
29 August 2025 Awards results published on Koestler Arts website

31 October 2025
Certificates, feedback and prize money sent to entrants
and establishments

December 2025 2025 Koestler Awards catalogue sent to entrants

January-April 2026
Unsold visual artwork returned to entrants and
establishments

February 2026 Sales money sent to entrants and establishments

Koestler Associates Newsletter
Summer 2025

Hello from the Koestler team!

2025 Koestler Awards

Timeline

Thank you to everyone who entered this year’s Koestler Awards! As always, our team
and Awards judges have been so impressed by the skill, originality and resourcefulness
shown in your work, and are delighted you have chosen to share it with us this year.
Below are the key dates for the rest of this Awards cycle:
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Tulip and Vase,
HM Prison Huntercombe, Craft

It’s a busy and exciting time here at the Koestler Arts 
Centre! Having spent the last few months logging in 
more than 7500 entries to this year’s Koestler Awards, 
over the summer we are welcoming lots of creative 
experts to judge your work and give out prizes, and 
planning two upcoming exhibitions. 

In this newsletter we’re inviting you behind the scenes 
of the Awards judging and exhibition curating processes, 
sharing the information you need to start planning your 
entries for 2026, and setting another creative challenge
for you to try your hand at in the meantime.



Judging

Judging of the 2025 Koestler Awards is well underway! By the end of August, we will
have welcomed more than 90 artists, writers, musicians, craftspeople and other
creative experts to look at, listen to and read entries to each of our artform categories,
assign Awards, and write feedback to entrants. We are proud that of this year’s judges,
almost 20% are people with experience of prison who have gone on to have successful
careers in the arts. 
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Nazanin is a British-Iranian activist who was arrested 
and detained in Iran in 2016. She was convicted of 
plotting against the Iranian regime, charges she 
denied and which were judged to be arbitrary by the 
UK government and the UN. Six years later, Nazanin 
was finally released and returned to the UK following 
campaigns for her freedom. She joined us in July to 
judge entries to this year’s Themed Category: Wings. 
We asked her about her experience of imprisonment 
and her role as a Koestler judge.
 
How has it felt to be here surrounded by these 
artworks, and to have this responsibility to give Awards to certain pieces?

It’s an honour. It was very difficult to pick and choose. I can only imagine what each
prisoner has gone through and what it means to them to create a piece of art. I almost
wanted to choose everybody, and to give everybody the highest award. 

Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe
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Where Dreams Have Flown, 
HM Prison Bure, Themed
Category: Wings

What was very emotional for me was there were so many
elements in the artwork that I experienced in my own
time in prison, and it reminded me of those times. It
doesn’t matter where you are in prison, there are
elements which are common. There are works about
hope, escape – not in its literal meaning, but where you
wish you had wings and could fly out of prison – works
about dreaming of past times and times that will come.
 
There were many pieces of writing where people were
reminding themselves that if they were given another
opportunity, they would make things right this time.
Prison and confinement generate those feelings in you,
because your freedom is taken away. You promise yourself
that if you are given another opportunity, you will make
sure to live, you will make sure that it’s going to work. 

What first connected you to our work, and why did you choose to be a judge for our
themed category?

I first came across Koestler Arts in 2022. A couple of months after I’d come home I went
to the ‘Freedom’ exhibition curated by Ai Weiwei at the Southbank Centre. Koestler
Arts’ work to acknowledge the power of art that comes out of prisons really fascinated
me. I believe that art is a form of fighting, resilience, and resistance, and that people
can transmit and transfer a lot of emotions, thoughts, and feelings through art.



How do you think your own story informed how you approached judging this Koestler
Awards category? Did you bring your personal experiences to the role? 

One of the biggest lessons I learned when I was in prison was to respect humanity; that
every person has got a story and every person’s story is unique. I taught myself
watercolour in prison, sewing, working with leather, working with wood, just because I
had the opportunity, but also a huge amount of time. I can only imagine how exciting it
must be to entrants to be given the opportunity to express themselves through what
they create.
 
There is a lot to be told through creativity and making things. When you are in prison
you are disconnected from your life and whatever you used to do in the free world. So
one way of reconnecting to your life again is to create. It’s liberating, it opens up
channels for people to express themselves.
 
Why do you think it’s important to have access to creativity in settings like prisons? 
Was it important to you? 

