s confidence.” 
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The members of the writing group shared their previous experience of writing, prior to 

coming into prison: 

 

“I never did get an opportunity to apply my interest in writing until this class.” 

 

 “I did lots of writing when I was young; writing came back to the surface”.  

 

 “On the outside, I would have written bits and pieces articles and blogs and not really 

creatively. In here the only thing you can write about is in your imagination; it gets you 

out of here.” 

 

“I hadn’t written since school, but I always loved reading. It’s been helping me through 

everything. I used to keep a diary. I wasn’t showing anyone but what I was writing but 

can show people now because it’s in a constructive kind of form now.” 

 

“The first time I wrote a poem it was about my uncle who was murdered in 1990. It took 

me a long time to get back to poetry”. 

 

“I was writing about crime stuff years and years ago 

when I was doing GSCE stuff, now I’m writing about life 

in prison. I studied law ... I’ve written about both sides 

of the law and also wrote about criminality.”  

 

Pamela reports:  

 

“One writer came with all these diaries, so I said why 

don’t we do some extracts as poems so he said how 

many should we do so I said why don’t we go for 101?” 

The booklet, “101 Extracts”, was the outcome of this 

interchange. It consists of a series of poetic reflections 

about the writer’s experience of being in prison.  

 

The introduction to the collection explains that it contains “Poems about love, rejection, 

God, nature, dreams, hope, childhood visions ….”  The author of the introduction puts a 

question to the reader: 

“Are these extracts, poems, or are they diary excerpts, fragments, figments, random 

jottings? They are what you read into them. They have the insight and beauty of poetry, 
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and they have the confessional attributes of a diary. This however may be to confine 

them in form and content.” 

 

Some examples of extracts reveal the variety of themes and styles in the collection and 

the poetic nature of the work: 

 

Extract: 39 
I dream my dreams 
Of heaven and hell 
And then I wake up 
Always in my cell. 

 
Extract: 51 

To love, truly love 
Is to really share the journey ahead 

To love to care and always know 
That you’ll always be there. 

 

 

Some of the entries relate to the experience of being in prison: 

 
 

Extract: 22 
The thing about prison is there is no rewind button 

A realization of visiting other worlds 
And finally realizing that  

You can only live in one world at a time 
To bear witness to the truth 

No innuendo can survive in this desert at night 
With the blow of one man 

The ice broke in my cerebral hemisphere 
Jilted and jarred like the fact 
Of one woman and a bow 
Can hold an army at bay 

Creates an absolute nightmare, while awake 
Purely surreal and virginal.  

 

 

Some entries, such as the following one, consist of pithy poetic statements: 

 

Extract: 59  
In this day one of your life 

When you are hungry 
You learn to weep.  
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The collection is rich with evocative imagery, such as in the following poem: 
 

 
Extract: 23 

The dripping jewel; drop of dew 
The furry thawing spider’s web 

In that delicious time of the dawn 
Just fresh and clear 

The dripping dawning of reality 
I could be in here for the rest of my natural life 
If the truth doesn’t come out at the right time 
I resolve to pledge myself to a being of power  

It’s in the lap of the Gods 
At the altar of justice. 

 

 

The following extract reflects on a theme which preoccupies many of the writers and 

artists who participated in this study: that of freedom:  

 

Extract: 92  
Freedom; the call from the warriors of fate 
It takes your life; locks you behind the gate 

You battle on every moment through 
You relent when it suits, prisoner and screw  

The bill to society is high and you have to pay 
You will get out of jail and you’ll be free someday 

You have the choice of how to endure or pursue your time 
Education is good and if you’re willing work is fine.  

 
 
 

The themes and styles addressed in ‘101 Extracts’ are similar to those in a collection, 

‘Years Gone By’, by another member of the writing group.  The fifteen poems in this 

collection include reflections on past and present life and inner and outer worlds, depict 

familiar characters, and explore emotions.  

 

There are poignant images in the carefully-crafted poem below: 

 

‘Memory Lane’ 
Memory alone is a reel of thoughts 
Which often brings a smile or tear 
Rewind the past time long gone by 
With the lows or highs, joy or pain 

Deep ingrained, all seen through your 
Own eyes – The bike ride down a dusty 
Road, listening while a friend unloads, 

Relaxing on a sun-kissed beach, a special 
Meal with someone sweet, the walk along 

An autumn field – the candlelit glass 
Of wine by an open fire gliding into 

Daylight listening to Dire Straits. 
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The variety of literary forms used by participants in the writing group and their attention 

to craft suggests that the classes are offering them a range of opportunities to develop 

their repertoire of writing skills.  The depth of emotions in some of the writing suggests 

that the ethos of the creative writing classes is non-judgemental and supportive, offering 

a safe space for self-expression.   

 

In his poem, ‘Life in the HMP’, TMcC expresses his response to incarceration as follows: 

 

Life in the HMP 
It’s just another day in the H.M.P, 

No one else to blame apart from me, 
The days are cold and the nights are long, 
If only I could change where I went wrong,  

When the locks go click, 
I start to feel sick, 

The walls are damp,  
The cells are cramped, 

It’s just another day in the H.M.P., 
My time is so slow, 

I can’t wait to finally go, 
The end is nigh, 

Oh how I wish it would fly, 
I hope and pray,  

That I get out someday, 
But until release comes my way, 
In H.M.P, it’s just another day. 

 

 

Pamela Brown gives credit to a prison officer colleague who contributes to participation 

in the creative writing class: 

 

“I have a guy in my class with special needs.  Writing seems to calm him.  The officer in 

the library was about to finish her shift and he was kicking off and she asked him, how is 

the poetry going? And he just changed. She asked him to write a poem about her and he 

brought it along the next day”.  
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This is an extract from a poem by this member of the creative writing group: 

 

THE S.O. 
She arrives at the prison between seven & eight 

To make sure all is straight. 
To make sure her officers all get in ok 

And make sure all is ready for 
The start of the day.   

By B 

 
 
During the interview, other members of the group commented that writing seems to calm 

B when he gets stressed. One of them noted that B’s seizures have stopped. B 

confirmed this:  

 

“Since I started to get the pressure out of my head with writing, it stopped”.  

 

Other members of the group share their reflections on the benefits of writing:  

 

“You develop patience, the ability to see something through to completion; you create 

something no one else can create”.  

 

“It’s about having something you can share because everything else about you is 

negative negative negative”. 

 

“You do need to learn to take a chance” (This comment relates to risk-taking, which 

participants identified as an inherent aspect of creativity). 

 

“I heard this quote: if you’re afraid to feel, you’re not in touch with your creative mind.” 

 

“Writing is very therapeutic. Writing a poem or a story – it’s a gateway to confidence and 

to education. It opens the door to life – new life, plus the fact that you can progress – 

writing for the media, starting up your own thing on the outside, how-to guides”. 

 

“I’m not in prison when I’m over here”. 

 

“Why writing works so well – everything in here is magnified – it takes on so much more 

intensity. Being here is so much more drilled down, and it takes on a bigger focus. It’s a 

release from the mundaneness of the whole situation”.  
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“It’s self-therapy”.  

 

“I’ve heard a few people who are quite shy, and then bloom in the group”.  

 

“Creative writing fills a void to allow mental health issues to be expressed”. 

 

“For me it’s about expressing emotion – maybe not wanting to go through those 

emotions, but putting them into the voice of a character. It’s about perspective – I can 

see the pain and suffering – makes me force myself to go to a better place”.  

 

“Two of us disagree about politics, so we write about things from different angles, and 

then we can understand what the other one thinks”.  

 

“This class plays such an important part in my life – it gave me the will and inspiration to 

start writing properly again.”  

“Writing is therapeutic. See, even reading (a poem) out to you, it lifts a sense of 

anguish”.  

 

Several responses related to the way in which writing gives people a voice: 

 

“I’m putting my voice on paper”. 

 

“I started writing to have a voice. I felt that I was silenced for so long, to be able to say 

what I wanted in a constructive way …” 

 

“The writing voice - it’s not just a voice for telling other people, it’s for yourself to say 

something you feel strongly about”.  

 

The following comment affirms the opportunities which the creative writing classes offer 

for self- expression: You find your voice over here.” 

 

Some of the participants explain that writing helps them to cope with the experience of 

being incarcerated:  

 

“What I’ve found out about writing - it’s a shock to be here – and with writing you’re given 

the ability to do something, that’s very empowering.”  
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“Doing something like this (writing) takes the burden off you.” 

 

“When you’re writing, you’re outside here, this flipping crap hole”.  

 

One of the participants reflected that: 

 

“A lot of motivation for writing about prison is about reform of yourself as well as the 

characters you write about in your stories. My story for the Listowel award is about 

change – the change within a person from being inside – it’s reflective of a lot of feelings 

about being in prison and not getting lost in your feelings – it’s about the metamorphosis 

of a character”.  

 

“Writing gives a lot of people a lot of hope and a sense of belonging too”. 

 

Writing allows individuals to address issues from different points of view:  

 

“I wrote a poem which was for somebody on the outside. The questions they could be 

asking. It’s about have you ever visited a prison, do you know how tough it is for 

someone in prison? I want to give people on the outside a look to see that maybe these 

people inside are not so bad – a new perspective”. 

 

There was a sense, however, that it is difficult for those on the outside to understand the 

experience of being in prison: 

  

“Their worries are minute outside, compared to the worries and stresses and 

unnecessary shit in prison.  There is self-harm, suicide - someone committed suicide in 

the cell next to me - the blood was flowing through my door …” 
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Some of the writing by group members expresses writers’ empathic responses to social 

situations, suggesting that engaging with writing enhances the capacity for 

understanding others. This is evident in the following excerpts from two pieces of writing:  

 

GLOBAL CONFLICT 

The pain and conflict that war 
Create is overwhelming horrendous … 

How long will this last 
Before lunatics learn to live 

Together and get along. 
 

and 

Children’s lost innocence, will, and hope, 
Trying to seek shelter from deadly 
Fire! Traumatised, forced to flee 

Leaving everything they hold dear 

 

 

Participants in the creative writing classes also use their skills to express their ideas 

about complex issues, such as an article by D on exploring racism - “it opened up a few 

eyes on our society”  

 

DMc wrote an article for Time In about the challenge of grieving in prison.  He explains:  

 

“It’s about not getting time to go to funerals, no compassionate leave at an important 

time in your life. They ditched us as human beings with feelings. You’re left out of a very 

important part of your life. You’re not allowed to grieve”.  

 

The following extract from the article confirms the difficulty of experiencing grief in prison:  

 

“It is impossible to mourn a loss properly when you are in prison. Every day consists of 

the same routine. Every day consists of the same routine, doing the same things; 

Groundhog Day. Therefore it is hard to move beyond the initial feelings of loss and move 

onto a period of transition like you would be able to do in the community.” 

Time In Issue 9 Winter 2016 (by DMcC) Grief in Prison: Compassionate Temporary 

Release? P. 11 

 

Creative writing group members offer each other emotional support, as well as support 

with their writing. The following comments evoke the camaraderie and collaboration 

which participants experience in the creative writing class:  
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“A lot of us bounce off each other”.  

 

“There’s a lot of camaraderie, pitching in and helping each other”.  

 

“We read our work to each other. When I’ve written something, I ask someone to 

proofread it”.  

 

“We help each other with stories”. 

 

“Having the class, there’s immediate feedback”.  

 

 “I can get an instant feedback if I’m at a frozen point”.  

 

The writing class times are three hours on a Wednesday and Friday morning plus two 

hours on a Wednesday afternoon. This is the only opportunity which group members 

have for using computers for word-processing their writing. However, they all spend 

many hours writing on their own outside the class, with writing integrated into their daily 

lives. A participant confirmed:  

 

“I keep myself busy with writing”. 

 

Another explained:  

 

“I write most of the time behind the door of the cell because it’s peaceful, when the door 

is locked and people aren’t calling in”.  

 

Other comments provided insight into participants’ writing practices:  

 

“At night, sometimes you write something just before you doze off”.  

 

“I do a bit of writing in my cell and then when I come into the class it just flows”. 

 

Despite the amount of time dedicated to writing outside the classes, all of the participants 

said that they would appreciate more class time: 

 

“I personally say we aren’t here enough times a week.” 
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“The classes are time-limited. We need more time for writing. We are capable of a lot 

more”. 

 

In an article in Time In (Issue 8 Summer 2016), Pamela Brown refers to the processes of 

writing inside and outside class and the role of technology:  

 

 “Prison is unlike any other creative writing environment because the setting is intensely 

focused on the creative writing process. Basically, the tools for writing are not modern 

technology rather more it is the basic pen, paper and the writer.” 

 

At the same time, in the discussion which informed this case study, Pamela identifies 

technology - or a lack of it – as an issue for writers:  

 

“It would be good to have more resources. Up till the last magazine that we made here, 

we were working on Word 2005. We have eight computers and at times we could do with 

twelve. If you are incarcerated for any length of time, technology develops in quantum 

leaps, so using a computer helps to keep you in touch. Readjusting to technology when 

you come out must be difficult. You can keep in touch for activities and skills like banking 

and filling in application forms. A lot of writing you have to submit these days by email… 

 

…Computers in the classroom contribute to the process of learning to write: in my class, 

you can let someone get started with their writing by hand then once he has it on a 

computer you can very gently help him to fix it, using spell-check etc. Fear of spelling 

words wrong etc. taps into school problems and getting things wrong”.  

