
2026 Koestler Awards

Deadline: 17 April 2026

Unlock the talent inside

Guidance for entrants



�e Koestler Awards

Since 1962, the Koestler Awards has encouraged and 
awarded creative work made in the criminal justice 
system. Each year over 3,500 people submit entries 
and receive certificates and feedback from experts. 

Top award winners receive cash prizes and a 
selection of entries are featured in exhibitions and 
publications, and sold to the public.

“�e Koestler Awards has given me more 
confidence and belief in myself and made 
me realise I can be creative which is 
something I never thought I could do.”

Koestler Awards entrant

Untitled, HM Young O�ender Institution Polmont,  
Gold Award for Drawing
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Bijou Pad for Two, HM Prison Rye Hill, Commended Award for Drawing
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Why enter?

Possible outcomes for 
Koestler Awards entries

Certificates and prizes

We give over 2000 Koestler Awards each year. Every 
entrant gets a certificate and many winners get a 
cash prize. �e total prize money is nearly £32,000. 

Let us know if this is your first time entering, as 
some awards are reserved for new entrants.

Entries are judged by nearly 100 experts from 
di�erent creative fields. In 2025, judges included 
Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcli�e, Bob and Roberta Smith 
and Daisy-May Hudson, and almost 20% of our 
judges were creative experts with lived experience of 
the criminal justice system. 

Platinum £100 + certificate

Gold £60 + certificate

Silver £40 + certificate

Bronze £20 + certificate

Special Awards £25 + certificate

Highly Commended certificate

Commended certificate

Participation certificate

“It was nice to hear what other people 
thought of my work as at first I didn’t think 
it was that good, now I know I was wrong.”

Koestler Awards entrant
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Feedback

Receive personalised feedback from judges or 
Koestler sta� and volunteers, including what  
they like about your work and ideas on how  
to develop further.

Artwork sales

Where we have permission from the entrant and 
establishment or probation sta�, we can try to sell 
visual artwork at our exhibitions, events and on our 
website. You could receive between £10-£250 from 
the sale of each artwork entry.

2025 painting judges Charles Darwent, Cleo 
Stoutzker and Channatip Chanvipava

Pop-up art shop at our 2025  
national exhibition



4

Why enter?

Showcasing

A selection of entries will be showcased at London’s 
Southbank Centre - one of the most famous 
arts venues in the world - in our annual national 
exhibition, which a�racts around 20,000 visitors 
each autumn. 

�is year, entries from the Midlands will  
also be considered for inclusion in our next  
regional exhibition in Birmingham, planned  
for summer 2027.

Some work may be selected to be shown in displays 
in a wide range of public spaces including o�ces, 
restaurants and prison visit halls.

We may also reproduce your work online, on our 
merchandise or in other publications. We may send 
reproductions of your work to the media and other 
organisations to publicise our work, which is a great 
way to get it seen by a wider audience. 

Visitors at our 2025 national exhibition



5

We publish an anthology of a selection of Koestler 
Award winning poetry every two years and send 
featured writers copies of the book. 2026 entries 
to Poem and Poetry Collection categories will be 
considered for inclusion in the sixth volume of our 
anthology, Koestler Voices: New Poems from Prison, 
due to be published in 2027.

A selection of poetry and music entries will be read 
or performed for an audience at our annual Voices 

from Prison event.

Some Koestler Award winning Stage 
Play entries will be performed on stage 
by professional actors, as part of our 
collaboration with Synergy �eatre Project.

“I have been absolutely 
over the moon about 
this and couldn’t wait 
to tell my family. It has 
given me a great sense 
of achievement and 
inspired me to do more.”

Poet featured in Koestler Voices: 

Volume 5 anthology

Errol performing at Voices from Prison, 2025
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Timeline

17 April

closing date for all 2026 entries to 
reach the Koestler Arts Centre 

(we cannot confirm receipt of 
entries until later in the year)

2026 Koestler Awards timeline

2027

June - August

Judging of entries

End August

Koestler Awards results published 
on our website

November - December

National exhibition at the 
Southbank Centre

End October

Certificates, feedback and prize 
money sent out

February

Sales money sent out

January - April

Unsold visual entries returned

Summer

Exhibition in Birmingham
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Who can enter

• Anyone in custody in a UK prison, young 
o�ender institution, secure training centre, 
secure children’s home, immigration removal 
centre, or high or medium security psychiatric 
hospital or unit (including the Channel Islands 
and the Isle of Man).