I think one of the things that you struggle with in prison is lack of material. And I think
that is exactly where creativity emerges. I think you are more creative if you have less
access to stuff. When I was in prison we would find ways to 
upcycle, recycle every single thing that we had because we 
frankly didn’t have much.
 
I’ve got this really magical connection with sewing in 
particular. Whatever I have knitted, crocheted, or sewn 
when I was in prison, I often think: if only they could speak. 
They have witnessed so much: fights, happiness, singing of 
freedom, people coming back to prison. A lot of stories 
embedded in every single stitch. 

Sewing was a way of taking solace and refuge in something 
which was not prison. When the walls are coming down on 
you and you just want to find some sort of quiet place to 
forget about where you are, that’s what sewing did for me.
 
What gives you hope right now, either personally or in your work?

What kept me going in prison was the love of people that I have never met. If it wasn’t
for the care and support and prayers of all those three-million-something people who
signed our petition to bring me home, I don’t think I would have been home by then. I
have every faith in humanity. At the end of the day, it’s just friendship, love and care
that remains. I have every faith that solidarity is the way forward.
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Red Bull Gives You Wings,
HM Prison Bronzefield,

Themed Category: Wings



This autumn we will hold our 18  annual national exhibition at London’s Southbank
Centre. Night Owls and Abstractions  has been curated by poet, playwright and former
Koestler Awards judge, Inua Ellams. Inua recently spent a week with us looking at,
reading and listening to entries to this year’s Koestler Awards, and selecting around 210
works to be displayed. 

th

Below, he reflects on the process of curating and 
the themes and works he was drawn to. 

I jumped at the opportunity to curate because it 
meant I could immerse myself in all of this work.
 
I came with no preconceived notions. I just came 
with my arms open and my eyes receptive.

The artists are multi-influenced so there were a 
whole range of themes that I saw in the work.
I’ve honed in on the idea of the night and its ability 
to amplify imagination, and the artistic strife to pin
that down in a fashion that is communicable. 

Night Owls and Abstractions, Southbank Centre, London: 
31 October - 14 December 2025

Exhibitions

We’re excited to be announcing two upcoming exhibitions showcasing work entered
into this year’s Koestler Awards. If your work is selected for display you will be notified
before the exhibition opens. 

Night Owls and Abstractions,

Night Owls and Abstractions
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Coming Home, The Spinney, Watercolour and Gouache

There were lots of portraits and
paintings and drawings of owls,
these night birds, which for me
speaks to perhaps what it is to be
behind bars and to be looking out,
and the thoughts that come; the
clarity that often comes at night. 

Coming Home,

Inua at the Koestler Arts Centre



At the start of next year, we will showcase 
a selection of work entered into the 2025 
Koestler Awards from Berkshire, 
Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire and Surrey at 
the Old Fire Station in Oxford.

The Old Fire Station is an arts centre 
showcasing the best of local and international 
performance and artwork, and encouraging 
people from all backgrounds to understand 
and shape the world through stories, 
creativity and the arts. 

We’re very much looking forward to bringing 
Koestler work to their beautiful gallery space 
in 2026 and will be sharing more about our plans for the exhibition with you later in the
year.

There’s a lot of humour in this selection, there’s a lot of light, there’s a lot of colour,
and I think that could only have come from this particular network of artists and their
particular circumstances. 

There are lots of landscapes. I’ve learnt landscapes 
are even more important when you can’t reach 
them. There are sculptures and also soft, textile 
works. Softness is important in hard places. 

What I hope visitors will take away from the 
exhibition is the limitlessness of human 
imagination, how often greater flights of fantasy 
come from pressured environments, and also the 
idea that you never know what you have until its 
gone. Also the need for escapism, regardless of 
our situations, and how close escapism is in reach. 
A piece of paper with a pencil offers limitless 
possibilities, as long as you give yourself time to sit.
 
Art, where there are no rules, really gives you room
to fly and to dream again.

Old Fire Station, Oxford: 29 January - 14 March 2026

Photograph courtesy of Molly Davies
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An Aardvark’s Hope,
HM Prison North Sea Camp,

Needlecraft



January 2026
Entry forms and guidance notes sent to establishments and
Koestler Associates

January - April 2026 Koestler Awards open for entries - send us your work!

17 April 2026 Deadline for entries to arrive at Koestler Arts Centre

Enclosed with this newsletter is a sheet with ideas on how to develop an entry for this
themed category and examples of past Koestler Awards entries that relate to ‘roots’,
which we hope will inspire you. Work made in any artform - visual, written or
performed - can be entered into the themed category. We are interested in varied and
personal interpretations of the theme, so try to think outside the box. We look forward
to seeing the work this theme inspires next year! 