 

The desire for more creative writing class time reflects the participants’ appreciation of 

the many skills and aspects of knowledge which they have gained from these classes:  

 

“This class teaches you different disciplines, journalism, about publishing, writing 

interviews, researching, writing plays: we even had a drama class”.   

 

“We have some other creative things like radio, podcasts, drama, the magazines. Lots of 

pieces we write are good for acting and dramatization. Downtown Radio came in about 

nine months ago and we wrote our own podcasts.” 
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“I’m going to get a petition up to start a prison radio. There is an opportunity for 

Downtown to get it started up. That could be good for dramatisations, music, and so on. 

There could be a whole variety of things”.  

 

The articles in Time In by members of the writing group indicate their ability to undertake 

research and to convey information effectively. The following poem by a group member 

also incorporates historical research:   

 

“Preparing in muddy wet trench fighting off 

Live and the stench! Drying of boots on an 

Open fire to keep trench foot at bay- July 1
st
 

Was the day given a shot of strong rum 

To make nerves go numb, with men of all kinds 

From dockers to doctors united 

Fought with honour in French fields” 

(From “Honour in French Fields” from the collection Years Gone By) 

 

The members of the writing group commented positively on the classroom in which the 

creative writing group meetings take place. As this is a dedicated space for the writer in 

residence and the group, they are able to put up posters in the room and make the 

space their own.   

 

While there was acknowledgement of the writing space which HMP Magilligan offers, 

there were also some criticisms about the institution in relation to prioritising work over 

the arts: 

 

“This jail is very work-orientated”.  

 

“Prison goes down the line of putting people into trades but I think they should invest a 

lot more in education, especially creative writing, which should be called food for the 

brain”.  

 

“In my eyes, speaking only for myself, I don’t think that the prison is contributing enough 

to the writing programme – there’s not enough facilities. To do researching, how can I go 

about things like publishing? The computers don’t even always work”.  

 

“It doesn’t feel as if the class is a priority to the prison. This is what always suffers”. 
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Reflections on participants’ learning from the creative writing classes related to aspects 

of skills and confidence, including:  

 

“Now I know when I write something it’s not complete. Now I am open to change. It’s 

hard to get used to at first”.  

 

“We’re developing confidence in ourselves as writers”. 

 

Participants in the writing group see writing as part of their future when they leave prison: 

 

“Yes, we will definitely carry on writing when we’re out.”  

 

One has already secured a publishing contract, and another is going to try and get one 

of his fellow inmate’s work published when he is released. 

 

In a meeting with Pamela before the group interview, she wondered if it was possible for 

spaces for writing in prison could adopt the characteristics of “blue zones” - a term for 

places in the world where people are healthiest, happiest and live the longest.  

 

These words by one of the participants in the writing group suggest that he has found an 

element of these zones in the writing class:  

 

“I come here twice a week and it’s like going on a holiday”.  
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3.5 DON’T LET ME FADE AWAY 
 

The title of this case study is also the title of one of JA’s songs, written while he was 

incarcerated for a drink driving incident in which he lost his brother. JA reflects: 

 

“I was really struggling while I was inside, and I was writing songs, and with the accident 

and losing my brother, that pushed me to keep going”.  

 

JA has been achieving success and recognition as a musician. This case study is a story 

about how the arts can be life-affirming, offering a sense of purpose which prevents the 

possibility of “fading away”.  

 

Since his release, music has been an integral part of JA’s life: 

 

“Over the past year and three months I have worked with lots of musicians, I have played 

with lots of musicians and so many people on the local scene. It seems to be word of 

mouth that gets things going: Facebook is good as well. Now I am starting to get offered 

gigs and paid.  

 

“I’ve played Sunflower Fest - it’s an intimate gig in a tent, but it’s hard to get into - the 

Empire, Lansdowne Hotel, a whole load of different places. I’m slowly getting into 

different venues. There’s been a lot of good reactions. Sometimes I have two gigs in one 

week. I’ve also played in the Sunflower bar, and they want me back”. 

 

JA wrote songs prolifically during his incarceration, expressing his response to being in 

prison. He muses: 

 

“I think going away it actually did me a lot of good, sobered me up...  

 

…It was losing my brother that was the hardest part of the nine months (in prison), but in 

a way, it made me stronger. After losing my brother and seeing how it’s affected my 

family and my others brothers I feel that if I don’t push and don’t do anything worthwhile 

… the music has helped me to keep going”.  

 



67 | P a g e  
 

JA is now achieving recognition and success as a musician, with his songs attracting 

excellent reviews. He performed at PAF’s exhibition opening at Belfast City Hall 2016, 

and has performed at a number of gigs.    

 

Explaining his decision to take part in the PAF evaluation, JA pays tribute to Paddy 

Nash, the Musician in residence at HMP Magilligan:  

 

“… because I was so appreciative of the courses, particularly the music course, and 

Paddy’s teaching and his effort, but also, I know what it’s like to be in there and for 

people who want to express themselves, whether its music or art or writing, they are all 

creative ways to express yourself, and it’s all very important.” 

 

JA acknowledged Paddy Nash throughout the interview. 

 

“There were things I learnt from Paddy in there which I incorporated into my music… 

 

…Even from whenever I came in, I remember the prison officer saying Paddy’s a brilliant 

fellow. I never remember anyone had a bad word to say about Paddy. I just found him to 

be very good with people no matter where they were from, and … uh … even after I got 

out - to stay in touch with people and if there’s an opportunity, to throw it your way. After 

working with him he said get it touch; he didn’t need to do it but he did it. He just likes to 

help people out. He honestly must like their music.  He’s continued doing that...  

 

…I just think it’s great that after (prison), you get people who are willing to stay in touch, 

it’s a big bonus.”  

 

Indeed, Paddy has maintained contact with JA since his release, involving him in some 

music projects:  

 

“And through the help of that I’ve been able to go out and sign and to get paid.” 

 

JA was involved in music before he went to prison:  

 

“I had been writing songs from about 2011.  I recorded a four-track EP of original music 

in 2014, which was one year after my offence, the accident in which I lost my brother. 

That pushed me to take music further, and two of the tracks were dedicated to his 

memory”.  
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JA reflected: 

 

 “I always liked music … I really liked songs that affected me emotionally. I always 

interested in song writing, but there was always a lot of self-doubt. So whenever I went in 

(to prison), I was pleased to be able to get the guitar in, which allowed me to write and 

for someone to help me creatively and put the songs together. I can’t read music so it 

was useful for me that way”. 

 

JA explained how he came to attend music classes in HMP Magilligan:  

 

“Whenever I was sentenced in March 2015 -  for the first two weeks I was in Maghaberry 

but I moved to Magilligan, I think it was in the first week I found out the prison arts music 

class and the art class and the creative writing, as I am a songwriter myself.  I put in the 

application for the music class, and also for the creative writing…  

 

…I then requested to get my guitar in, which I could bring in - I was very happy about it - 

and then proceeded to go to the class and there I met Paddy Nash, who was there 

teaching beginners, and also if you weren’t a beginner. You had an opportunity to meet 

other people, and play with other people. Also, you had the opportunity to make 

recordings, which you could take with you whenever you are released… 

 

…So for example, on Friday morning, it might be me and Paddy and another prisoner 

and we would write a song together on a certain subject, and someone wrote a line and 

we would just see what happened…  

 

…On another occasion, in the morning you might be playing live with a full band, with 

drummer bass, singers, you know, and then in the afternoon you could make your 

acoustic recordings, sometimes full band recordings as well, or covers, whether it was 

for fun or for your future… 

 

…There were people come to the classes never picked up a guitar before, or they sang. 

There was one guy who was a tremendous singer; he was a fantastic singer, I told him 

about the classes, and next thing, he was singing with other guys… 

 

..In the morning session, you would have two different groups, and Paddy went back and 

forth between them. You had complete beginners, and people who are much better than 
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I am: they would blow you away. If music was ever cancelled, that was the end of the 

world. People were gutted...  

 

…So, I loved music. The music kept me going –because I was making progress”. 

 

To JA’s disappointment, there were cuts to the music classes: 

 

“Once a week is great … And I was gutted when it was cut to once a fortnight, it’s not 

very much, it’s nothing, like”.  

 

JA also referred to another funding cut which affected him adversely:  

 

“There was very good counselling from Cruse, but that was cut”. 

 

Ironically, as the end of JA’s sentence drew near, he was unable to attend music 

classes. He was put into a section of the prison for those due to be released which did 

not offer access to any classes:  

 

“I was raging because that was the thing I looked forward to. That wasn’t very good. I 

didn’t think that’s very fair. That’s supposed to be the privileged part of the prison. I don’t 

know what it was, but you couldn’t go to music then”.   

 

From the start of his incarceration in Magilligan, JA immersed himself in activities which 

could help him to pass the time effectively: 

 

“I did tiling, IT, computers, sort of general, creative writing, there was two tutors; gym 

kept the mind healthy and focused, the library, there was music and CDs, you could ask 

to get things printed off, and a bike workshop, fixing bikes second hand for Africa for 

kids…  

 

…I picked the tiling only for the reason you could do it every day; you would be kept busy 

all the week”.  

 

He comments that it was easier to access classes in Magilligan than in Maghaberry, 

where he was first incarcerated: 

“I was only in Maghaberry for two weeks – nightmare. There, don’t get me wrong, but I 

wasn’t able to get into any courses; maybe I wasn’t there long enough... 
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…Once you get up there in Magilligan, it felt a lot better like in terms of being able to do 

stuff and put your time in every day, going out and doing different things.  

 

Despite the limited time allocated to music classes after the cuts, there were other 

opportunities for making music for and with other inmates:  

 

“I also played in the kitchens, played with other guys, people I came into contact with. I 

was really nervous about playing for other people, but that was very good…  

 

…Guys would come into your cell if you were playing, and we would have a sing song 

and sometimes people were just messing about, and there was one guy who came in 

and he read these rhymes and it was very very real, and I was playing guitar and reggae 

riffs and he was coming in with his own ideas…” 

 

JA reflects on the power of music to uplift and to bring people together: 

 

“Music brings people up. Music brings people together, most people like it, so in that way 

I got on with most people, and being able to do something collaborative, that was good 

craic as well. I’ll never forget that. And I am still in touch with some of those guys”. 

 

JA comments about his fellow-inmates that “Some people were in for ridiculous stuff.  

There was some great musicians in there, some great musicians and writers, and some 

people with daft reasons for being in prison”.   

 

He drew on his observations about his inmates for two of his songs, Magilligan Blues 

and Rootsville: 

 

“Magilligan Blues is about all different characters within the prison, nicknames, or given 

the opposite names, it’s just if you don’t write it down you forget– you can see from the 

songs how you were at a particular point. It starts off, ‘Johnny is in the cell, busy heavy 

whacking... - This refers to the mental strain of being there, or finding it tough to cope, 

perhaps overthinking or worrying. Then it goes, ‘The world on the outside paper stacking, 

I’m in the middle trying to think’ It’s just building a picture. Very different from other songs 

I’ve written before. So all the guys liked it, (saying) - that’s you, that’s you.” 

The variety of people whom JA encountered in prison “made for interesting songs. And 

then another one was about the sex offenders in there and it’s sort of seeing… trying to 

make my mind up about these characters, just to get an idea of what it was like.  
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Rootsville is about some of those characters. It’s dark and bluesy. I tried to do different 

styles in different songs.  

 

  
ROOTSVILLE 

 
I’m in hell here, at wits end 

fist clenched 'fore I turn around the next bend 
This close to scizo and just blow 

no patience with the rapist living next door 
 

one potential victim don't believe ya 
he just deceived ya 

this you know 
To you the devil sold his soul 

you'd make the fire in hell turn cold 
the evil and the damage done 

the pain you caused some mother’s son 
 

and now you're tripping up, you're slipping 
on all the bloodstains from the cuts... 
from all the people that you've hurt 
could make a sane man go berserk 

 
Teabags for tobacco 

A sane man 
for a psycho 

in plain sight, disguised well 
but who's hid behind the door at the food bell 

ministers as sinister as the next men 
Mr Morgan play the organ for the shitstain 

the evil and the damage done 
the pain you caused some mother’s son 
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JA describes how he composed some of his songs:  

 

“For Rootsville, I was walking up and down at Foyleview (a section of the prison), and 

this bass line came and I made it up in my head and then you take the guitar and once 

you get used to the riff you can build words on it, a narrative, tell a story, I like songs that 

tell you a story. Sometimes what comes first is random words …” 

 

The lyrics of a song are as important to JA as the melody is: 

 

“Whenever you hear a song, you relate to a song - I find I relate to the lyric - it gives you 

a shiver up your neck or maybe your eyes fill up, or maybe something similar or maybe 

you take something about that that’s personal to you. I love the words, and especially 

real and honest and dark and twisted stuff. I love the way they make you feel something, 

the way they sound; it’s almost like a puzzle”.  

