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51.0  Introduction 5 55

In September 2013, the Ministry of Justice announced that 
Reading Prison was to close .The site has seen the imprisonment 
of felons for nearly 250 years, and the present historic building 
was opened in 1844 and is Listed Grade II.  The remainder of 
the prison buildings were constructed during the 1960s and 70s 
and are unlisted. Perhaps its most famous inmate was Oscar 
Wilde who was imprisoned here from 1895-7 and who wrote 
the famous Ballad of Reading Gaol as a result of his internment. 
The entire prison site is also of national importance as it is within 
the precinct of Reading Abbey, and designated as a Scheduled 
Monument; part of the Abbey Church is known to lie beneath 
the prison site with a number of related features postulated 
within the site foot print. 

The prison is also part of the ‘Abbey Quarter Area’ which the 
local authority are ‘actively developing and promoting for its 
historical importance and as an important leisure, learning and 
interpretation visitor attraction for the future’.1 The closure of the 
prison presents the opportunity to reunite this part of the Abbey 
precinct with the remaining Abbey Quarter. 

In order that an informed decision can be made with regard to 
the future use of the site it is necessary to assess the heritage 
significance of the building and its setting with regard to 
conservation and heritage issues. This will inform potential viable 
new uses for the site which is the subject of this report.

1 Reading Borough Council, 2014, Outline Development Framework: The 
site of Reading Prison

This report was commissioned by Jones Lang LaSalle on behalf 
of the Ministry of Justice to identify constraints associated with 
the Listed Building. It was commissioned in conjunction with an 
Archaeological Desk Based Assessment and Heritage Building 
Assessment.

This report covers the following:

• Desktop research and an assessment of the history, 
development and significance of the buildings and site.

• An analysis of the immediate context and setting.
• An assessment of the significant elements of the buildings 

and identification of areas for potential change.
• Summary recommendations.
• An assessment of the impact on the heritage value, but with 

a view to maximise development opportunities in relation to 
end value.

• A use options appraisal taking into consideration the 
constraints imposed by the building and site.

• An outline of scope of works and details of the potential 
structural alterations required to convert the buildings to the 
uses identified by the options appraisal.

This report should be read in conjunction with the Heritage 
Building Assessment (Purcell, 2014) and Archaeological Desk 
Based Assessment for the site (Purcell, 2014) which includes 
background information on the evolution of the prison buildings 
and informs upon the potential for the recovery of buried 
archaeological deposits.  

1.0 INTRODUCTION
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HM Prison Reading is located within the town of Reading, Berkshire. It lies east of the 
centre of the town, with Forbury Road running along the north and eastern edges of 
the site (1&2). Modern commercial and retail buildings lie beyond the busy thoroughfare 
to the north and east.

The site is set on a slope which falls from north to south, dropping sharply at its 
southern perimeter wall where it rises above Chestnut Walk and the River Kennet 
beyond (3, 4, & 5). The site is located within the precinct of Reading Abbey and today, 
only a small proportion of the Abbey survives as above-ground ruins which are set in 
gardens, and border the western perimeter wall of the site (6 & 7). The Roman Catholic 
Church of St. James, and associated buildings, borders the western perimeter wall to 
the north-west (8 & 9). Beyond are the Forbury Gardens, which are both within the 
Scheduled Area of the abbey precinct and are a Designated Park and Garden (10).

2.0 DESCRIPTION

2

Forbury Road, looking eastForbury Road, looking north

1

3 4

5

86 97 10

View north-west towards Chestnut Walk and the 
prison site

View north-west towards Chestnut Walk and the 
prison site

Southern perimeter wall looking west St James’ Church from the prison car park, looking westAbbey ruins and south-west corner of perimeter wall. 
Looking north-west

St James’ Church (left) and nursery school, looking eastAbbey ruins and south-west corner 
of perimeter wall. Looking north-west

Forbury gardens, looking south-west

Site Location and Context Plan Site Boundary River Kennett
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2.2 SITE LAYOUT

The main entrance to the prison site is to the north of the 
site from Forbury Road and via a modern gatehouse building 
constructed c.1970 (1). The perimeter wall along its northern and 
eastern stretches also dates from this period (2a). The modern 
administration building occupies the north of the site (3) and is 
connected to the main prison building at its northern extent and 
where the original entrance would have been located. A number 
of temporary buildings lie to the south and east of this building. 
The southern and western stretches of the perimeter wall 
contain 19th century brick but are believed to have been heavily 
repaired during the prison overhaul of the 1970’s.