• Any current client of the National Probation 
Service, a Youth Justice Service, the Sco�ish 
Criminal Justice Social Work Service or their 
equivalents elsewhere in the UK.

• Any UK citizen currently in a prison overseas 
(must enter via Prisoners Abroad).

• You may enter as an individual or as a group.

Going Nowhere, HM Prison Isle of Wight (Albany), Gold Award for Painting
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Entrants aged 18 and under

Fast Feedback scheme

Entrants aged 18 and under can:

• Submit creative work to Koestler Arts all  
year round.

• Receive feedback on their work within six weeks of 
sending it to us.

• Be considered for special awards for young people.

Remember to:

• Use our 18 and Under Entry Forms.

• Write ‘Fast Feedback’ on your parcels.

• Put ‘Fast Feedback’ as the subject line if entering 
via email.

Entries received between 01 January - 17 April 2026 
will also be entered into the main Koestler Awards 
and be eligible for this year’s awards and showcasing 
opportunities.

Portrait, HM Prison Belmarsh, 
Platinum Award for Portrait
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What you can enter

• Original work in any of the categories listed on the 
following pages, made in the last 12 months.

• Maximum five entries per person.

• In categories marked    you may enter by sending 
photographs with notes.

• Only send us copies of writing, audio and film 
entries as entries to these categories will not be 
returned. We will dispose of your work securely.

• Do not enter work copied from other artworks or 
made from purchased kits.

• Do not sign your work or include your name  
in it. Prior to sales or display, Koestler Arts  
sta� will paint over or otherwise edit out any 
names or signatures.

• If your entry is very large, heavy, valuable or 
fragile, please contact us before entering: we may 
need it to be delivered and collected.

• If you use degradable materials, please enter your 
work in a sealed container.

• Tell us if you have used AI in the creation of  
your entry.

Star Wars At-At, HM Prison 
Manchester, Commended 

Award for Matchstick Model
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Categories

Multi-artform

1. �emed Category: Roots

Any creative work – art, music or writing – inspired 
by the theme ‘roots’. Please note the theme only 
applies to this category, and if you enter any other 
artform category below your work does not need to 
respond to ‘roots’.

2. Arts Project 

A project with components that cover several 
Koestler Awards artform categories, created to 
engage people as artists, participants and audiences. 
Your entry should include:

• �e aims of the project

• �e artforms involved

• Documentation of the artistic outcomes (photos, 
film, audio, book etc.)

• �e organisation/individual(s) that coordinated  
the project

• An overview of who the participants/artists/
audience were and the benefits of, or response to, 
the project (include quotes or figures)

“I love the di�erent categories and am 
always trying new disciplines that I can 
enter, which is constantly pushing my 
ideas and opening my world.”

Koestler Awards entrant
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Categories

Writing

3. Flash Fiction and Short Story

Entries must be no more than 
five sides of A4 paper.

4. Longer Fiction and Novel

Entries must be six sides of A4 
paper or more.

5. Non-Fiction, Blog, Essay, 
Article and Review

One piece of factual writing  
as if wri�en for a magazine, 
paper, biography, blog or  
non-fiction book.

6. Life Story

Autobiographical prose of any 
length. Unpublished works only. 

7. Braille

Braille text, embossed 
illustrations and diagrams.

8. Poem

Enter one poem as one entry.

9. Poetry Collection

Ten or more poems arranged 
in order with an overall title, in 
book or pamphlet form, or as if 
being submi�ed for publication. 
Short collections featuring the 
strongest poems are encouraged.

10. Anthology

A volume of mixed writing, 
such as a mixture of poems 
and fiction or essays. Short 
anthologies featuring the 
strongest pieces are encouraged.