 

JA, aware from the pre-interview information that the author of this report is a poet, was 

keen to discuss poetry and its relationship with lyrics. He asked:  

 

“What do you love the most about poetry, what is it …?  Because I want to tell you 

something after that … I’ve been thinking recently about why I love music and words so 

much   ….  I wonder if there is any similarity with poetry”. 

 

“The thing I find I love about writing songs so much, is it keeps you busy, it makes you 

think, it calms me completely. I can sit in silence, and the time will just pass …. because 

you are thinking and getting little pieces, but the thing I love the most is creating each 

line and thinking how it’s going to sound with the voice, and making each sound, different 

but mostly it’s just the way the words sounds.  

 

“I just like the way the words sound and how they fit together. It’s so much to do with 

words and how it’s performed”. 

 

JA attended creative writing classes in Magilligan to develop his song-writing skills.  

 

“I was in two different classes with two different tutors. It was interesting. I got on really 

well with the guys It was great and they gave me good ideas to write the songs from 

different perspectives I learnt about poetry because I didn’t know about it. The other 
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people in the class gave me ideas about painting a picture without being too bluntly 

obvious”. 

 

The song ‘Don’t Let Me Fade Away’, which gives the title to this case study, is “about 

isolation; I wrote it at a low point.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JA comments: 

 

 “People were responding to the lyrics ... it’s brilliant because it made me want to do 

even more. It takes a turn halfway though, and turns into a major key, and gives you a 

happy feel. It was one of the best received, along with Love Letter”.  

DON'T LET ME FADE AWAY 
 

I spend my time in the cruel sunshine 
in a prison by the bay 

I miss the ones who show me love 
On an unforgiving day 

I close my eyes and reminisce 
and wonder how it came to this 

I feel so cold within my soul 
Don't let me fade away 

 
A hateful storm will strike and scorn 

and threaten those that say 
I've got hopes and dreams to build 

and love will light the way 
and as I'm breathing my last breath 

`I think of everyone that's left 
They need me like I do them 

Don't let me fade away 
 

Going back to watch the setting sun 
But I’m alone 

The colours run 
feeling so sentimental 

and cynical 
save my soul 

come on and save my soul 
 

There's just so much I cannot explain 
Spill my heart through this pain 

walking through this loveless town 
it's cold without your love around 

 
Down on my own 

Where the lonely roam 
I cried I've tried so long 

save me 
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Love Letter was written for his girlfriend. JA notes his gratitude for her support and that of 

his family while he was in prison. “My family and my girlfriend have been behind me all 

the way. If I didn’t have that support, I don’t think I would be doing as well now.”  

 

He explains how Love Letter emerged:  

 

“For the first month in prison, I didn’t have my guitar so I was writing songs and ideas on 

paper and that was different because I had never wrote songs like that before, that’s how 

Love letter came and then the other times it just happens, it starts small and then builds 

onto some other idea.   

 

“I wrote most of it when I wasn’t in the music class, because a lot of it was personal to 

me”.  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LOVE LETTER 
 

I love you like love music 
you make the hairs on my neck stand 

Mistakes in the past but 
I wanna be a better man 

 
I dream of you behind a window 

believe in you because you say so when I do 
I get lost in thoughts about us living 'n' all 

I'll ever need 
I hear it in your voice when I call 

The pain in my heart is what I'm tied to 
I'm burning inside to be beside you 

 
So beautiful and full of love 

in the darkest days I've seen 
Through waterfalls and prison walls 

to a place where I believe 
And all along remaining strong 
with all that we've been through 

I'm with you 
Promise 
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The high point of JA’s music experience in prison happened shortly before his release:  

 

“Radio Foyle, or Ulster, I think they’re the same, were asking people to do interviews 

about prison life, how it affects you, so they came in, and I was at the guy to try to get on 

to play my music.  So they asked me to do an interview about my offence to deter people 

from drink-driving, so I said I would do it if I could get my music on your show, so they 

interviewed me first and that was grand, and when it went out I was performing live with 

Paddy, so we got that opportunity to put that out.  

 

“This was two weeks before my release, so that was a good opportunity, to put my music 

out. I was chuffed, like; I was very happy with that. I didn’t want to be coming out with 

nothing. 

 

“So there’s many opportunities that have came out of doing music in prison for me”.  

 

LOVE LETTER CONTINUED… 
 

Just made my way back from a visit 
smell of your perfume on my skin 
I talked with you about my vision 
the kind of way to raise our kid 

 
I know it's hard and that you're hurting 

9 months apart a heavy burden 
but you know... 

The only thing between us is time 
about 100 miles 

I've got you up on my wall 
You've got my heart and my mind 

with every day apart, phone call and love letter 
I'm becoming the man who can love you better 

 
and I’m bleeding 

without you... 
 

So beautiful and full of love 
in the darkest days I've seen 

Through waterfalls and prison walls 
to a place where I believe 

And all along remaining strong 
with all that we've been through 

I'm with you 
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When JA was released, “I was able to get in contact with Paddy, and then within a 

month, I was playing at the PAF art exhibition in the city hall, amongst other 

opportunities. 

 

“I have ended up recording through Paddy’s producer and guitar player, and he’s also a 

music teacher at North East Regional College, up there in Derry. I also got to record a 

free song with this guy with and the only deal was that his students doing a music 

diploma had to produce it with him; it was part of their course work. It was free of charge, 

and this song has been the most popular to date. 

 

“I went in and I sang the song, and Paddy took a video which was going to match up with 

the music. It was great; the students were asking me questions about what the song was 

about, and what direction I wanted to take it in. I knew with him guiding the students it 

would be good. They were really surprised and happy with it. I’m also recording a four- 

track EP with Rory Donaghy, and planning to record two more EPs in future.” 

 

JA is optimistic about the future:  

 

“After losing my brother and going to jail and getting out and working jobs after job that 

don’t require thinking – it’s not a reason for getting out of bed -  now I just want to get 

involved in everything. My philosophy this year has been, you know, I just want to do 

whatever’s out there and see where it takes me. You know, like the Jim Carrey film Yes 

Man - I am a yes man for opportunities to try and take things further.” 
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3.6 A SENSE OF WORTH 

 

Reflecting on the impact of the arts on individuals in prison, JC comments that: 

 

“It gives an individual a sense of worth in a worthless environment.” 

 

JC is an accomplished writer of fiction and drama, as well as an experienced academic 

writer. His Masters dissertation won an Open University prize, and he has also received 

several awards for his creative writing.  The story of JC’s academic and creative writing 

successes is tempered by challenges by prison staff to his studies and autonomy. This 

case study identifies the factors which supported JC to rise above these challenges. JC 

is modest, quietly-spoken and self-effacing, but his narrative reveals his creative 

resilience. JC paid tribute throughout the interview for his achievements to Carlo Gébler, 

writer in residence in HMP Maghaberry.  

 

JC did not have any previous experience of creative writing before he met Carlo Gébler.  

JC’s first encounter with the writer was initiated by one of the education tutors:  

 

“It was about 2003, I had been in prison about four or five years … at that stage I think I 

was doing GCSE English - and the teacher gave me a book, written by Carlo, who was 

working for the PAF as writer in residence.  I wrote a critique of what I thought about the 

book, and the teacher introduced me to Carlo, the author. I struck up a conversation with 

him and got to know him. I had always seen him on the landings, but at that stage I 

hadn’t written creatively. Most of the things I had written was for my academic studies.  I 

had done my Basic English and then my GCSE and my degree. 

 

“Carlo would spend ten, fifteen minutes with me every time he was on the landing, and 

he would ask me what I was doing. Then I had ideas to write creatively, and I started to 

write. And Carlo would have mentored me, and when he would come in, he would read 

anything I’d written.  

 

“He would have worked with the guys who were writing, and he would call in to see us 

each individually, and he would take it away with him. And he would read it and give it 

feedback his next visit. I think he would have been in a full day a week in total; when I 
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say a full day, I think it was five hours in prison terms. He would go to different houses 

and cell blocks. 

  

“I sometimes had a lot written.  Carlo would just read it in his own time.  And it was good 

to talk to Carlo. It gave you a shot of enthusiasm in the arm, any praise helps. He would 

give you a bit of praise. I used to look forward to the meeting with Carlo each week. 

 

“It ended up I wrote a few short stories, and they were all well-received, and Carlo 

advised me to enter them into the Listowel Writers Week competition and I did, and I 

won first prize - I entered three times and won three times … which gives you a lift, and 

was good for your self-esteem in there.  

 

“So, through that I carried on writing, creatively as well as me academic writing, I got me 

degree and then I went on to do a Masters degree, but all the time I was doing that, I still 

liked the creative writing. And Carlo encouraged me a great deal, and Carlo was always 

there”.  

 

JC identifies Carlo as “one of the good guys, you know.”  He observes that Carlo 

managed to negotiate the challenges of the prison system effectively. 

   

“He was like a permanent fixture there, he was there for years, he was in the prison I 

think nineteen years, so he always knew, so he went about things nicely, I actually seen 

it.  He knew the system, he knew what to do, and that only comes from experience. You 

catch more wasps with honey than you do with vinegar”.  

 

According to JC: 

 

“PAF artists know how to deal with people.  Sometimes they have to take a firm stance 

with prisoners upsetting the painting class.  So I can’t say all the negativity comes from 

the prison system.  

 

“But prisoners wouldn’t display any ill will towards the PAF, because PAF artists are 

respected.  I can’t say enough good things about PAF teachers, for want of a better 

word, or mentors. 
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“You become accepted in a prison environment through your actions. It’s not easy for 

prisoners to accept people from outside, but they accepted Carlo because they knew 

he’s got the prisoners’ best interests at heart. 

 

“The prisoners respect PAF because it’s been there for years and the artists come onto 

the landings and they treat people as human beings, rather than the system that treats 

people something less than human”.  

 

The encouragement which Carlo gave JC with his writing was a supportive 

counterbalance to the difficulties he experienced with prison staff in relation to his 

academic studies:  

 

“I remember one time they came and took all the computers away. The computers we 

had were from the old Braille unit; they would print out your essay and bit of creative 

writing. But it got to the stage they took the computers off us that regularly. They hoped 

that would get so fed up that we would just pack our studies in. 

  

“When I was doing my PhD, prison security came along one day when I was out of me 

cell, and when I got back in all my floppy discs were gone; they had taken all my floppy 

discs. I says, I am getting sponsored to do a PhD by the Packenham Trust; this is all my 

work and the senior officer told me this is down to security. But I never seen those discs 

again.  

 

“So what I did, I illegally obtained a pen drive. While I was out on release out at NIACRO 

doing some teaching, I transferred all me files out onto the pen drive.  I left it with a 

someone I trust. She looked after my pen drive for me until I got out, otherwise the prison 

security would have taken away my educational career. 

 

“So … so there is a negative viewpoint – the prison security have a negative view of 

people; they think it’s their business to interrupt their lives. They don’t see us like Prison 

Arts see us. I know there are Prison Arts people who are given a hard time in 

Maghaberry; they are seen as secondary prisoners. There seems be this view in the jail 

that the Prison Arts shouldn’t be in the prison in the first place, get them out, that sort of 

thing.” 

 

Issues with prison security also impacted negatively on one of JC’s creative writing 

projects, his play, Pipe Dreams. This play began its life as a prize-winning short story: 
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“PAF brought David Grant in to help me adapt the story into a play. He is a lecturer in 

Drama at Queen’s University, Belfast, and he was supported by Ellen Burns, an actor 

and PhD student at Queen’s. David provided me with some plays, one I think was called 

The Dumb Waiter, and he gave me ideas how to adapt my story into drama. I never in a 

million years dreamed I would have written a play. 

 

“I realised from the help I got from David that I could write a play about two guys in a 

prison cell which could be easily performed and everything else. It was about two cell-

mates, Fin and Minty, and their mutual decision to give up drugs. It had a good anti-

drugs message and it went down very well. It’s also about the pathology of the screws –

so I think it says something meaningful about the prison system and about the addiction 

problem in prison.  

 

“It was one of the best times in prison; not that there’s good times, but it was great fun, 

because a lot of the prisoners acted out the parts.  Extracts of it were performed about 

four times”.   

 

For JC, the play was the highlight of his arts experience in prison: 

 

“When you were watching prisoners performing your play – they performed it very well – 

one performance, I think there must have been a hundred or to a hundred and twenty 

people there, they all laughed at the right places; they were all quiet at the right places. 

 

“It was performed to these teachers from across Europe, all part of a Leonardo project.  

Although there was lot of swearing, it seemed to go OK.”  

 

But there was a problem with one of the performances – “the problem was … it’s a bit 

like the politics of what happens after something has been written”.  JC is referring to an 

incident which occurred when a planned performance of the play did not take place. JC 

and David Grant co-wrote an academic paper about this incident, Freedom to Fail.   