The main prison building dominates the site and is cruciform 
in plan with the four arms converging at a central octagon. It is 
arranged roughly north-south with the northern terminal of ‘D’ 
wing (4) connected to a modern administration building. ‘A’ wing 
(5) lies to the east of the site, and single storey modern building is 
located in its corner with ‘D’ wing. ‘B’ wing radiates to the south of 
the site (6), and is connected by a raised walkway to the modern 
amenities building which occupies almost the entire south-east of 
the site. 

‘C’ wing projects to the west (8) and is connected to an early 20th 
century laundry/workshop building to the south (9). 

The site is densely populated with buildings including a number 
of modern structures (10). Spaces between buildings are divided 
by high security fencing.  Open spaces exist to the south of the 
gatehouse, to the south-west where there is a small all-weather 
games court, and to the north-east where there is an exercise 
yard. Apart from a small grassed area along the southern 
perimeter wall and in the south-west corner of the site, most 
areas are covered in asphalt.

1 Gatehouse
2 Perimeter walls and extent of site boundary
3 Administration Building
4 D Wing
5 A Wing
6 B Wing
7 Amenities Building
8 C Wing
9 Gym/Workshop
10  Modern Buildings

Main Entrance
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3

5

2.3 GATEHOUSE AND WALLS

Beyond the asphalt car park at the north of the site, is a modern utilitarian 
brick two storey gatehouse with a double height entrance with security 
doors allowing vehicular access to the site. This building is flanked by high 
brick security walls which surround the site. Due to the slope of the site, the 
wall is taller at its southern extent and has been buttressed (see 2.1, image 5 
‘southern perimeter wall looking west’). 

The perimeter wall can be divided into two sections; the eastern and 
northern sections of perimeter wall are in stretcher bond with cement 
render internally. They are constructed of a similar brick to the gatehouse and 
administration block and appear to be contemporary (ie 1970’s in date) . The 
western and southern sections of wall are in English bond and constructed 
of a different type of brick to the northern and eastern sections. These areas 
appear to have been repointed and there is some evidence of spalling. Metal 
buttresses have been placed at intervals along internal stretches of the wall, 
presumably to maintain stability. Evidence suggests that these two sections of 
perimeter wall maybe of different phases, likely of late 19th century origin.

The gatehouse and perimeter walls are excluded from the Listed Building 
designation.

1

2

3

1. Northern perimeter wall looking east.
2. Western perimeter wall looking south
3. Gatehouse looking south.
4.  View of Gatehouse and east perimeter wall 

from within perimeter walls, looking north
5.  View of Gatehouse and painted eastern 

perimeter wall from roof looking north- west.
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2.4 ADMINISTRATION BUILDING

The administration building was built c1970 following the demolition of the 
1840s gatehouse complex, perimeter wall, and women’s prison. The building 
also includes the visitor suite. The administration building is excluded from 
designation.

1. Ground floor corridor
2. Visitors room
3. Exterior facing north
4. Junction with ‘D’ wing
5. Ground floor room

1

2

3 4

5
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2.5 MAIN 19TH CENTURY BUILDING

The main prison building which dominates the site was designed by William 
Boynthon Moffatt and George Gilbert Scott and completed in 1844. It is 
grade II Listed. The Tudor-Gothic style is combined with other elements to 
create a fortress-like appearance. Built of red brick it has bath stone dressings 
and crenellations to ‘D’ block and the central octagon, and machicolations 
under the eaves. The wings have a pitched tile roof with ventilation turrets 
over the galleries and flat roof over the flanking cell blocks. 

The main block (‘D’) is aligned north and once contained the main entrance. 
Originally ‘D’ wing was the main façade for display with a projecting end, 
crenellations, diapered brickwork and corbelled chimney stacks. It contains 
the former chapel with its tall pointed Gothic windows with simple tracery. 
It also contained various offices including that of the governor. There are a 
number of mullioned windows in ‘D’ wing which appear to be original as 
are a number of cell windows. The majority of cell windows in the rest of 
the prison having been replaced with single light windows and concrete 
surrounds in the 1950s. The administration building now blocks the original 
entrance marring this façade.