11. Stage Play

Script with stage directions -  
a play or part of one. Additional 
guidelines are available on 
request and on the Koestler  
Arts website.

12. Radio Play

Script with studio directions for 
a drama or part of one.

13. Screenplay

Script with directions for TV  
or film.

14. Song Lyrics

Wri�en lyrics without a musical 
score or any recorded element. 
Tell us the music genre on  
your entry.

• Writing entries are not returned - 
only send us copies of your work. 

• Include page numbers and put the 
title on every page. 

• Do not put your name or prison 
number on every page. 

• If you write about real events, do 
not identify any individuals.
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Performance and Audio

15. Spoken Word

Audio recording of a 
performance or reading of your 
own original writing.

16. Performance

Video or audio recording of a 
performance, e.g. theatre, dance, 
performance art, readings of 
existing scripts, poems or stories.

17. Radio and Podcast  
Production

Audio recording of an original 
broadcast radio or podcast 
production or an edited 
compilation, e.g. ad, interview, 
documentary. Up to 30 mins.

18. Music Composition

A wri�en score (not recording) 
with or without lyrics. If lyrics 
are included, tell us whether 
they are original.

19. Choral Music

Audio recording of a 
performance of choral music 
by a group. Tell us whether the 
music and lyrics are original.

20. Singer-Songwriter - Original

Audio recording of a musician 
or group that writes, composes 
and sings their own material, 
including lyrics and melodies.

21. Cover Version

Audio recording of a musician 
or group performing an existing 
song. Your own interpretation of 
the song is encouraged.

22. Instrumental

Audio recording of a musician 
or group performing their own 
or existing music without lyrics. 
Tell us whether the music is 
original.

23. Hip Hop, Rap and Grime

Audio recording of a musician 
or group performing their own 
material in these genres. Tell us 
if the track is original as well as 
the lyrics.

24. Computer Generated Music

Audio recording of original music 
generated entirely, or mostly, 
using computer so�ware.

Categories

• Audio and film entries are not 
returned - only send us copies of 
your work. 

• Write the length of the recording 
on the disc or packaging.

• Individual songs count as one 
entry, please don’t enter albums.

• We won’t publicly screen any 
film without consulting the 
establishment that submi�ed it.
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Film and Animation

25. Film

Dramatic or documentary film.

26. Animation

Animated film. 

Fine Art

27. Painting

Mainly in oil, acrylic or tempera.

28. Watercolour and Gouache

29. Drawing

Using pencil, charcoal,  
felt pen, ink.

30. Pastel

If possible, use fixative to 
prevent smudging.

31. Portrait

Representation of a person in 
any 2D visual artform.

32. Mixed Media

2D work including collages,  
silk painting or use of  
unusual materials.

33. Sculpture 

3D forms made in any materials 
other than those covered by 
other categories e.g. Ceramics, 
Woodcra�.

34. Digital Art

Digital print with li�le or no  
text, produced or forma�ed  
on computer.

35. Graphic Novel

Full length graphic novel or up to 
three short comics, comic strips 
or one-o� cartoons, with or 
without text.

36. Mural and Wall Hanging 

37. Printmaking

Block prints, etchings, lino prints, 
mono prints, screen prints, 
handprinted wallpaper.

38. Photography

Original photograph as an 
individual print, or up to five in 
a portfolio or book (counted as 
one entry). Any size, in colour or 
black-and-white.

39. Ceramics 

Vase, plate, bowl or sculpture 
made from clay, air-dried or fired.

40. Textile Art

Weaving, macrame, machine 
embroidery and collage. Flat 
or raised surface, 2D or 3D. 
Includes so� furnishings such as 
cushions, linens, rugs. 

Categories

If entering photographs of your work, you are encouraged to 
provide notes on the process of creating each piece.
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Cra� and Design

41. Handmade Book

Handmade original or limited-
edition artist’s book, containing 
artwork and/or text. Be creative 
in your binding and content.

42. Calligraphy

Hand-le�ering of your own or 
others’ words in any language. 
May include street art-style 
le�ering, decoration and  
pictorial elements.