 

The paper begins by discussing the play and its impact on the performers: 

 

“Participation in the play served to build relationships of mutual support and trust 

between all the prisoners involved and they gradually began to enjoy the fun of 

participation and looked forward to the weekly drama group sessions”. 
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All went well with the play and its performances, until an occasion when the actors were 

getting ready to go and perform Pipe Dreams at Hydebank. The paper explains: 

 

“Despite meticulous preparations, just before they were due to leave, one of the 

performers was suddenly refused security clearance to travel with the others to perform 

the play.  Despite coercion by prison governors, the men stood fast in an impressive 

show of solidarity with their fellow cast member. To quote one of the group:    

We’re human beings not performing seals.  How could we enjoy our day out knowing 

that we’d left someone behind?  Can’t [the authorities] understand how wrong that is? 

Yet they expect us to just accept it and do as we’re told.  I won’t do it.  I don’t care how 

much they punish us; I won’t be bullied into betraying my friend” (JMC research notes: 

26/10/2009). 

                   

The paper argues that while the refusal to perform meant that younger prisoners at 

Hydebank were deprived of the opportunity to see the play, the joint refusal helped to 

forge a bond between the actors, as well as “a renewed sense of purpose and self-worth, 

transferable life-skills necessary to support a positive identity upon release from prison”. 

 

JC corroborates this, adding that some members of the prison staff did not expect the 

play to achieve success. He notes that this attitude might have reflected the types of 

prisoners involved in the play:  

 

“The prisoners who were involved in it were not pet prisoners, you know, the type you 

give a sugar lump and off they go.”  

 

The Freedom to Fail paper describes the impact of participation in the play on the 

performers. 

 

“Over the course of the drama project significant changes were documented in the core 

group of six prisoners.  Most notable was the change in JK.  Prior to his participation in 

the drama group, he described himself as being ‘quiet’ and ‘awkward’ in his dealings with 

prison authorities (Crossan, 2009a).  Indeed Crossan observed that he was a ‘difficult’ 

interviewee who seemed to have trouble in expressing himself.  However, over the 

course of rehearsals and subsequent performances of Pipe Dreams his self-confidence 

improved to such an extent that he dominated the interactive element of the play which 

encouraged audience participation.  
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JC explained in the interview that JK used his learning as an actor to help him prepare 

for a difficult encounter with prison authorities; he rehearsed his response as he would 

have done his part in the play.    

 

In 2015, JC was successful in obtaining an Individual Artist award through the Arts 

Council of Northern Ireland, which enabled him to develop the ‘Pipe Dreams’ play, with 

the support of Carlo Gébler, David Grant and PAF. The original Pipe Dreams has 

evolved from a 45-minute play into a two-hour drama, and JC is currently waiting for 

feedback from the theatre companies to which he has sent the script.     

 

Another one of JC’s prize-winning stories has the intriguing title, “A Theory of Life in a 

Mutant Alien Community of Sex-Crazed, Schizophrenic IRA Rabbits.”  The story begins: 

 
“My name is B1763.  I am a lifer at Maghaberry, with a cell facing the prison gardens.  
From my barred windows I am able to see well-maintained lawns, flowerbeds and several 
greenhouses.  A few prisoners are allowed to work in the gardens, which is a handy 
number, all things considered.  Barbed-wire fence surrounds the gardens.  Beyond the 
fence is the outer-perimeter wall, which is monitored by CCTV and patrolled by guards 
and Alsatian dogs.  It therefore may surprise outsiders to learn that this artificial, man-
made environment is also a prison to various forms of wildlife. 
 
Some of the animals are ‘lifers’ too, such as rabbits and rats that are destined to live out 
their lives within the confines of these prison walls.  Others are ‘short-termers’ such as 
birds that are ‘Just Visiting,’ as it says on the Monopoly Board.  Over the three years I’ve 
lived in this particular cell, I’ve paid close attention to the behaviours of animals and birds; 
they provide a welcome distraction from my otherwise boring routine.   
 
For example, before I discovered the rabbits were aliens, I was amused to learn that 
they’d rather eat bread and butter than carrots or lettuce.  I once thought I’d discovered a 
genetic-mutant grey coloured crow, before I found out that grey crows weren’t that 
special.  And I’ve watched gulls nearly kill each other over a mouldy old loaf of leftover 
bread.  But my favourite source of entertainment is the rabbit community.  They have a 
grand life and do nothing all day – except defecate, fornicate and graze upon the prison 
lawns.” 

 

This story reveals JC’s ability to transmute and subvert the challenges of prison life into 

humorous fiction. He also used his writing skills to write reports and complaints on behalf 

of other prisoners who could not express themselves in writing; as a result, prison 

authorities “came to try and threaten me to stop writing complaint forms.” 

 

JC also used his writing skills to “help other people with their Open University courses 

and maybe critique their essays. It also helped yourself, because when you are looking 

at other people’s work, it also helps things come to you when you look at your own 

writing.” 
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JC reflects that his competence in writing, both creative and academic, gave him the 

confidence to stand up for himself when he experienced obstacles during his 

incarceration.  

 

He comments about dealing with people who challenged him:  

 

“With a guy like that, rather than crack him, put it down on paper and beat him. That 

[ability] comes from education as well as creative writing; it gives you the self-confidence 

to do that. I may be a prisoner and he’s me jailer, but he’s wrong, and I will stand up to 

him.  It did me no favours; I probably did a bit more time than I should have done; but it 

means you can leave there with your head held high, it sets you up; it gives you the 

confidence to speak out.” 

 

JC had to make a stand for access to education courses in HMP Maghaberry: 

 

“I had to fight for full-time education. I found a rule book which said about entitlement to 

education, I told the education officer and he said, leave it to me. So eventually they 

gave me full-time education. I would get up in the morning and they would lock me in my 

cell. I would work from 8 to 12, have my lunch. You were locked up again in the 

afternoon for a couple of hours. 

 

“At night, I would usually do creative writing, usually a few hours every night. That’s what 

prison’s all about, managing your time, being in a cell, developing your routine around 

the prison routine. And the boys that don’t are the boys that’ll either sink or swim. There 

were boys using the legal highs … I don’t want to be sounding a martyr, but you want to 

use your time more constructively.”  

 

“I also did a psychology course – they stopped me doing it – (laughs) – they didn’t want 

people doing psychology – but I had a child with autism – so I remember doing child 

psychology and how people learn, and you could see it in action in prison: how people 

learn from each other. So the psychology course, that helped me understand”. 

 

JC suggests that his creative writing skills impact positively on his academic writing.  

 

“When you’re writing creatively, you write economically and clearly. That has far more 

impact than millions of commas and whole paragraphs for your argument, which I was 

inclined to do at the start with academic writing.” 
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Creative writing is less restrictive than academic writing:  

 

“There’s only so much academic writing you can do. To write creatively was to be set 

free, you could write what you want”. 

 

Like many of the other participants in this study, JC took part in more than one art form 

while he was incarcerated. 

 

“After Pipe Dreams was finished, I also joined the visual arts class painting with Anne 

Scullin.  The painting wasn’t a great effort for me because I wasn’t a great painter, but I 

enjoyed that.  Anne was very helpful and very nice and would teach you things like 

shading and mixing colours that you would have to know. It was a good laugh too.” 

 

The experience of this class enhanced JC’s awareness of the impact of participation in 

visual arts:  

 

“I noticed other people who didn’t have talents for English and Maths …  People usually 

come to prison with profiles of social exclusion, with maybe criminality and addiction in 

the family, and they invariably do badly at school, so arts was a great outlet for that type 

of guy, you know, who had no interests in English and Math. 

 

“I actually seen - there was one guy in particular - he used to do lovely paintings, in fact I 

think PAF has sold some of them on his behalf and with the blessing of the prison 

authorities, and this guy was hopeless at education, I shouldn’t say he was hopeless, 

let’s say he didn’t excel, but when it came to art it was great for him. So art was a great 

outlet for that type of guy, you could actually see a difference in the guy, it gives him an 

identity other than a prisoner, if you know what I mean. I think it give him a bit of self-

worth in a system which by accident or design creates feelings of worthlessness.  

 

“Some of the guys there was very talented - I seen the impact of the arts on another guy 

- when he left prison he had a vision of being a graphic artist, and his stuff is brilliant. 

PAF was going to try and help him find premises, but he did very well out of the visual 

arts and I think he now he is actually working at that. So that was an outlet for him 

whenever he got out of prison, so that is the result of what PAF want people to see when 

they get out of prison, you know, turning away from crime.” 
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Reflecting on the personal impact of participating in the arts in prison, JC states that “For 

me, it raised me self-esteem and gave me an identity.  You know, the identity of prisoner 

subsumes all others.  It was nice getting the sense of validation and self-esteem, hard to 

come by in a prison environment.  

 

“The arts help you to escape from the monotony of it all, and you’re creating something 

worthwhile. You also develop a more critical eye, and you can appreciate good writing. 

Although I always did read a good lot, but more so now.  

 

“The Arts Council invested in me and the fact that they sponsored me (to develop Pipe 

Dreams) ...  this says to me, I am part of that world. They funded me to the tune of 

£1500. Carlo mentored me and every month I would go up to Carlo in Enniskillen and he 

would give me feedback on what I had written, and the play is now with several theatre 

groups to see if they are interests in staging it”. 

 

According to JC, participation in the arts not only builds self-esteem and a sense of 

identity; it also develops positive relationships:  

 

“What the arts does in prison – builds bridges between different communities … 

Irrespective of one’s social background or religious background, people are more 

inclined to associate with people on the basis of friendship rather than kinship. Which the 

prison likes to foster because a divided prison population is easier to manage”. 

 

JC believes that  

 

“Education and arts comes way down the list of priorities there (in Maghaberry). They’re 

obsessed with security. They’ve got this mentality that prisoners are mollycoddled. Like 

some members of the public think, it’s a holiday camp in there. There was this article in 

the media about the menu Christmas Dinner we got in Maghaberry one year – but that’s 

just a piece of paper; that’s not what we got to eat. That might be the menu, but taste the 

fecking stuff …” 

 

JC warns:  

 

“This idea that you should lock prisoners up and throw away the key - that’s not very far-

sighted. This guy or girl will be released.  For them to be locked up without any outlet, 
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they will be going outside the same as they went in. It only creates a bad rehabilitation 

environment.” 

 

Prior to release, JC was in “a more relaxed regime in Wilson House.  They break you 

into the outside world. Anne, the artist in residence, took us to exhibitions at the Ulster 

Museum, and places where the guys wouldn’t usually go. I think art projects for people of 

probation and people coming out would be very good, very good for people once they 

are out, but I know about cutbacks …  I think that something like that is very necessary, it 

ties people into the wider community and breaks the pattern of, you know, the revolving 

door they talk about, of people coming out and then committing crimes and going back 

into prison”.   

 

JC comments, “The likes of Carlo, who works with PAF, opened doors to people I 

wouldn’t know, or how to go about it. For people coming out of prison, they’re not used to 

the art scene and literary scene in Belfast, and you need someone you know pointing 

you in the right direction, giving you feedback on the art work you produce, and letting 

you know what the arts scene is. I know PAF have a mentoring scheme now that fits 

perfectly with that.  

 

“I think the mentoring scheme is very useful for people who have a bit of talent.  It’s OK 

writing things in prison and getting feedback, but when you’re out, mentors can help you 

along. They also give you ideas and an approach with things”.  

 

JC’s respect for PAF and his belief in the transformative power of the arts led him to 

volunteer with PAF on his release. He was subsequently employed as Research & Office 

Administrator. He notes, “I haven’t had a job from creative writing, but I did teaching for a 

while to other prisoners at NIACRO, and the job I got was to do with writing as well. I 

also did some interviewing for PAF. I’ve written other creative things which have been 

published here and there, and I’m still writing the odd wee thing here and there. 

 

“I am still in touch with Carlo Gébler now I am out; he is more of a friend than anything 

else. I would still volunteer for PAF and I wouldn’t volunteer if I didn’t think they were a 

good organisation. I helped to set up a few exhibitions for PAF - I had a car, you see”.  

 

JC is currently involved with a social enterprise, the Right Key & Recovery Café, which 

offers a range of purposeful activities for those seeking to rebuild their social lives in 

a drug-free environment. “They also deal with people with dementia and a group of 
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recovering alcoholics. They write their own poetry as well. So I see the benefits of music 

and poetry. And I also see the benefits of participating in the arts, helping people 

overcome social isolation, giving people an outlet rather than barstools and looking for 

drugs.  

 

 “So I do recognise the impact the arts have on people, whether it be music or creative 

writing or fine art”.  

 

Summarising his views on the role of the arts in the criminal justice system, JC declares: 

 

“I would be a big believer of the arts in prison. I have seen the beneficial impact first-

hand on other people, as well as for meself.  I think it’s essential in prison that there 

should be that outlet: it does increase your self-worth and self-esteem”. 
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3.7 YOUR FUTURE LOOKS MUCH 

BRIGHTER 

 

The title of this case study is the first part of a comment by RZ about her experiences of 

the arts programmes in Hydebank Wood College, where she was on remand for a year. 