The other 3 wings contain galleries of cells over 3 floors, with a basement to 
‘A’ and ‘B’ wing only. Many of the cells retain their original brick arch vaults, 
although many have lost their dividing walls. The walkways along the galleries 
retain their original ironwork railings and supporting brackets. The wings 
converge on the central semi-octagon which has a brick vault, with moulded 
stone ribs and corbels. The octagon is lit by roof lights and two tall mullion 
and transom windows. The galleries have pointed brick vaults and are lit by 
tall mullioned and transom windows. Many Tudor arched doorways still exist 
but some have been altered to take modern doors. The original fireplaces 
have been blocked. 1. Ventilation turret to central octagon

2. 1st floor gallery
3. Junction of  ‘D’ wing (right) and ‘C’ wing (left) 

4. Basement view
5. Cell with jack-arched brick vaults 

1 2 3

54
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6. Northern façade of ‘A’ wing
7. Ground floor gallery
8. Central octagon
9. Diaper work to ‘D’ wing

10. Central octagon vault
11. ‘B’ wing (left) and ‘A’ wing (right) 
12. 2nd floor gallery

6 7 8 9

10 11

12
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1. Original windows
2. Original stairwell window in ‘D’ wing
3. Original and modern windows
4. Full height window lighting central octagon
5. Altered window
6. Modern cell windows
7. Windows below the former chapel in ‘D’ wing

WINDOWS

1

4 65 7

2

3
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1. Blocked doorway (internal view)
2. Altered doorway
3. Original external door
4. Cell door
5. Altered doorway with brick arch
6. Gothic arch, modern doorway beyond
7. Blocked door in the basement of ‘D’ wing
8. Blocked door, basement ’C’ wing 1 2 3 4

7 865

DOORS



HMP Reading, Feasibility Study,  September 201514

2.6 CHAPEL

The chapel is situated on the 1st floor of ‘D’ wing and rises through the 2nd 
floor. It has an arched-braced queen-strut roof and central skylight and the 
tall gothic windows contain simple tracery. It was last used as a gym and 
games room and there is little indication of its former function.  The fire 
escape is a modern insertion.

1.  Western façade of D wing 
with former chapel to 1st floor 

2.  Eastern façade of D wing with 
former chapel to 1st floor

3. Interior of former chapel
4. Roof truss and sky light
5. Detail of roof truss
6. Corbels
7. View of former games room
8. General view of former chapel

1

2

3

4

8765
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2.7 FORMER GYM/WORKSHOP

The former workshop and gym was built c.1910 and is a single story red 
brick building of 7 bays. The roof is of slate and part-glazed. The interior is 
also lit by 8-light windows set high on the walls and a window in the gable 
end; a second gable window to the east is now blocked. The roof is an 
interesting metal double inverted truss and appears to be original. There 
are several flat roofed extensions appended to the east and to the north, 
the latter connecting it to ‘C’ block. A fire escape has been inserted into the 
southern façade. This building is not listed.

1. Southern façade 
2. Interior
3. Interior
4. Detail of metal truss
5. Southern façade

1

3

5

2

4
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2.8 AMENITIES BUILDING

The amenity building was constructed c.1970 and occupies the south-east 
corner of the site. It is connected to ‘B’ wing by a raised walkway and includes 
the prison chapel, workshops, kitchens and gym. It is a flat roofed building 
constructed of red brick with metal cladding to the first floor and is excluded 
from the Listing.

1. Link bridge to ‘B’ wing
2. Aerial view looking south-east
3. Chapel
4. Gym

5. The western façade from across the games court
6. Interior, ground floor
7. Ground floor workshops

1

3

65
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2.9 OPEN AREAS

Much of the prison site is densely occupied with buildings, but there are a 
number of areas for circulation and for exercise. To the north-east of the 
site between ‘D’ and ‘A’ wing is a level exercise yard, whilst the other main 
open space is to the south-west where there is an all-weather games court. 
A roadway from the main gate allows access around the site along both the 
east and west perimeter walls.

There are few green areas within the site. A raised flower bed beside the 
gatehouse gives some colour in this area whilst there are a few grassed areas 
along the southern perimeter wall, lower eastern perimeter wall and in the 
south-western corner of the site.

1. Forecourt vehicle access, looking north
2. Exercise yard, looking east
3.  Green borders beside the amenities 

building, looking south
4. Vehicle circulation route, looking north 
5.  Access road between ‘A’ wing and the 

amenities building, looking east
6. Games court, looking west
7.  Grassed area in the south-west corner 

of the site, looking south-west
8.  Western perimeter wall and access 

road with ‘C’ wing on the right.

1

3

2

4 5

876
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3.1 NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (March 2012) 
is the overarching planning policy document for England and 
provides guidance in section 12 ‘Conservation and enhancing the 
historic environment’ on the protection of heritage. 

The policies advise a holistic approach to planning and 
development, where all significant elements (such as listed 
buildings and conservation areas) that make up the historic 
environment are termed ‘heritage assets’. The policies within the 
document emphasise the need for assessing the significance of 
heritage assets and their setting in order to fully understand the 
historic environment and inform suitable design proposals for 
change to significant buildings. The document also requires that 
the impact of development proposals which affect heritage assets 
is assessed.