43. Handmade Greetings Card

44. Graphic Design

Printed item with images and 
text, produced or forma�ed on 
a computer or hand drawn. E.g. 
poster, leaflet, booklet, logo, web 
design, or up to three issues of  
a magazine.

45. Matchstick Model 

May be coloured and include 
other supporting materials.

46. Cra� 

Toys, jewellery, paper folding etc.

47. Woodcra� 

Emphasis on skills in joinery, 
veneering, marquetry, turning, 
carving and fine decoration. 
Metal and other materials may 
be added.

48. Furniture 
Only photographs may be 
submi�ed. Do not send original 
item. Any material may be used. 
Tell us whether you built  
it from scratch or used 
preexisting objects.

49. Needlecra�

Kni�ing, crochet, needlepoint 
and any other items made by 
hand using needles or hooks. 
Include explanatory notes, 
preparatory sketches and any 
pa�ern used.

50. Fashion

Dressmaking, tailoring, accessory 
making. Include explanatory 
notes, preparatory sketches and 
any pa�ern used.

51. Hairstyling and Barbering 
Cu�ing, dyeing, styling  
and braiding.

52. Beauty 

Make-up and nail art.

53. Mosaic 

A pa�ern or image produced 
by arranging together small 
pieces of hard material, e.g. 
stone, pebble, tile, glass, seeds, 
dry pasta, paper, plastic. �is 
category is supported by Tiger’s 
Eye Mosaic Studio.

Categories
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How to enter

• Complete an entry form for 
each entry, get it signed by 
a member of establishment 
or probation sta�, and send 
it together with your piece 
of work. We can only accept 
entries that come with 
completed and signed o� 
entry forms. �e member 
of sta� should be employed 
by your establishment or 
probation service, not for 
example a temporary  
project worker.

• Pack your work carefully so it 
reaches us safely.

• Send entries by post to 170 
Du Cane Road, London W12 
0TX or for free using ‘Freepost 
KOESTLER ARTS’. Items must 
be under 61cm x 46cm and 
weight less than 2kg to be sent 
via Freepost. 

I Worked Hard for �is Body,  
�e Spinney, Dennis Evans 

Commended Award for Painting

• Some establishments send 
a van of entries each year – 
ask if this happens at your 
establishment.

• Entries can be submi�ed  
via email to:  
entries@koestlerarts.org.uk.  
If entering by email you must 
a�ach your completed entry 
form in the same email as  
your entry.

• If you are aged 18 and Under, 
write ‘Fast Feedback’ in the 
subject line of your email or 
on your parcel.
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Sales and prizes

Artwork sales

• Only visual artwork can 
be sold, and only with the 
permission of the entrant and 
a member of establishment or 
probation sta�. 

• If your work sells you get 50% 
of the sales price. �e rest is 
split between Koestler Arts 
(25%) and Victim Support (25%).

• You can indicate on your entry 
form if you would like your 
artwork to be for sale, and the 
minimum price you’d like to 
receive. �e lowest amount 
you can receive is £10 (sales 
price £20) and the highest 
amount is £250 (sales price 
£500). If you indicate that 
you’d like to receive more than 
£250 we won’t be able to list 
the work as for sale. If you 
would like your work to be for 
sale but you do not give a price 
on your entry form, we will 
price it for you.

• We will never sell your  
work for lower than you  
have specified, but we  
may try to sell it for more 
where appropriate.

Sales and prize money

• We issue prize money in 
October and money from sales 
in February.

• If you are in a secure se�ing, 
we send money by cheque  
to your establishment or to  
your account via gov.uk if we  
are able.

• If you are in the community, 
we can issue a cheque in your 
name or you can collect cash 
from the Koestler Arts Centre 
if you arrange this with us.

• Cash prizes for group entries 
are split between group 
members. If the individual 
sums are £5 or less, a single 
cheque is issued to the group.

• Scotland only: Artists in 
Sco�ish prisons are aware 
that they cannot directly 
benefit from the sale of their 
artwork. If an artist does agree 
that their work can be sold, 
the monies raised are sent to 
the establishment to be placed 
in the ‘common good fund’ or 
similar. �is does not a�ect 
any potential prize money, 
which the artist will receive. 
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Artwork returns

• Only unsold visual artwork can be returned. Please 
retain copies of writing and audio entries. 