The comment in its entirety is:  

 

“Your future looks much brighter when you work with something nice.” 

 

These words refer to RZ’s belief in the benefits of art-making, experienced through her 

participation in art and music classes, craft classes, creative writing, pottery and poetry.  

She was also a member of the in-house choir, the Voice of Release.   

 

The interview was suffused with RZ’s passion for and commitment to the arts. Her 

speech cadences reflect her Eastern European origins and her enthusiasm and 

excitement about creativity. She explains what the name of Hydebank choir, the Voice of 

Release, means to her:  

 

“It means art as release:  it helps you to release yourself from suffering, and also to think 

that you’re not really mentally degrading yourself, if you’re creating something.”  

 

The story of RZ’s experience is one of triumph over adversity through the arts. Reflecting 

on the circumstances which led to her incarceration, she noted that she tried to get to get 

help before a difficult situation escalated.  

 

“I was very ill, and I was asking for help, but unfortunately I was turned down.  It’s life-

breaking. The art, it helped just to release the pressures which I had, all the question you 

ask yourself, it’s unfair, why me, all these whys you put into your mind.” 

 

Referring to her involvement in the arts, RZ notes:  

 

“But all I am doing now, it’s part of picking up myself”.   RZ has unconditional praise for 

the arts programmes in Hydebank Wood, and how they impacted on her. She is currently 
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in the process of applying for the PAF mentoring programme, so that she can pursue her 

interests and continue to develop her skills.  

 

Since her release, RZ has been involved in art and craft activities:  

 

“Even crocheting, I am doing wee toys, and I am passing them out to my children, 

because the children are with daddy, and we are working on reconciliation.   

 

“I knew how to crochet and I knew how to knit, but I was never reading a pattern before I 

went to Hydebank.  There was a Sister Una who used to bring me wool in Hydebank, 

and I started taking out books from the library and started to read a pattern. I made these 

lovely crocheted animals. Everybody adored them.  

 

“When I was making the animals, I was thinking about my kids and how I was going to 

teach them to crochet one day. My kids are still small. So always in my mind, there was 

that vision, what I am going to teach them, like my mum taught me. So, my kids will know 

that when their mum went to Hydebank, she didn’t just disappear. I think for them it was 

hard to process and to understand, but if they could clutch something I made, in my 

heart that was the satisfaction, I am doing it for them”. 

 

RZ is also practising the art of book folding, which she learnt from a librarian while she 

was in Hydebank Wood.   

 

“It was something new; I had seen it and I thought it was very complicated. Jackie, she’s 

the librarian, she’s lovely; I done the sign language with her; it is like Makaton which I 

was doing with my son; he has Downs’ syndrome.  

 

“So Jackie showed me the book folding, and she gave me printouts, and I used to just 

photocopy them and do the book folding so I could give it to my visitors as a wee 

present. I could decorate them. There was a crafts teacher there; she could give you little 

bits to decorate with, and they really look pretty as a present. 

 

“Now I have more freedom, of course, I can go in charity shops and get some bits to 

decorate it. It’s just so class. I am doing this at home for friends. There are some people 

from the church I am going to, they have been so helpful and supportive. I’ve been in 

that church now for 10 years. I like to make things for them, to give them my art”.   
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RZ’s friends admire her artworks:  

 

“Some pictures I have made, people just adore them.”  She comments that “Friends 

come in my home and they say, ‘Did you make that?’ I don’t go into details about how I 

did that. It looks complicated and very professional, but with the right help it is easy for 

me to do it”.   

 

RZ really appreciated the friends who came to visit her while she was in Hydebank; it 

was very helpful for her. “And especially I realised people loves me when they come to 

visit me.”  

 

It is important to RZ to use the skills she acquired to make gifts for others. RZ says that 

people ask her why she gives her work away, instead of selling it.  She responds,  

 

“There is value in giving to people who really care, and it’s a part of me. You can take 

your time and you can put your heart into it, and whenever you are making anything you 

are thinking about that person, and it’s good”.  

 

The act of making presents seems to have offered RZ a sense of stability in a turbulent 

time:  

 

“I was on remand and from prison to hospital and hospital to prison; I was on remand for 

quite a length of time, because it was a complicated case. So, there was a lot going on in 

my life, and health-wise too. I just needed to pick up myself and keep going and that’s 

what I needed, and to make something pretty and to give as a present, and it’s 

something which makes me feel good about myself”.   

 

Although she had always been interested in the arts, RZ had never been as heavily 

involved in artistic pursuits as she was while she was in Hydebank: 

 

“I think in there because you have the time and the thoughts, and you put everything into 

it, and with and with the right support it’s really good to work with it.” 

 

RZ enjoyed reading the Time In magazine produced by the HMP Magilligan creative 

writing group. “I also like to read through this because it’s exactly what it’s like and you 

can relate to it. There are true feelings of people who are in prison.”  
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RZ was grateful for the number and variety of classes available in Hydebank.   

 

“The arts and the crafts, it would be two classes, Tuesday and Thursday, Saturday, it 

would be longer, a full day, so it would be three full days a week. Then there was choir 

time at night. I done quite a few things (classes). In fact, everything I could have do, I do 

it. I am one of those people, it helps me to get through it if I am busy”.   

 

While RZ is very grateful for the opportunities to participate in the arts in Hydebank, she 

points out that some of the institution’s resources are limited:  

 

“There was art books in the library, but not so many.  That is restricted. Because there is 

the people there who is there for a long time, they need a change. There could be a bit 

more choice, just to have more books in the library.” 

 

Nevertheless, “in the craft class, the teacher was really good, and we connected, and 

she used to give me some stuff for making things in my room”.  

 

The support and guidance of the artist-in residence, Cathy Moore, was very important to 

RZ.   

 

“There was the art teacher, Cathy, she was very good, which is why I want involved now 

with PAF in a mentoring programme. It was one of those relationships – it was really 

good, I would say, the relationship which we created. She would just be equally with 

everyone. She would see what people like to do.  She sees I like playing with colours.  

 

“Cathy was also explaining what art in the outside world is like. That was very helpful. 

She used to bring some printed pictures from exhibitions. It’s nice to get some 

connection with the outside world, what’s going on.  

 

“Because it was a small group as well in the art class, then everybody gets time with her. 

It was just nice, and every time you are leaving the class, it’s with something beautiful. 

She’s a lovely girl; I just hope I will see her again”. 

 

Later in the interview, RZ related how she had recently been walking through Belfast, 

and happened to see Cathy Moore standing at the side of the road next to what RZ later 
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discovered was the offices of the Prison Arts Foundation. RZ and Cathy were delighted 

to see each other.  

 

“What are the chances for me to see her? And she jumped with joy, and so did I.” RZ 

reflects, “This coincidence means that it is right for me to apply for the mentoring (from 

PAF).” 

 

RZ also paid tribute to the pottery teacher, Ann Marie Robinson, and to Carlo Gébler, 

who facilitated the poetry classes on Saturdays. These classes were really important to 

RZ.  

 

“We were very lucky to have those classes. We was looking forward to it through the 

week, so it makes the time go faster. I absolutely enjoyed it; it was really good”. 

 

“The pottery teacher, she works in Maghaberry in the week now with the boys (young 

offenders), but she used to come on Saturdays for all of us.  We had half the afternoon 

with her and half the afternoon with Carlo. For us, for me, it was a real treat. The pottery 

was really good, and I could make wee things which I could give to people as a present. 

So it was just good, and I’m really missing that. It really helped me get through it all. It 

encouraged me to write as well. I just started to write about my feelings. I never wrote 

poetry or stories before I went to Carlo’s poetry classes. I probably could have tried, but 

life is too complicated - there is life, there is family, there is home.  

 

“But in there (in Hydebank), there was a time when my emotions was complicated, and 

writing helped me to get through it. And especially when Carlo used to encourage us, 

and I just realise what I wanted to put into the poems. It became part of me, really. And 

also from Carlo I learnt how to write about what I been through, and to deliver that to 

someone else when I was reading it. I still remember when he read my poems out, the 

way he put the tone, so I learnt a lot to put the emotion into it when I read my poems out 

to others.  

 

RZ perceives Carlo Gébler as:  

 

“Such an inspiring person, I don’t know, just his experience working in that type of 

environment. During the week, we were talking about it. He knows the life inside.”   
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Participants in Carlo’s classes learnt a range of skills:  

 

“We tackled everything really, you know. Like for the children, we would sit and write 

some simple story.  It was very good.” 

 

RZ enjoyed the relaxed atmosphere of the Saturday classes.   

 

“It was for the enhanced prisoners, who are doing well, so there is just more freedom, so 

of course, it’s a selection of the people who wouldn’t make trouble and are participating 

for a genuine reason. It’s a selection of people who would be trusted”.  

 

There was a social as well as an educational aspect to the classes:  

 

“We always used to bring something we had made. We used to have a break and a chat. 

It always worked out, you know. I am actually missing that, I miss these moments which 

left me good memories. It was interesting to listen the stories to hear things I wouldn’t 

know from the outside world.  Everyone put their heart into it." 

 

A further dimension of the Saturday classes was the participation of the young male 

offenders. They studied separately from the women in Hydebank Wood College during 

the week:  

 

“When we (the women) were in education, they would be in the workshop, and so on.” 

 

The experience of taking part in the same classes as the young people illuminated RZ’s 

understanding of their backgrounds and issues.  

 

“You never know what kinds of lives they had before. I felt they never had the chance, 

never been motivated, so it was nice to see that, the troubled boys putting all heart into 

it. That’s the beauty of it, to see to see them doing well”.  

 

These observations lead RZ to note:  

 

“I was thinking that’s what this life is about: to show this compassion rather than to be 

kicked out and about; I don’t think that helps anyone”. 
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RZ reflects that while there are many opportunities to participate in the arts in Hydebank 

Wood, not everybody makes the choice to do so.  

 

She explains that when she first arrived at Hydebank, it was difficult for her to take part in 

any activities.  

 

“That time was desperation for me, I ask myself, how am I going to be living with all of 

this? She is referring to the time “when I was not well”, and the initial shock of being in 

Hydebank. One aspect of life there that she found difficult was that “There is gossip, 

there is intrigue, there is fights. I thought, this is not a place where you can make friends 

or anything.”  She was able to come the realisation, however, that “not everybody really 

lives like this way.” 

 

RZ muses:  

 

“There are all sorts of reasons why people are in there (in Hydebank), and don’t even 

need it. For me, it was only a one-off.  And I pray it would be the last time. It was 

traumatic.” 

 

Participating in the arts classes helped RZ to settle down to life in Hydebank. She 

reflects: 

 

“Maybe that’s where I got the motivation for doing the art– from seeing other people 

enjoying it. I seen quite a few talented people they paint and you think, wow, that is 

class. We are working all together and we are sharing the opinions and the ideas and the 

works.”  

  

RZ observes that people are 

 

 “who going in and out of custody; to them it’s a bit of fun,” whereas people who are in 

Hydebank long term seem to take the arts classes more seriously.  

 

“I was looking and watching the people who takes part in the classes.  For them it’s also 

some sort of resolution, to put the thoughts and creativity into the work. I’m sure they 

have a lot of emotions when they are working. The boys, when they do the arts and stuff, 

they are really good at it. I see the teacher gets the satisfaction from that. 
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“You know, in a place like Hydebank, I would say you have that time, you know you can 

choose to be naughty in there or you can choose to do something which makes you 

heal, if that makes sense. You can say, it’s food for my soul, unless you sit and cry and 

feel sorry for yourself”.  

 

The art work of some of the participants in her classes work inspired RZ:  

 

“I seen a girl do a picture; it was very pretty. I done it the same, but in a different way.” 

 

Practising art and craft skills helped to pass the time and make it meaningful:  

 

“There are lock up times and you are going back to your cell. That’s the only way I can 

get through it, to create something.” 

 

RZ enjoyed learning a new set of skills through her participation in the arts. She explains 

that she joined the in-house choir, Voice of Release, “because it gives you something to 

do in the evening and also just because of curiosity. I wouldn’t be that great a singer. I 

was very unconfident, but week by week I improved, and then I was doing a solo myself.” 

 

RZ used the terms “beautiful” and “pretty” several times in the course of her interview to 

refer to the arts and creativity, revealing the pleasure which she derives from them. She 

believes that “to find the beauty in things is very important”; this is fundamental to the 

capacity for hope and creativity. 

  

 “Where else can you see the beauty really, except in making pretty things … And to 

have something like that in a prison environment; to have someone showing you that 

there is something beautiful …   there are people in there who have never had 

something pretty in their lives, and it’s so important.” 

 

One of the highlights for RZ of her participation in the arts in Hydebank was making a 

memory box.   The idea for creating the box came from counselling sessions with a 

Cruse counsellor, which RZ received while she was in Hydebank. This counselling 

helped her to address problems impacting on her wellbeing, such the stressful 

circumstances around her incarceration, and death of her father. “I lost my Dad very 

early”. 
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Memory boxes are commonly used in therapeutic settings, such as for children 

separated from their parents. They are repositories for meaningful objects and 

memorabilia.  The objects are usually associated with happy times and positive 

memories.  For RZ, the box was a place to keep reminders of all of her positive 

achievements and good memories from her time in Hydebank.  “It’s just a wee reminder 

of my time in prison, but in a good way”.   