3.2 LISTED BUILDINGS

Listed buildings are buildings of special architectural and historic 
interest which make up England’s historic environment. They are 
protected under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation 
Areas) Act 1990 and alterations or demolitions require Listed 
Building Consent from the local planning authority before they 
can proceed.

At Reading the historic prison building is listed Grade II, all other 
buildings on site are excluded from this listing. 

The full list description for the building is included in Appendix A.

3.3 CONSERVATION AREAS

Conservation Areas are designated by local planning authorities 
because of their special architectural and historic.   HMP Reading 
is not within a conservation area.

3.0 STATUTORY DESIGNATIONS

N

 GII listed
 Excluded from listing

Listed Building Plan
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3.4 THE SETTING OF HERITAGE ASSETS

Development that occurs within the context of a heritage asset 
will affect its setting positively or negatively. Therefore any future 
redevelopment of the prison site may have an impact on heritage 
assets within its setting. Those assets which can be considered to be 
within the immediate setting of HM Prison Reading are:

• Reading Abbey precinct, Scheduled Monument
• Forbury Gardens, Registered Park and Garden
• Reading Abbey ruins, 12th to 14th-century, listed grade I
• Church of St. James’, 1837-40, listed grade II
• St James’s Presbytery, 1840, listed grade II
• St James’s Roman Catholic School, 1876, listed grade II
• Archway between Forbury Gardens and the Abbey ruins, 19th-

century, incorporating abbey fragments, listed grade II*
• 10,11 and12, Abbot’s Walk, early 19th-century, listed grade II
• The Plummery Wall, 19th century incorporating medieval fabric, 

listed grade II
• Wall between Forbury Road and Abbot’s Walk, mid-19thcentury, 

with medieval fabric, listed grade II
• Shelter in Forbury Gardens, c1855, listed grade II
• Tracery fragments south of no.10 Abbot’s Walk, medieval and 

listed grade II
• Anglian Cross, Forbury Gardens, 1909, listed grade II
• Abbey Gate, The Forbury, 12th to 14th-century listed grade I
• Assizes Court,1861, listed grade II

3.5 LOCAL PLANNING POLICY 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) are responsible for the protection 
of the historic environment within the planning system, and policies 
for the historic environment are included in relevant regional and 
local plans.

The Reading adopted its Core Strategy in January 2008, the Reading 
Central Area Action Plan in January 2009 and Sites and Detailed 
Policies Document in October 2012. The relevant policies from these 
documents are listed below and reproduced in full in Appendix C.

Core Strategy:
CS33 - Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment.

Central Area Action Plan (RCAAP):
RC3 - Development in the East Side Major Opportunity Area 
RC3 b - Reading Prison 

Sites and Detailed Policies Document:
9. Built and Natural Environment

1

5

9

8
2

3

411

6

10

12

13

7
N

1 Reading Abbey Ruins
2 Church of St. James’
3 St. James’s Presbytery
4 St. James’s School
5 Archway
6 10, 11, 12 Abbot’s Walk
7 The Plummery Wall

8  Wall between Forbury Road and Abbot’s 
Walk

9 Shelter in Forbury Gardens
10  Tracery Fragments
11 Memorial Cross
12 Abbey Gate
13 Assizes Court

Listed Buildings:

Grade I

Grade II*

Grade II

Site Boundary

Forbury Gardens Registered Park and Garden

Reading Abbey Scheduled Monument Boundary
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1539
The dissolution 
of the Abbey by 
Henry VIII. The 
last Abbot, Hugh 
Cook Faringdon, 
is executed for 
treason.

1453
Parliament is 
summoned to 
meet at Reading 
by Henry VI

1359
John of Gaunt marries Blanche of Lancaster 
at the Abbey. Their son was to become 
Henry IV, the first Lancastrian king of England

1254
Reading receives 
the Royal Charter

1136
Henry I is buried 
in front of the 
High Altar

1121
Reading Abbey 
was founded by 
Henry I. They 
Abbey was 
endowed with 
land across Britain 
and religious relics 
– chiefly, the hand 
of St James the 
Apostle.

4.1 HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT TIMELINE

4.0 HISTORY

870 – 871
Parts of the area 
form a Viking army 
encampment – it 
is from this period 
that we have the 
first written record 
of Reading.

1164
The Abbey church 
is consecrated by 
Archbishop Thomas 
Becket, in the 
presence of Henry II

C.1240
The earliest known 
English rota – a 
partsong called 
‘Sumer is Icumin 
In’ – is written 
down. Probably the 
most celebrated 
piece of English 
medieval music, this 
manuscript was later 
found in Reading 
Abbey and now 
resides in the British 
Library.