Please note:  The themed category is just one of 53 categories in the Koestler Awards.
The other categories are artforms such as drawing, poem, choral music, and spoken
word. You can submit work on any subject or theme  to these other categories. The
themed category is intended for entrants who want some extra inspriation. Your 2026
entries do not have to  respond to ‘roots’ if they are entered into any other artform
category. Full guidance on how to enter the 2026 Awards will be sent out in January. 

2026 Koestler Awards

Timeline

Themed category

We hope those of you who are eligible will be looking forward to entering the 2026
Koestler Awards. Remember you are still able to enter if you have left prison and
remain on license. Below are the key dates you need to know for next year. 

If inspiration strikes, you could start working on your entries now and have them ready
to submit in January. 
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We’re excited to announce that the themed category for the 2026 Awards will be...

Roots

Please note:

any subject or theme

do not have to



Creative Challenge: Justice Futures

Please let us know any changes to your address or contact details, so we can ensure
future newsletters, feedback, prize and sales money, and returned artwork reach you!
We won’t know you’ve moved unless you tell us. For this or any other queries, you can:
 
- write: FREEPOST Koestler Arts
- email: info@koestlerarts.org.uk
- call: 020 8740 0333

Reminder
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Vibrant Landscape,
HM Prison Woodhill, Pastel

Enclosed with this newsletter is a sheet with details of our latest creative challenge,
set in conjunction with Justice Futures and author and campaigner Jacob Dunne. They
are inviting Koestler entrants and Associates to contribute to discussions on how the
criminal justice system can be made more humane by responding to a creative prompt. 

You can respond to the prompt by producing an
artwork or piece of writing and sending it to us by
the deadline on 30 September 2025. Select
responses will be showcased at Justice Futures
events and used to inform their discussions about
humanity and the criminal justice system. 

See the enclosed sheet for the prompt and full
details on how to get involved.

Three Versions of Blue (1 of 3),
HM Prison Woodhill, Portrait

Wings of the Mind is Key to Being Free (1 of 2),
HM Prison Young Offender Institution Parc, Ceramics



More ways to get involved

If you would like to become a Koestler Associate, receive new Art Aid sheets every
month, and/or be sent an Arts Mentoring application form, please tick the relevant
box(es) on the slip overleaf and return it to us in the Freepost envelope provided.

Associates

Art Aid

Koestler Associates are Koestler Awards entrants who receive more regular
communication from us and help spread the word about our work. Associates receive
seasonal newsletters (like this one!) featuring information about our activities and
exhibitions, insights from judges, curators, and other entrants, and creative
inspiration, activities and opportunities.
 
Associates are also directly sent Awards entry forms, posters and guidance notes at the
start of each year, when we ask that they help us promote the Awards within their
establishments. They might stick posters up on their wing or education department,
encourage others to enter the Awards, or help someone fill out an entry form.

Arts Mentoring

We produce monthly Art Aid activity sheets featuring creative tasks set by people who
have engaged with Koestler Arts and information about their experience of creativity
and the criminal justice system. These sheets are intended to provide creative
inspiration, and the tasks can always be done in cell with just a pencil and paper.
 
Each month, new sheets are published on our website and distributed to establishment
staff and Koestler entrants who sign up to receive them. The latest Art Aid sheet is
enclosed with this newsletter and features a writing task set by Koestler Award winner,
exhibited artist and former mentee, Jo. We hope you’ll enjoy giving it a go!

Since 2007, we have run the Koestler Arts Mentoring Scheme to support individuals who
have been in prison to continue developing their creative work in the community.
Successful applicants are matched with experienced local arts professionals – artists,
writers, musicians and craftspeople – who have been specially trained by us to be
Koestler mentors. Mentees and mentors meet 10 times over a 12 month period, where
together they identify and work towards the mentee’s creative goals. These might
include applying to a course, building up a portfolio of work, or developing techniques.
 
Mentees also maintain regular contact with us at Koestler and we offer them support
and creative opportunities. A leaflet with more information on the scheme and how to
apply is enclosed with this newsletter. 
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Name:

Prison number  (if applicable): 

Current address:

Tick to become a Koestler Associate:

Tick to be sent new Art Aid sheets every month:

Tick to be sent an application form for our mentoring scheme:
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