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Tyrone Brouder made these two pots in the art and craft workshop at HMP Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight. He says “I’m going always do art cos I love doing it. Its much better than doing drugs, 100 times better and there’s no bad come down. Plus it gives me a natural high. I tend to meditate when I’m doing art, sometimes drifting off in thought, working without thinking in any way. It’s like going into overdrive. That’s probably what its like for artists with natural gifts. I think everyone has some sort of artist in them. But the real gift is loving the art and getting joy from it. Even better, someone else getting joy from my art. That truly makes me happy.”
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What I see when I look at the artwork of prisoners is a glimpse of the core spirit of art. What I see is the basic human desire to make something tangible out of thoughts and feelings. This spirit resides at the centre of my practice as an artist and at the centre of every art practice professional and amateur. What is particular about the work by prisoners shown and discussed in Matthew Meadows’s book is that this core spirit, this well of art is somehow nearer the surface. This art is not cloaked in the intellectual fashions of high culture or swathed in hip references to art history. These works are to me, as a longtime naturalised citizen of the ‘art world’, a reminder of where I come from. There were points in my own youth where my life could have taken a darker turn but I chose a life in art and have never regretted it. Matthew Meadows takes us on an up-close and personal tour of the collective psyche of the inmates of British Prisons and secure hospitals. Men and women for whom art is metaphorically an escape and sometimes is literally, a life-saver.

I have long had an interest in so-called ‘Outsider Art’. This is the most common term for art made away from the influence of established visual culture usually by artists who have not been to art school. In 1979 when I myself was at art college I saw the exhibition Outsiders at the Hayward gallery and was entranced by the work of artists such as Adolf Wolfli and Henry Darger. So when the Koestler Trust asked me to help curate its annual show in 2007, on the occasion it was staged at the Institute of Contemporary Art, I did not hesitate to become involved. Entering the Trust’s headquarters outside Wormwood Scrubs and wandering round the rooms stacked floor to ceiling with thousand upon thousands of artworks submitted by prisoners is a powerful experience. What first struck me, along with the expected depictions of the brutality and boredom of prison life, were the recurring themes. Themes perhaps close to the hearts of people from sections of society that are under-represented in the visual art world. Beloved families, hometowns, landscapes are tenderly rendered into cell wall talismans. Tigers and Eagles leap for freedom by the dozen, lascivious women lure men into trouble from all angles, coveted cars and motorcycles are worshipped in fanatical detail on every wall. I could feel immediately that this art was an unfiltered outpouring always authentic, often touching, sometimes disturbing.

We all suffer from time to time from a lack of controlling our impulses, for most of us the worst outcome is a hangover or a need to apologise in the morning. In this book are the visions, yearnings and cries of people who have not been able to deal with the deprivations and temptations life has delivered or offered to them. Lack of control may have got them into trouble in the outside world but in the world of art it is often a strong asset. Given a pen or a brush many of them find they have an ability to control a little bit of their chaotic universe. The hope is that they might take this feeling and apply it to the wider challenges of life outside.

John Carey, in his 2005 book What Good are the Arts?, came to the conclusion that the only demonstrable good that art does is for those who make it, particularly long-term prisoners and those suffering from depression. Though prison art is traded both inside and outside of gaol, the principle benefit of making art is not financial gain but improved mental health. Making art is no mere distraction though it may usefully make the time pass quicker. Making art is perhaps working out who you are, what you want and how you relate to the world. To the sensitive eyes of the contemporary art lover, prison art can often seem mawkish, earnest and kitsch. I see these qualities as evidence that making art is a great help to these people. They are expressing heartfelt messages unselfconsciously to the world, to their fellow prisoners and perhaps most importantly of all to themselves. In putting something non-verbal on paper we often find out and reflect on what is happening, literally beyond words, in our heads.

What I hope this timely and fascinating book does is to take the reader beyond the lurid interest in art by society’s outcasts, to discovering the hugely positive role art plays in prison life and the great work done by dedicated facilitators within Britain’s gaols. I also hope they join me in celebrating some of the individual talents such as Clyde Thomas, Sebastian Wilbur or David Chartens, artists who surely deserve a wider audience. This is an important book for it puts forward a powerful case for a more compassionate prison system without passing judgement; it just says look, these people have made mistakes but they have made beautiful art as well.
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Wolfie’s cell.
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