1560
Reading receives a 
charter from Elizabeth 
I – a frequent visitor 
to the city, she stays 
in her royal residence 
within the former 
Abbot’s lodgings.

1688
‘The Reading Fight’ – 
troops of James II and 
William III clash in the 
town’s streets – the 
only bloodshed of the 
Glorious Revolution

1776
The first antiquarian survey of the Abbey Ruins takes place

1786
A new gaol – often referred to as the ‘first gaol’ to 
distinguish it from that of the later prison – is built 
on the site of the abbey. John Howard wrote about 
this first gaol in 1789 –

The new prison, consisting of six close cells for 
refractory, eight solitary cells and six wards 
for prisoners permitted to being together.1

1  P.20, Pit of Shame: The Real Ballad of Reading Gaol. 
Anthony Stokes

The Reading Rota John of Gaunt, 1st Duke of Lancaster

*COPYRIGHT PENDING* An engraving of the Abbey ruins, c.1790
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1793
‘Forbury House 
of Correction’ – 
an extension to 
the existing prison 
on the abbey site 
– receives its first 
prisoners

1822
The treadmill was 
first introduced 
into Reading Gaol

1828
In-cell sanitation facilities 
are removed from the 
‘first’ Reading Gaol of 
1786-1842

1833
The Abbey south transept 
and Chapter House 
are purchased by public 
subscription

1842
The first gaol closes for demolition, 
to make way for the ‘new gaol’

1844
The new gaol is completed. 
Influenced by London’s New 
Model Prison at Pentonville, it 
is constructed on a cruciform 
shape and was designed to 
carry out what was the latest 
penal technique at the time 
– the ‘separate system’. Its 
construction costs amounted to 
over £40,000.

1847
Reading Gaol begins 
to accept ‘government 
convicts’

1862
Last public execution at Reading 
takes place – that of John Gould, 
above the gatehouse.

1865
At some point shortly 
after the Prison Act of 
1865, in-cell sanitisation 
facilities are removed. 
This occurred during the 
austere ‘Du Cane era’ of 
Hard Fare, Hard Labour 
and Hard Bed’.

1879
Ada Chamberlain 
becomes the first 
person to escape 
from the prison.

1895
Oscar Wilde arrives in the jail 
in November of this year

1897
Oscar Wilde is released

1898
The Ballad of Reading 
Gaol is first published

1910
On the accession to the 
throng of King George 
V, there is a general 
amnesty: the entire 
prisoner population of 
the gaol is granted special 
remission and released 
– a total of 70 men and 
four women.

1919
Reading Gaol closes 
as a prison

1920
100 tons of tinned 
salmon are secured 
inside the prison

1937
The Governor’s quarter 
becomes used as the 
headquarters for the 
ARP (air raid wardens)

1939
A number of offices 
within the gaol become 
the County Censor’s 
Office – responsible for 
the checking of news 
prior to publication at 
the outbreak of WWII.

1945
Unknown by the 
public, the prison is 
handed over to the 
Canadian Military for 
use as a detention 
centre

1946
The prison re-opens as 
a local and ‘overflow’ 
prison

1951
Reading Prison becomes 
one of the first Borstal 
Correctional Centres

1969
Reading reopens as 
a local prison after 
a major rebuilding 
programme

1984
American actor 
Stacey Keach 
serves time 
at Reading for 
drugs offences

1990
In-cell sanitation 
is re-installed 
throughout

1992
The prison is re-roled 
as a Remand Centre 
for young offenders

2013
Reading 
Prison closes



HMP Reading, Feasibility Study,  September 201522

The Abbey
The site of Reading Prison was historically part of Reading Abbey – an abbey founded in 1121 by Henry I. The 
abbey was one of the pilgrimage centres of medieval England, and was considered one of the richest religious 
houses in the country – it held over 230 relics, and was frequently visited by royalty. The abbey sat within a 
walled precinct which kept the large ecclesiastical community separated from the rest of the town. The complex 
itself comprised a number of buildings of various ecclesiastical, residential and functional uses. Much of the abbey 
was destroyed in 1583 during Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries – the buildings were robbed, and glass, 
stone and lead was removed for reuse elsewhere.

The plan below gives a basic outline of the position of the abbey and its associated buildings in relation to the 
current prison complex. Evidence suggests that the east end of the chancel and the Lady Chapel lie directly 
beneath part of the prison site, along with the abbey’s infirmary.

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries
The site of the current prison was an important area in the defence of Reading during the Civil War in 1643. 
Reading itself changed hands between the Royalists and Roundheads on no less than three occasions. Defensive 
works were constructed - made largely by the further robbing of abbey buildings on the site – and a ditch and 
stone rampart are thought to have constructed through the nave and cloisters of the abbey church.