 

The box is also for RZ’s three children, “so they will know that that important was for me, 

and I always was thinking about them while I was away from them.” 

 

The contents of the box include poems which RZ wrote in Hydebank, and “smaller 

versions” of some of her pieces of crochet and art. “I’m not very good in painting but I 

have wee drawings of what I did, it’s just a nice form of remembering that it is part of me 

and I’ve been there, and I will get through it.”   

 

“I still have in my memory box an article about Carlo.” RZ reports that “I actually made 

the box myself in the joinery class. And then I did decoupage on it in the craft class. I’m 

glad I done it.  I think there is still a lot to be put in it”. Indicating the dimensions of the 

box with her hands, she explains: “The size would be that much: it’s not a wee tiny thing. 

I am still going to keep doing it (adding to it). The ideas was always in my eyes and my 

heart”. 

 

To RZ, the box is evidence of her resilience, “picking up myself. So I thought it’s good. 

That’s what keeps me stronger”. 

 

While her art and craft work are integral to RZ’s life, she is not involved in creative writing 

at the moment. “Of course, it was part of me at that time, but now I don’t think I could 

write. I would be more into something real I can work with. The writing I would say, it 

would bring me the feelings I don’t want to go back to. But I actually wrote good poems 

to help me deal with lots of difficult situations. When you find yourself in a place like this, 

the poems you write, lots of people can relate to it.”  

 

RZ is still involved with the prison fellowship. The highest point of RZ’s experiences of 

the arts in Hydebank was “whenever I completed something. And even going back to 

Hydebank to read a poem or to sing in the Voices of Recovery choir, that’s good too.”  
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After her release, RZ joined a choir called Voices of Recovery, which gives 

performances in various venues, Hydebank included. RZ explains:  

 

“I joined the choir at the Recovery College. (Recovery colleges offer courses about 

mental health and recovery designed to help students feel more confident about 

managing their own mental health and well-being).  

 

“I am learning about my mental health, that it’s not something I could control, because I 

was really unwell.  The course I am doing is called ‘New Day.’ And there was a new day 

for me where I could understand actually what’s happening.  

 

“Many people in the Voices of Recovery choir, for them the recovery is from alcohol and 

from addictions, but my story is different. I had such complicated things that was going 

on with my mental health and everything.  I think I will get over it, with some medication.  

As you know, it can be a long journey. The art and the singing, this helps me, you know, 

to get over it. The only way I could get through it was to create something.” 

 

Being in Hydebank was a very difficult experience, “But I don’t have any grudge about it, 

because for me that year when I was in prison, I was on remand, that was the year when 

I got the help I needed. I got to take on a lot of things, but at the same time, those things 

was probably shaping me, and actually saved me. 

 

“I don’t think I would be the person I am now without having been in Hydebank, and 

without the art. The things I learnt there I never got a chance to learn anywhere else. I 

learnt to put your heart into arts, to admire yourself for the things you make and for being 

strong. I can admire myself because I found something exciting there. I only took the 

good things out of it.”  

 

At the end of the interview, RZ reflected:  

 

“How would I have got through this time in prison without the art? It was very life-saving. 

I could only be so much thankful that I had the art to help me through it, and to give me 

the foundation to recovery.” 
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CHAPTER 4 - SUMMARY OF 

FINDINGS FROM THE CASE 

STUDIES 
 

While there are individual differences between the case studies, there are common 

themes and stories. For all of the participants in the inquiry, the arts have enabled them 

to deal with issues from the past and the challenges of incarceration.   All of the case 

studies tell stories about personal transformation, passion for the arts, and the creation 

of a sense of purpose and future.  

The case studies provide “rich descriptions” (Geertz,1973) of arts experiences in the 

criminal justice system. In the interviews, individuals discussed the classes which they 

attended, or their one-to-one contact with artists in residence, as appropriate. They 

shared their observations on how the arts seem to have impacted on their fellow-

inmates, as well as on themselves.  They acknowledged their learning about skills and 

subject knowledge in their particular art form.  For all the visual artists involved in this 

inquiry, their arts experiences contributed towards their acquisition of educational 

qualifications. They achieved their GSCE in art while they were in custody, with SG 

going onto do his BTEC after release.  
Regular pursuit of the arts, dedication and commitment 
The case studies provide examples of how participants pursued their art work on a 

regular basis in their cells during lock-up time. It was apparent that all of the individuals 

developed their practice for a substantial number of hours each week outside class time, 

which was in some cases limited to a couple of hours a week. This reflects their 

commitment to their art, as well as the sense of achievement which they received from 

their work.   
According to Tett’s study of the impact of arts programmes in Scottish prisons, 

“Involvement in the arts is sometimes presented as an easy way for prisoners to pass 

the time. However, anyone who has wrestled with finding the right word for a poem, 

committed five more minutes to practicing a new chord on the guitar or been part of a 

cast rehearsing for a play or a dance performance will confirm that the artistic process is 
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often a challenging one, and one that requires dedication, patience and the learning of 

new skills (Arts Alliance, 2010)6”.  
Transformative potential of the arts 
Participants’ stories reveal that art programmes in custody are not superficial leisure 

activities, but have transformative potential. RZ commented in her interview on the 

variety of arts classes available in Hydebank, and how they contributed to the 

development of her confidence. She believes strongly that these classes helped her to 

make constructive use of her time in the institution.  She also described the positive 

impact of the pottery and poetry classes in Hydebank on the young male offenders who 

participated.  
The transformative experiences captured in the case studies suggest that the arts can 

contribute to a sense of achievement and self-worth. ZM declared, “I am able to look at 

my art and see who I am through my art, I don’t know how. I could realise that I’m not a 

bad person. And I always wondered why people would be friends with you, and through 

my art I could start to see it.” 
The capacity of the arts for enhancing self-worth is particularly significant for people with 

little prior success in the education system, which is common in the general prison 

population. For example, SG explained that his participation in art classes relieved his 

struggles with verbal self-expression. He received a diagnosis of dyslexia which might 

have accounted for his lack of engagement and achievement at school.   
Collaboration and responsibility 
As well as intrapersonal skills, the arts foster the capacity for collaboration. Most of the 

case studies refer to the sense of camaraderie and belonging emerging from arts 

participation. This affirms Fisher’s assertion that “engagement in the participatory arts 

requires respect, responsibility, co-operation and collaboration.” 
Identity transformation  
The arts still play a central role in the lives of all six individuals who have been released. 

This suggests that their persistence with their art in prison has resulted in identity 

transformation, so that they now perceive themselves as artists/writers/musicians.  
This concurs with the Tett’s conclusion that participation in the arts in the Scottish 

criminal justice system contributes towards developing an active learning culture, 

learning to work together and transforming negative identities into more positive ones7. 

                                                           
6
 Tett and colleagues, (2012), p. 173 
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Improved relationships and reduction of isolation  
For the participants in this inquiry, winning awards and achieving recognition for their 

work has fostered their artistic identities, and seems to have reduced the sense of 

isolation which is a by-product of incarceration.  The capacity of the arts to make 

connections between people is recognised in several of the case studies. For example, 

ZM takes delight in the fact that her paintings speak to others, and JA wants his 

audience to identify with the experiences and feelings conveyed in his songs. RZ uses 

her art and craft skills to make gifts which express her appreciation to people who have 

helped her. To SG, it was very important that the pupils who attended the Holocaust 

Memorial exhibition recognise the impact of prejudice and cruelty. For JT and JC, the 

response of the audience to the plays they had written and the participation of their 

fellow players was a highlight of their arts experiences in prison.    
Impact of artists in residence and mentors  
All the protagonists in the stories about art and change in this inquiry pay tribute to the 

artists in residence8 and mentors who welcomed them into the world of the arts, and 

guided, supported and encouraged them.   These artists gave their students 

responsibilities and involved them in group projects to develop their self-confidence.  Not 

only did they identify and nurture individual talents, but they also, according to the 

participants, went above and beyond the call of duty, spending many hours reading their 

writing or gathering information about different art forms and events which they could 

bring back to their students inside. The case studies inform us that some of the artists in 

residence kept in touch with individuals after they were released, introduced them to 

experts in their field, supported them in a formal or informal mentoring capacity, and 

collaborated with them.  
The late Mike Moloney was referred to as “inspirational”, and “one of the rare characters 

who pulled things off with aplomb; he was just so easy going and affable.” These 

comments reflect a tribute to Mike Moloney shortly after his death by Web editor of 

Culture Northern Ireland, Lee Henry:  
“Mike was a warm, generous and empathetic person, someone who went to work with a 

smile on his face. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
7
 Ibid.  

8
 The term artist in residence 

8
 The term artist in residence is used generically in this section to refer to practitioners in all 

of the art forms  
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“In his role as director of the Prison Arts Foundation, he gave inmates in Maghaberry 

prison and elsewhere a sense of identity and purpose by encouraging them to express 

themselves and explore their own creativity. Watching him work was inspiring. He leaves 

a legacy that will last for generations.”'9 

These comments about Mike Moloney’s personal qualities echo many from the case 

studies, which refer to the artists in residence’s interpersonal skills. The protagonists in 

the case studies appear to value these skills as much as they do the artists’ technical 

expertise; they were crucial to successful participation in arts programmes. 

Contributions of institutions and prison staff 

Some of the case studies refer to the contributions which various members of prison staff 

made to individuals’ experience of participation.  The support of librarians in Magilligan 

and Hydebank was acknowledged, as was the role which the Governor in Magilligan 

played in involving SG and his peers in the Holocaust Memorial project. The affirmation 

from these staff members seem to have enhanced individuals’ self-confidence and self-

belief. This suggests that the perceptions and attitudes of prison staff and other 

contextual factors impact on the success or otherwise of arts programmes in custodial 

settings. For prisoners, artists in residence and prison personnel who believe in them 

and whom they trust are vital to their wellbeing and self-worth.  
Frameworks for evaluating the impact of the arts  
The findings from the case studies also corroborate McHugh’s illustrative outcomes map 

for the effects of arts in prisons10. This map was compiled to address the lack of 

frameworks for evaluating the impact of the arts (Appendix B). McHugh’s work is 

particularly relevant, because it combined research into the literature on the arts in 

prisons with an inquiry into the arts in the Northern Ireland prison service.  
McHugh’s map identifies five categories of outcomes, two relating to individuals: 

personal and social; and three general categories: education interventions, other 

interventions, and institutional dimensions. This inquiry focuses on the individual 

categories. 

 

                                                           
9
 http://www.culturenorthernireland.org/article/5687/obituary-mike-moloney-1953-2013- 

 
10

 McHugh, 2012, p. 60 
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ILLUSTRATIVE MAP OF OUTCOMES (categories 1 and 2): 

 

The discussion on the case studies which follows alludes to the categories on McHugh’s 

map. Some of these categories did not emerge as significant factors in this inquiry, so 

they are only referred to briefly. Additional categories have been added to McHugh’s list. 

In some case, two factors or categories which seem closely linked have been combined. 

Items from McHugh’s table are reproduced in bold below. 

Please note: it is difficult to measure or determine change or improvement in relation to 

some individual factors, as suggested by McHugh’s criteria, such as “Change in attitudes 

to offending” and “improved motivation.” Participants’ positions and abilities had not been 

measured prior to this study, and therefore any changes could not be clearly identified.  

In the absence of data before participants became involved in arts programmes, this 

report draws on participants’ comments on the interviews, their references to how they 

have changed, and the differences between their present and past situations.  
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Anger reduction and self-control 

Anger reduction is a key aim and positive indicator in much of the literature on 

rehabilitation; this might be why it appears first on McHugh’s list of personal outcomes. 

None of the participants in the interviews referred to anger, either in terms of issues with 

it or about management of anger, although they did refer to other aspects of behaviour 

which might have cast them in a negative light. However, they all alluded to a greater or 

lesser extent to the impact which their art work had on their mood and helping them to 

feel calm and focused.  

Although the tone of the interviews was infused with the participants’ passion and 

enthusiasm for the arts, it was also measured and reflective, with all of the participants 

appearing in control of their emotions. This suggests that engagement in the arts might 

have a therapeutic effect.  

Change in attitudes to offending  

It was evident that all the participants in the individual interviews had reflected on 

offending, and regretted their offences or aspects of these, especially the impact on their 

families. This was the case for JA, in particular, who kept going back to the drink- driving 

incident in which his brother was killed.    

In SG’s account of the holocaust memorial project, he spoke of how it had changed his 

perspectives, and noted that other members of the team he worked with on the project 

had been similarly affected by the project.  

There was evidence of superior coping skills in all of the individual interviews, which 

were imbued with a sense of focus and purpose. All of the participants were involved in 

planning and executing works of art and managing other aspects of their daily lives. JC 

spoke of how used his writing skills and enhanced confidence to manage a conflict with a 

governor in Maghaberry. “With a guy like that, rather than crack him, put it down on 

paper and beat him. That [ability] comes from education as well as creative writing; it 

gives you the self-confidence to do that.”  