• Unsold visual artwork can be returned to the 
Education Department at your establishment, or 
to your home address if you are in the community. 

• Tell us if your address or contact details change. 
We will only know if you tell us.

• You can indicate on the entry form if you would 
like your work to be returned to you, or if you are 
happy for Koestler Arts to keep it to sell to raise 
funds for the charity, use for displays, or dispose of.

Bear from Above, HM Prison Dovegate, Carolyn Taylor 
& Julia Krish Bronze Award for Ceramics
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Terms and conditions

By entering the Koestler Awards, you agree to all the 
terms and conditions set out in this guidance: 

• Information included on the entry form will be 
held on Koestler Arts’ secure and confidential 
database. If you would like a copy of our Privacy 
Policy or Safeguarding Policy, you can view them 
on our website or write to us.

• All work is handled with care, but Koestler Arts 
and its agents accept no liability for loss of or 
damage to entries. Please pack your work carefully.

• Koestler Awards decisions are final. We will 
not enter into any correspondence about these 
decisions and entrants must not a�empt to 
correspond with Koestler Awards judges.

• Koestler Arts and its agents can exhibit, publish, 
and reproduce artworks in reasonable ways 
in print, online, film, audio etc. to promote the 
charity’s work, and allow press and other partners 
to do so in reasonable ways. Artists retain 
copyright of their work. 

• Visual artwork le� unclaimed beyond March 2028 
may be destroyed, sold or donated.



Koestler Judge

I wish I was a Koestler Judge

I’d give my peers a quick nudge

and say “Here, look at this,

admi�edly it’s hit and miss

but hidden in the depths and folds

you can glimpse colours - silvers, golds

I sense emotion coming through

We look at many but see few

who manage to convey how they feel

It really does have some appeal

I feel these e�orts should be lauded

With certificates they’ll be rewarded

and encouraging feedback they’ll receive

so in themselves they can believe

so even in adversity they can cope

�ey give us joy - we give them hope”

 

 

Koestler Judge, HM Prison Long Lartin, Poem
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Beyond the Koestler Awards

Other creative opportunities  
from Koestler Arts

Koestler Associates

Koestler Associates receive regular newsle�ers with 
creative inspiration and opportunities – sign up to 
become one on an entry form or by writing to us. 

Art Aid

Creative activity sheets produced by people with 
lived experience of the criminal justice system, 
designed to share stories of ex-prisoners exploring 
their creativity a�er release and to provide varied 
creative activities that can be done in cell with 
minimal materials. Write to us to be sent these  
every month. 

Arts Mentoring

Post-release arts mentoring scheme for Koestler 
Awards entrants who want to develop their creative 
skills and interests. Eligible entrants will receive 
further information about this bespoke programme 
a�er entering.

“My self worth and confidence 
have been hugely boosted through 
connecting with Koestler. I am moving 
forward, developing my techniques and 
evolving a new identity with creativity 
at the core.”

Koestler mentee



TOP THINGS TO REMEMBER

• You can enter up to five original works, 
including group entries.

• Your entries should not contain  
your name.

• Enclose a completed entry form with 
each entry, signed by a member of 
establishment or probation sta�.

• Tell us if your address changes.

• Our themed category ‘roots’ is optional. 
You can enter work on any subject to 
our other 52 artform categories.

Extinction Rebellion, HM Prison Send, �emed Category: Wings
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“Being creative has given me purpose, 
meaning, and integrity at a time when I 
felt I had lost all of those things. It has 
made my family proud of me again.”

Koestler Awards entrant

Ray Charles, HM Prison Lancaster Farms, Portrait

Registered charity no. 1105759

Koestler Arts, 170 Du Cane Road 
London, W12 0TX 

Freepost KOESTLER ARTS
(Freepost contents can weigh up to 2kg)

020 8740 0333 
info@koestlerarts.org.uk 
koestlerarts.org.uk

Cover: Aqua Tangerine Wash, Worthing Probation, Painting