The Old Gaol
In 1786 a new house of correction was built in Forbury on the site of the old abbey. Constructed to house 60 
prisoners, including solitary cells and six wards for prisoners who were permitted to stay together1. The prison 
housed both felons and debtors – with the latter having to contribute financially to their own upkeep. Details of 
the layout of this first prison building are shown on the County Goal okan dating from 1786 and include below. 
The 1799 Penitentiary Act made it compulsory for prisoners to be kept separate from each other, as opposed 
to spending days together and sleeping in single-sex dormitories at night.

By 1791, there were deep concerns amongst visiting justices about overcrowding in Reading Gaol. During the 
Michaelmas Sessions of autumn 1791, two options were considered – either enlarging the previous prison 
premises in nearby Castle Street, or building an additional house of correction on the existing prison site at 
Forbury.  The latter option was eventually chosen.

1  p.20, Stokes, A. Pit of Shame: The Real Ballad of Reading Gaol.

4.2 HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT

Early History

Prehistoric Period
The site is situated on the eastern end of a gravel island, 
and the present banks of the River Kennet are close to 
its southern boundary. Some prehistoric finds have been 
recorded close to and within the locality – these have 
included an assemblage of worked and burnt flint.

Roman and Saxon Periods
There has not been a great deal of evidence uncovered 
relating to the Roman occupation of the site. In contrast, 
however, Middle Saxon finds have been far more abundant 
– and there have been a number of finds both within and 
close to the study site. 7th and 8th century burials have been 
recorded in Forbury Road – just to the north-west of our 
site – and 7th-10th century deposits and postholes have 
been uncovered in Forbury Square.

Gaps in Understanding
The Ministry of Justice holds a large digitised archive of plans 
relating to Reading Prison which was made available to the 
writers of this report. Research was, however, hampered by 
the sheer volume of records (over 1000 in total) and the lack 
of full descriptions. The writers were not, therefore, able to 
study every plan in the archive and there is a possibility that 
plans may still be discovered which could shed further light 
on the historical development of Reading Prison.

Hurry’s map of Reading Abbey superimposed onto the street plan. Courtesy of Berkshire Record Office 

Possible Infirmary Site
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Treadmill

The County Gaol, 1786 with annotations showing phases of development between 1786 and 1827 – courtesy of Berkshire Record Office 

The designs of architect Robert Furze Brettingham of London - who had also erected gaols at Hertford, Downpatrick, 
Northampton and Poole – were chosen. to extend the existing prison. The new two-storey building was to 
accommodate 30 felons and 30 debtors. The building contained a chapel, store rooms, in-cell sanitation and a keeper’s 
house. After some delays caused by the solid flint foundations of the former abbey upon which the new structure was 
being built, the building was ready for occupation by September 1793.

In 1822, Reading Gaol became one of the first in the country to introduce a treadmill as a form of hard labour. 
Invented by Sir William Cubitt and installed at Reading Gaol by Penn millwrights of Greenwich, the treadmill cost 
£1,700 to install and was used to grind flour. The building that housed the treadmill was a two-storey block  
33 feet in length, and divided into four compartments

Further alterations were made to the gaol in 1824, to accommodate an increasing number of prisoners.  
A separate wing was constructed around this time, along with an infirmary – the debtors, however, were still being 
kept in poor conditions.

Inspections carried out by the Inspector of Prisons in 1841 had found a number of prison-wide deficiencies, ranging 
from poor diet to the condition and size of the gaol. The building was in an appalling and overcrowded state.  
After a meeting of over 40 Berkshire magistrates in 1842, it was finally decided that the building of a new prison  
must take place immediately

Engraving of a prison treadmill at Coldbath Fields, Clerkenwell.



HMP Reading, Feasibility Study,  September 201524

The New Gaol in the Nineteenth Century
The background to the major rebuilding of Reading Gaol in 1844 
were the debates surrounding two dominant forms of prison 
discipline – the ‘silent system’ and the ‘separate system’.1

The silent system
This method of prison discipline required prisoners to maintain 
total silence at all times. Prisoners worked and slept together in 
large open areas and dormitories – turnkeys would be close at 
hand to punish anyone for talking or communicating. The cost 
of constructing prisons for use with this method of discipline 
was relatively low, but as a system it was difficult to manage and 
control.

The separate system
This system had recently been introduced into Britain at 
Pentonville Prison, which opened in 1842. Prisoners would be 
kept apart from one another almost entirely – whenever they left 
their cells, they would be made to wear a ‘scotch cap’ – a leather 
baseball-style hat with a flat peak which extended down to cover 
the face, in order to make it even more difficult for inmates to 
communicate with one another. Within this system even the 
chapel was designed with individual cubicles, so prisoners could 
see no-one around them but the chaplain.