Implicit in these comments is a connection between superior coping skills and self- 

confidence.   

Confidence and self-esteem also appear in McHugh’s categories. Confidence was 

nurtured by the artists-in-residence; for example, ZM related that the artist-in-residence 

“asked me to help another student and then I think my confidence just started to grow 

and my ability to flourish”. 
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The opportunity to participate in a group also enhanced confidence:  “I’ve heard a few 

people who are quite shy and then bloom in the group” (M). 

Confidence also comes from the acquisition of new skills:  

“Writing a poem or a story – it’s a gateway to confidence and to education. It opens the 

door to life – new life, plus the fact that you can progress – writing for the media, starting 

up your own thing on the outside, how to guides” (M). 

“I would be a big believer of the arts in prison. I have seen the beneficial impact first-

hand on other people, as well as for meself.  I think it’s essential in prison that there 

should be that outlet: it does increase your self-worth and self-esteem”. (JC) He notes 

about the Listowel award: “I entered three times and won three times … which gives you 

a lift, and was good for your self-esteem in there”. 

In the Magilligan interview, group members discussed how writing seemed to be calming 

for one of their peers. Evidence that participants were taking higher levels of social 

responsibility included 

- The articles in Time In by Magilligan group members on social issues affecting 

people in custody  

- JA’s radio interview, which warned of the perils of drink-driving  

- SG’s experience of taking visitors round the Holocaust exhibition 

- JC’s support for fellow-prisoner who lacked the knowledge or skills to make legal 

complaints 

- ZM’s donation of a painting to a charity  

Improved self-image and sense of achievement have been conflated, as they seem to 

have been intertwined, such as in RZ’s delight in her ability to create pieces of art and 

craft, and ZM’s satisfaction about financial support for her daughter through sales of her 

paintings.   

In all the case studies, there is evidence of the arts promoting a positive sense of 

identity, with the participants identifying themselves as effective writers, artists and 

musicians. 

(Improved) motivation  

The enthusiasm for art and commitment to their work which was evident in all of the case 

studies reflects the participants’ improved motivation in many aspects of their lives, 

including their renewed relationships with their families and a sense of the future.   
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Positive memory experience  

It was evident that most of the participants had encountered difficulties in their 

childhoods and schooling. They also had negative memories in relation to their offences 

and their experiences of incarceration. However, their recall of experiences of the arts 

was overwhelmingly positive, whether it related to completing a piece, winning an award, 

seeing the impact which their art work had on others, receiving remuneration for their 

work, or receiving praise from the artist-in-residence.  RZ created her memory box as a 

reminder of her positive memories of her recovery from mental health problems in prison, 

as well as of her achievements in her arts classes.  

Improved discipline and skills in concentration, from McHugh’s third category of 

outcomes and not included in the table above, may also be added to the set of personal 

attributes cultivated through arts practice, including patience.   

All of the participants described how they focused on and developed their work in 

solitude in their cells, making the most of their time available.  As ZM pointed out, it 

required effective concentration skills to shut out the noise on the landings. SG noted 

that involvement in art passes the time effectively in custody, commenting that “Art can 

really be beneficial completely to take your mind off things.  If it hadn’t been for art, I 

wouldn’t have got my time in as easy, it wouldn’t have went so quick”.  

The detailed art works created by the four artists involved in the inquiry points to the 

ability to plan, concentrate and see a project through to fruition.  This is also true of the 

Time In team and the complexities involved in preparing a magazine. One of the 

Magilligan participants has written several novels, therefore also displaying these 

qualities. JT’s productivity in writing also indicates that he has well-developed skills of 

self-discipline and concentration.  

PAF suggests:  

“In addition to the discipline inherent in the individual art or craft, the prisoner will absorb 

the secondary disciplines of planning, time management, critical analysis, research etc. 

Communication skills and articulacy are also likely to be enhanced as a consequence of 

the individual participating in something he or she is likely to enjoy.”11   

The interviews provided extensive evidence of this articulacy. It is proposed that this 

might be enhanced by further opportunities to talk about the experiences of creating art, 

music and literary works.  This is discussed in the recommendations section. 

                                                           
11

 PAF, 2010, p. 3 
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Expansion of perspectives  

A common attribute of creative people in the literature is the ability to perceive ideas and 

objects from multiple perspectives12. Participants in art courses were encouraged to 

present detailed aspects of an object or person, as well as over views and quick 

sketches.  The variety of literary forms with which JT engages and the range of 

protagonists of his novels and play suggest that he is able to give a voice to individuals 

with multiple perspectives.  

The many examples of writing on universal and global themes created by members of 

the Magilligan writing group indicate that the process of writing can enhance awareness 

of issues outside one’s personal sphere. This capacity is required for the cultivation of 

empathy, an important attribute in the manifestation of concern for others.  

Relaxation    

Participants’ descriptions of their artistic practices in the case studies, from the design to 

the completion of a piece of work, suggests that during the process they achieved a state 

of relaxation in which they were able to relinquish worries and concerns.  Examples of 

these descriptions include SG’s accounts of creating his detailed drawings and paintings 

and JA’s descriptions of his song-writing methods.  The participants seemed to achieve a 

state of “flow”. This is a term from the literature about creativity which refers to an optimal 

state of inner experience, in which individuals are so fully focused on and immersed in 

their work or creative activity, that they lose a sense of time and of self-consciousness.13  

The ability of the participants to be fully immersed in practising their art suggests that it is 

a safe and acceptable means of escape for them, in contrast with drugs and alcohol.  

Self-expression 

The interviews revealed the many ways in which the PAF arts programmes gave the 

participants opportunities for self-expression.  They were able to transform their 

experiences into powerful metaphors, such as ZM’s paintings of the ear and the nude 

woman pierced by barbed wire. RZ was able to externalise her own experiences in her 

memory box. For her, art was “the foundation to recovery.”  

JC integrated aspects of the day to day life of prison with his views about drug-taking in 

his play, Pipe Dreams. JA’s songs express his emotions about being in custody. The 

Magilligan writers had a range of opportunities for self-expression, including podcasts 

                                                           
12

 Piirto, Csikszentmihalyi, 1997 
13

 Csikzsentmihalyi, op. cit.  
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and magazine articles, as well as fiction and poetry.  In Hydebank, Carlo Gébler involved 

creative writers in various activities, such as poetry and writing stories for children. 

The participants were able to access the powers of the imagination to transcend their 

immediate situation, such as in the fantasy novels of one of the Magilligan participants, 

and these series which JT is working on.  

While the individuals in this inquiry have achieved success in their various art forms, the 

interviews reveal that the arts programmes in prison were also beneficial for those who 

do not aspire to a career in the arts. RZ pointed out that young men in Hydebank were 

fully engaged in the Saturday arts classes. JC, who is an accomplished writer, also 

derived pleasure from the art classes which he attended in Maghaberry, although he 

does not rate himself as a visual artist. He also shared his observations on the way in 

which his fellow-inmates used the arts for self-expression.  

Insight into own creativity 

All of the participants were eager to discuss their creative processes, and gave details 

about their inspirations and the way in which they developed some of their work.  This 

was particularly the case in ZM’s interview, which revealed that reviewing her work was a 

customary practice:  

“I used to do a piece and after I would set it up in my cell and I would be lying in bed 

looking over it and saying to myself, did I do that? It was very surreal in a way … 

goodness me how did I that? It was very good for me, something I didn’t realise I could 

do.”  

The fluency and eagerness with which the participants discussed their creativity 

suggests a need for more opportunities to do so. Opportunities for discussion and 

reflection might be incorporated into arts programmes.   

The goal-orientation of the participants is apparent in their focus on their work and their 

project plans and arts involvement, such as JA’s musical career and future gigs, ZM’s 

exhibition, JC’s play and SG’s BTEC course. An additional and related item for 

McHugh’s categories might be “a sense of future”. The discourse of the participants in 

the interviews was redolent with plans for their work and visions for their future.  

Another category to add to the list of benefits of the arts is that of a sense of wellbeing. 

The contribution which participation in the arts seems to have made to RZ’s wellbeing 

concurs with findings about the arts in health and social care.14 These can include the 

                                                           
14

 http://www.artscare.co.uk/  Accessed 27/6/16).  

http://www.artscare.co.uk/
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development of self-confidence and self-esteem, the reduction of isolation, and the 

enhancement of mental and physical health. 

ITEMS FROM MCHUGH’S INDIVIDUALS – SOCIAL TABLE 

 

Maintaining connections to the outside 

Individuals maintained these connections through their art in a number of ways: 

- Entering and winning arts competitions, such as the Listowel and Koestler 

awards 

- Giving drawings and paintings to friends and family members. (SG, ZM, JT).  

- Having their work displayed in exhibitions, (JT, SG; ZM’s mother and daughter 

were sent to London to see one of her prize-winning pieces at the Southbank).  

- Taking part in radio interviews (SG, JA) or creating podcasts (M) 

- Meeting local writers (M) and researchers (JC) who came in to give classes and 

presentations (M) 

- The expertise and knowledge brought in and shared by artists-in-residence.  

- Participating in the wider world of the arts through the development of individual 

arts practice 

- JA wrote a song for his girlfriend while he was inside, Love Letter  
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- RA created crocheted toys which she sent out to her children and gave away 

other art works as gifts  

The case studies reveal that participation in arts classes and collaboration on group 

projects contributed towards the development of cooperation, establishment of 

friendships, team-working, peer review and support, and the ability to mix with 

others. JA mentioned playing music and singing with others; members of the Magilligan 

group gave each other feedback on their writing and worked together to produce Time 

In; SG and ZM took part in arts projects for the prison; JT and JC were involved with 

other performers in the plays they had written. The two playwrights, JC and JT, 

developed leadership skills in encouraging and motivating their fellow-actors.  

An additional category or series of categories which might be added to McHugh’s list is 

the capacity to be reflective. According to Efland, “Looking at art invites, rewards, and 

encourages a thoughtful disposition, because works of art demand thoughtful attention to 

discover what they have to show and say15.”  

While this refers to the act of looking at the art created by other people, it might also be 

pertinent to the participants’ experiences of creating their own work. This ‘thoughtful 

attention’ was most apparent in ZM’s interview, in which she recalled her feelings when 

she was creating her art. The tone of most of her comments is reflective; for example:  

 “Prison for me was very good, it did me the world of good, I actually would say that 

prison saved my life.” 

Other participants also appeared to consider the time spent in prison as an opportunity 

for reflection and change. JA commented:  

“You had a lot of time to think and get things straight in your head.”   

RZ also spoke of the positive effects of her time in Hydebank, despite the challenges of 

the situation.  

The participants’ reflective stances towards their past and their art work suggests that 

they were adopting less judgemental attitudes towards themselves, and beginning to 

recognise their own abilities and resilience. In psychological terms, a reduction in self-

criticism and self-judgement can result in individuals making fewer judgements about 

others, being less liable to prejudice, and experiencing improved relationships16. 

  

                                                           
15

 Efland, (2002, pp.52): 
16

 For example, the “unconditional positive regard” of Carl Rogers  
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CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

The findings from the inquiry bear out Fisher’s17  argument for the arts in prison:  

 

“Activities that civilize and humanize the prison environment, creating a humane context 

in which to change people's behaviours and lives, are a crucial example of a civilized 

society's attitude towards the rehabilitation of offenders. Such activities combat isolation 

and poor social skills, both acknowledged as being significant contributory factors to 

offending behaviour.17” 

 

The case studies revealed a wealth of benefits for participants in the PAF arts 

programmes. The small scale of the inquiry makes it difficult to predict the extent to 

which these benefits might be sustained after release from custody. However, the case 

studies of JC and JT, whose association with PAF began many years ago, indicate that 

their participation in arts programmes in prison equipped them with a high level of writing 

skills, which they are still using effectively. The increase in self-confidence, self-worth 

and perseverance, evident in all of the case studies, suggests that fundamental changes 

have occurred in individuals’ attitudes, outlook, coping skills and sense of agency; these 

factors are all crucial to rehabilitation. 

 

The findings confirm the result of Hughes and colleagues’ survey into the research 

literature and practice in the arts in prison18: 

 

“[T]he survey findings show very clearly that the arts have the capacity and potential to 

offer a range of innovative, theory-informed and practical approaches that can enhance 

and extend provision of educational, developmental and therapeutic programmes across 

the criminal justice sector. They show that the arts are associated with positive criminal 

justice outcomes and can play an important part in changing individual, institutional and 

social circumstances which sponsor criminal behaviour.” 