1  ibid

The newer separate system was eventually favoured, for the new 
prison at Reading and the winning design was by Sir George 
Gilbert Scott and William Bonythorn Moffatt. The new prison was 
to be built upon the same lines as Pentonville, and had 250 cells 
for both convicts and debtors which allowed total isolation for 
all prisoners. There was also a separate wing for female prisoners 
(E-ward), and a chaplain’s house and governor’s house either side 
of the grand gatehouse entrance. On each corner of the exterior 
walls of the prison were four turrets – although decorative, these 
turrets were also used as look-out positions for the detection of 
attempted escapes. The large circular cart-wheel like structure 
which can be seen on the ground floor plan acted as the exercise 
yard – prisoners would walk around their wedge-shaped section, 
all the while being watched by an overseer standing on the 
central viewing platform.

On the basement plan, to the east of ‘B’ wing, can be seen the 
separate pump shed – a long, narrow structure with ten individual 
compartments. Inmates would have pumped water into the 
prison using hand cranks, as a form of hard labour. The basement 
of ‘A’ wing was also used as the County Stores, and were 
accessible only from an underground passageway which led to 
the Reading Militia guardroom. This storage space was designed 
to be entirely separate from the prison, and was used as the 
armoury stores for the county.

Pump
House

Potato Store

Debtors Airing Yard

Female 
Airing Yard
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1

Basement Plan. c.1840s  (*COPYRIGHT PENDING*)
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2

 Ground floor plans of Reading Gaol, c.1840s. E-ward, the separate female wing, 
can be seen on its own to the left of the gatehouse entrance. *COPYRIGHT 
PENDING*
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3

 First floor plans, c.1840s *COPYRIGHT PENDING*
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4

 Second floor plans, c.1840s *COPYRIGHT PENDING*
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The turret to the east of the main gate was occupied by the matron, while 
the one to the west was home to the deputy governor – the remaining 
two housing other prison staff. The gatehouse itself was designed with a 
flat roof for the purpose of executions, and between 1844 and 1868 all 
public executions were held at this location. After 1868 and until 1900, all 
executions were then carried out in the ‘Photographic House’ – which was 
situated in the courtyard between C-wing and D-wing. After 1900, a Home 
Office approved ‘Execution Centre’ was constructed within D-wing – its cells 
twice the size of those in the rest of the prison, and equipped with toilets 
and bathing facilities. The separate women’s wing had its own infirmary and 
bathroom along the prison’s main laundry – the only time female prisoners 
had to enter the main prison was for chapel services.

The four main cell blocks of the new gaol radiated out from a central 
building – the ‘inspection hall’. It was a large open area which allowed those 
within it to command a full view of all radiating wards. This enabled most 
security and surveillance to be carried out from a single point. An image 
of 1848 shows this central hall shortly after construction – complete with 
ornate ‘Centre Box’ at first floor level. This was removed in the late 1960s.

The wards were all designed along identical lines – they had a broad central 
passageway with a row of cells on either side of it. Large high windows were 
positioned either end, and halfway along each ward were iron staircases 
which gave access to cells off the upper landings. Each of these cells were 
identical – they were 13 feet long by 7 feet wide and 10 feet high, and each 
was furnished with a table, shelves, a drawer, stool and hammock.

One of the most important spaces within the prison was the chapel. In 
order to enforce total isolation, the chapel was constructed with individual 
booths in which male prisoners were to sit. Debtors and female prisoners 
were allowed to sit on open bench seating, but both had to wear scotch cap 
masks (males) or thick veils (females) throughout the service. The original oak 
cubicles were removed in 1894.

1

2

3

1.  Print from Prison Discipline (1848) by Reading Gaol’s chaplain, the Reverend J. Field.
2. An engraving of Reading Gaol shortly after construction
3.  Cells within Lincoln Castle prison chapel, similar to those which were once seen inside 

Reading Prison
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Hard Labour
The first gaol had been fitted with a treadmill, but this was sold 
for scrap in 1842 before the new gaol had been constructed. The 
only form of labour which the prison buildings were equipped to 
provide was a manually-operated water pump, which could only 
be worked by 10 individuals at a time. Lord Brougham spoke 
out against Reading Gaol’s lack of facilities for hard labour in the 
House of Lords in 1849, and the Inspector of Prisons was critical 
for the same reasons in a report published a year later.
The following year six small hand mills were delivered to 
the prison, which inmates could use to grind flour. Criticisms 
continued, however, and in 1863 stonebreaking and ‘shot-drill’ 
were introduced – the latter being the practice of the prisoner 
lifting a 25lb cannonball up to chest height, moving it three paces 
to the left or right, then putting it down again. This movement was 
then performed repeatedly. 