                                                           
17

 Fisher, C. (2009) 
18

 Hughes and colleagues (2005), p. 9. 
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The expertise and guidance of PAF artists-in-residence appear to have made a 

significant contribution to individuals’ skills, participation in their chosen art forms and 

sense of self-worth. The artists’ contributions have included: 

- Identifying and nurturing talent  

- Confidence-building 

- Relationship-building (e.g. through working with individuals on landings) 

- Supporting individuals to complete qualifications (e.g. GCSE in Art and Design) 

- Encouraging entries for awards for excellence in various art forms (e.g. Listowel 

and Koestler awards) 

- Creating group projects to enhance participation and collaboration  

- Acting as bridges between individuals and the world of the arts outside the 

institutions 

- Continued informal and formal support for individuals after release  

- Introducing individuals to appropriate contacts to enhance their skills and careers 

in the arts 

 

These aspects of artists’ roles might be highlighted and discussed in artist/ mentor 

training to identify and promote elements of best practice.  

 

Other suggestions from the inquiry which might be incorporated into artist/ mentor 

training include: 

- Sharing case studies (anonymised) such as those in this report, to raise 

awareness about participants’ experiences, issues and successes;  

- Discussions on the art, music and literary work produced by arts programmes 

participants; and 

- Developing techniques for engaging arts participants in reflecting on their art 

works and creative processes; opportunities for such reflections might be useful 

for artists and artists-in-residence themselves. 

 

In her review of arts programmes in prisons, McHugh refers to a lack of manuals to 

support interventions19. It should be noted that a manual has subsequently been 

developed for PAF’s mentoring programme. Findings and case studies from this report 

might be incorporated into this manual. 

  

                                                           
19

 McHugh (2011). 
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CHAPTER 6 - NOTES ON 

METHODOLOGY  

 

All 14 of the participants engaged in the interviews with enthusiasm, welcoming the 

opportunity to share their stories about their arts experiences. They were appreciative of 

the pre-interview information, and the chance to ask questions about the research at the 

start of the interviews. The completed case studies were sent back to each contributor to 

check that the information was correct, and to offer them the option of changing or 

withdrawing comments. Some factual errors were amended, but no material was 

withdrawn.  

 

The structure and content of the interviews, sent to participants as pre-interview 

information, (Appendix A) were amended (original questions/ information in italics).   

1. We will begin by talking about the purpose of the research  

2. You will complete a consent form about taking part in the research.  

3. We will discuss your arts experiences. 

4. You will also draw a timeline of these experiences, and use art materials to show 

how these experiences impacted on you. 

 

It became apparent in the first interview that drawing a timeline could interrupt the flow of 

conversation, and felt artificial, so participants responded to this question verbally, 

explaining how they first became involved in art/ music/ writing etc.  

 

I will record the session on a Dictaphone, and take photos of any art work which you 

create, if you agree to this. 

 

These are the kinds of questions which I will ask you:  

1. How did you get involved in the Prison Foundation Arts Programme? 

2. Can you tell me about your experience of this programme? Individuals were 

asked for their observations about fellow inmates’ participation in the 

programmes, in order to broaden the information which the interviews revealed. 

3. What has been the high point of your experience of this arts programme? 

This question seemed to be particularly effective in eliciting stories of 

transformation. This might have been due to the focus of the question on positive 

aspects of participants’ experiences.   
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4. Has your art-making/ making music/ creative writing had an impact on you? If so, 

can you tell me about this? 

5. Tell me about your current involvement in the arts. Do you have long-term plans 

for your art/ writing/ music? 

 

It became clear in the interviews that the PAF artists/ artists-in-residence played a 

significant role in successful participation in arts programmes, so questions were added 

about interactions with them. 
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CHAPTER 7 - FINAL WORDS 

  

PAF’s decision to commission these case studies has enabled their voices of 

participants in its arts programmes to be heard.  The creation of further case studies, 

including those of artists-in-residence, might contribute more knowledge to an under-

researched area.  The benefits obtained by the individuals who took part in the arts 

programmes makes the case for continued funding of this work in the criminal justice 

system20.   

 

An aim of the inquiry was to create spaces for the views and voices of participants in 

PAF arts programmes. It is fitting, therefore, that this report should end with the words of 

one of the participants. The poem below was composed during the group interview at 

Magilligan. The writer expresses his gratitude for the opportunity to take part in the 

inquiry, commends the camaraderie in the writing group, and makes a plea for more 

contact time with the writer-in-residence: 

 

“It was a wonderful day when we got a review, 

As we could all put across our points of view, 

It was a wonderful day in creative writing, 

Away from the noise, shouting and fighting, 

We all come together, a real good team, 

We worked together like a dream, 

So now we show the Prison Arts, 

That everything we do comes from our hearts, 

So hopefully our tutor can extend their hours, 

So we have more time to show our amazing powers, 

So I thank you for taking the time to come in, 

For everyone involved it’s a win win.” 

T McC (Magilligan) 

 

  

                                                           
20

 Hammitt, (2011) writing about the US context, states that “prison art programs consistently demonstrate beneficial 

savings in comparison to their rather insignificant cost of implementation” (p. 579).  

 



115 | P a g e  
 

AUTHOR’S BIOGRAPHY  
 

Dr Shelley Tracey is a writer, researcher and creative writing facilitator. In 2015, Shelley 

was Artist in the Community (Arts Council NI award), with a creative writing project 

exploring intercultural communication.  Shelley’s poems and stories have been published 

in journals, magazines and anthologies.   

 

Shelley’s doctoral research explored the creative identities of teachers, using arts-based 

methods. Shelley is the author of many articles: on creativity and play; the use of poetry 

in adult literacy; poetry and collage as research methods; creativity in teacher education; 

creative writing and people with sight loss; practitioner research; and mentoring.  

 

In 2015, Shelley researched, co-authored and co-edited an exploration of intercultural 

arts in Northern Ireland, Between Ourselves: exploring interculturalism through 

intercommunity creative practice by S. Tracey and C. Shields (Community Arts 

Partnership, Belfast 2015). The Arts Council NI awarded Shelley a travel grant to present 

a paper about this book at an intercultural and interdisciplinary arts conference at the 

University of Cambridge in 2016. 

 

Shelley was Programme Coordinator for the Essential Skills (Adult Numeracy and 

Literacy) Tutor Qualifications at Queens University Belfast from 2002-2012. She won two 

Teaching Awards during this period: for a mentorship programme and for creative 

practice.    

 

Past arts roles have included secretary of the Lisburn Advisory Arts committee, and 

trustee of the NI Mental Health Arts and Film Festival. Shelley is currently a member of 

the Irish Poetry Therapy Network, and a professional member of the Irish Writers Centre.   

 

 

 

 

 



116 | P a g e  
 

REFERENCES 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M, (1997) Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and 
Invention.  NY; Harper and Perennial.  
 
Efland, A. D. (2002) Art and Cognition: Integrating the Visual Arts in the Curriculum. NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
 
Fisher, C. (2009) Time Served, Time Transformed. Writing in Education No. 47, Spring 
2009 Writing In Education [online]. Accessed 13/03/2017  
http://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/time-served-time-transformed.html  
 
Grant, D.G. with Crossan, J.M. ‘Freedom to Fail: the unintended consequences of a 
prison drama’ (Second draft of paper). 
 
Hammitt, L.R. (2011) ‘What’s Wrong With The Picture? Reviewing Prison Arts In 
America,’   Saint Louis University Public Law Review Vol. Xxx:575, pp. 575-616. 
 
Hughes, J., Miles, A., and Mc Lewin, A. (2005) Doing the Arts Justice. A Review of 
Research Literature, Practice and Theory. The Unit for the Arts and Offenders: Centre 
for Applied Theatre Research.  
 
McHugh, R. (2011) ‘Art in Custody: Guilty until Proven Innocent. Strengthening the case 
by demonstrating the value of prison arts interventions’. MSSc dissertation in 
collaboration with the Northern Ireland Prison Service. 
  
Piirto, J. (2011) How to Embed Creativity into the Curriculum Rotterdam: Sense 
Publishers. 
 
Parkes, C. and Bilby, B.  (2010) ‘The Courage to Create: The Role of Artistic and 
Spiritual Activities in Prisons’, The Howard Journal of Crime and Justice, Vol. 49, (2), 
pp.97-110 
 
Prison Arts Foundation http://www.prisonartsfoundation.com/ 
 
Rogers, C. (1961). On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy. New 
York: Houghton Mifflin.  
 
Tett, L., Anderson, K., McNeill, F., Overy, K., & Sparks, R. (2012) ‘Learning, 
rehabilitation and the arts in prisons: a Scottish case study’, Studies in the Education of 
Adults, Vol. 44 (2) 
 
Wengraf, T. (2004) The Biographic-Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM)- 
Short guide November 2004. version 22 
 

  

http://www.prisonartsfoundation.com/


117 | P a g e  
 

APPENDIX A - INFORMATION 

ABOUT RESEARCH INTERVIEW  
Dear ___________________________________ 

I would like to introduce myself: I am the researcher, Shelley Tracey, who will be finding out about 

your experiences of the Prison Arts Foundation arts programmes. I am a poet and creative writing 

tutor, a keen photographer, and a researcher who is very interested in the arts.   

I am really looking forward to meeting you soon. Thank you for agreeing to take part in the 

research. As you know, one of the aims for the Prison Arts Foundation is to demonstrate that the 

arts are beneficial to people who have experience of the criminal justice system.  I am looking 

forward to finding out about your own experiences and your viewpoints. 

THE RESEARCH MEETING 

I would like to let you know what is involved in the research meeting, which will take between two 

and two and a half hours. 

1. We will begin by talking about the purpose of the research  

2. You will complete a consent form about taking part in the research.  

3. We will discuss your arts experiences. 

4. You will also draw a timeline of these experiences, and use art materials to show how 

these experiences impacted on you.  

I will record the session on a Dictaphone, and take photos of any art work which you create, if 

you agree to this. 

These are the kinds of questions which I will ask you:  

1. How did you get involved in the Prison Foundation Arts Programme? 

2. Can you tell me about your experience of this programme? 

3. What has been the high point of your experience of this arts programme? 

4. Has your art-making/ making music/ creative writing had an impact on you? If so, can you 

tell me about this? 

5. Tell me about your current involvement in the arts. Do you have long-term plans for your 

art/ writing/ music? 

You don’t have to answer any question which makes you feel uncomfortable.  

You will also have an opportunity to ask me questions and to raise other points which we haven’t 

covered. I hope the whole meeting will be as relaxed as possible.  

The research meeting will take place in the Prison Arts Foundation Creative Hub 
space, which is at 259-261 Antrim Road, Belfast, BT15 2GZ. 
 
I look forward to meeting you on ________________________ 
 
It would be helpful if you could bring along an example of your art work to the research meeting. 

This is so that you can talk about your work and tell me about your experience of creating it.  If 

this isn’t possible, Adele can bring in some of your work from the office.  

Looking forward to our research meeting  

Best wishes  

Shelley Tracey  
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APPENDIX B - (FROM MCHUGH, 

p.58) 
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APPENDIX C - INFORMATION 

ABOUT PAF ARTS MENTORING 

SCHEME 
If someone is currently serving a prison sentence, they can request a hard copy of 
the Mentee Referral Pack – this includes an application form and information about 
the mentoring scheme from a PAF Artist/Musician or Writer in Residence, their 
Probation Officer or their Prison Coordinator or Support Officer. 

Every prisoner should be informed, by a resettlement prison staff member, that 
PAF’s arts mentoring scheme is an option for them to avail of upon release.  PAF 
met with the Head of each prison’s resettlement team; to get approval for the 
referral pack.  We have also given hard copies to each department and spoken to 
resettlement staffs.   

If someone is currently serving a community sentence with PBNI, their Probation 
Officer can give them a hard copy of the application form, which they will normally 
complete with them. But I have found that most referees, whether it is Prison staff or 
PBNI staff call or email PAF ahead of applying on behalf of their client and 
requested an email copy. 

We also have information about the mentoring scheme and application available to 
download via our website.  PAF staff can also email, or post out the referral pack 
directly to someone who is interested in applying. 

The majority of referrals received to date have been via  

- Probation Board NI 
- NIACRO Reset staff or 
- Prison staff 

We have had a few enquires via PAF’s website, email and in response of social 
media tweets etc.  The mentoring programme has been advertised via 
posters/leaflets in the 3 prisons, and a number of articles have been written in the 
Time In magazine.  We have email emailed out this information to our partner 
community organisations to disseminate via their staff.   

PAF is also a member of NIACRO’s Accessing Services for Offenders, an umbrella 
group of voluntary organisations working with people who are or have been in 
custody – we meet up quarterly to inform each other of our activities etc.  We have 
been working on a new information leaflet, which should be circulated soon. It 
details Voluntary Services available in Northern Ireland’s Prisons and / or in the 
Community immediately upon release  

Finally, word of mouth; the more PAF engages with people in the community via 
workshops etc. and develops new relationships with other organisations who work 
within the criminal justice system, we highlight PAF’s programmes including the 
mentoring scheme more and more.  
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For more information about the Prison Arts Foundation’s programmes, becoming 
involved with our work please visit:  

www.prisonartsfoundation.com  

 

The Prison Arts Foundation 

Unit 3 Clanmil Arts & Business Centre 

2-10 Bridge Street 

Belfast 

BT11LU 

02890 247872 

info@prisonartsfoundation.com  

 

Charity No. NIC101557  

Company Registered No. NI607881 
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