The pump room which housed the water pumps is visible on 
early plans on p.25 (and inset plan on p.24) but can be seen 
extended with an added mill house on a plan dated 1865.

Potato Store

Mill House and Pump House

Passage to 
County
Stores

Wash
House

Female
Prison

Reading Gaol plan of the drains circa 1865 with 
amendment up to 1886.
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Later Nineteenth Century
As the prison continued to expand a larger kitchen was required 
and an extension was added to the north of ‘A’ wing next to 
the debtors airing yard. An undated plan shows the internal 
arrangement of the ground floor of ‘A’ wing.  

By the late 19th century Reading Militia were no longer using 
the prison for storage.  The same plan also shows that the tunnel 
to the County Store has been removed, and the Guard Room 
outside of the eastern perimeter wall had been converted into 
a house. Further additions to the prison site include a large wash 
house near the female prison, a potato store, ashes store and 
new photographic house north of ‘C’ wing. The location of the 
‘execution pit’ adjacent to the photographic house indicates that 
this plan is dated between 1868 to 1900, before executions were 
moved to east of ‘D’ wing

Basement plan of Reading Prison undated but c. 
late 19th century (Ministry of Justice 60/A/A/3) 
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Early Twentieth Century
The Prison Act of 1898 sought to bring forward a new way of 
operating prisons in Britain – the ethos was to change from 
that of punishment, to a more liberal regime of deterrence and 
reformation. Hard labour was to be abolished, and there was to 
be more focus on education and health.

These nation-wide changes in the direction and organisation of 
prison life were to spur a massive upgrade and refurbishment 
within Reading Prison. In 1900-01, modifications to the gatehouse 
allowed larger transports carrying prisoners to and from the 
prison. Behind the deputy governor’s office, a new classroom was 
equipped whilst new workshops were built within the grounds; a 
wire workshop was erected next to the female wing for use by 
women only1, whilst another workshop was placed south of ‘C’ 
wing, for use by men. Inmates were now actively encouraged to 
interact with each other while working, and the work itself was 
meant to provide training for inmates, rather than merely being a 
form of punishment.

A drainage plan of the prison, probably from the early 20th 
century, reflects changes in the Prison System. The most obvious 
are the removal of the Mill and Pump House. These have been 
replaced by a workshop, engineer’s yard, ladder store, and a wood 
and coke store, with a further workshop shown south of ‘C’ 
wing. The southern area of the prison grounds continued to be 
used for prisoner exercise but the radial exercise yard has been 
removed.  South of ‘C’ wing a ‘Stone Breaking Shed’ suggests that 
hard labour continued side by side with the new ethos. 

The number of female prisoners being sent to Reading Prison 
was falling throughout the early years of the 20th century, and in 
1915 the prison ceased to hold women inmates at all.

1 ibid

Reading Prison Drainage Plan c. 1911 (Ministry 
of Justice 60-A-A-32)

LatrinesLatrines

New Workshop
Built 1911

Stone Breaking
Sheds

New Photo
House

Yard

Yard

Workshops and Ladder Store

Exercise Areas



334.0  History

First World War
Rising tensions around the outbreak of the First World War had 
begun to lead to an increasing number of ‘enemy aliens’ – often 
guilty of nothing more than not being British – being held in 
internment camps. Reading Prison was to receive a number of 
these individuals, and in 1916 was officially reclassified as a HM 
Place of Internment.

Internees continued to be held at Reading Prison until March 
1919, which saw the mass release of all internees. The occupants 
of Reading Prison dwindled accordingly – by October only 5 
internees remained within the prison, and new prisoners were 
being sent to instead to Oxford Prison. The authorities declared 
that HM Place of Internment, Reading was to close – and in 1920, 
Reading was to take on an entirely new role; as the county secure 
food store. The prison now contained over 100 tonnes of tinned 
salmon.

Second World War
By the late 1930s, preparations for putting the prison to use 
by the War Department were taking place – in 1937, the main 
governor’s house to the right of the gatehouse became the 
headquarters for the ARP. The rest of the prison remained empty, 
however, until August 1940 – a borstal in Dorset had been 
bombed, and its boys were transferred to reading until October 
of the same year. Once again the majority of the prison remained 
empty, but in 1943 and until the end of the war, the Royal 
Canadian Air Force were given permission to use the building as 
their Detention Barracks.

A ground floor plan from the 1940s shows further changes to 
the layout of the prison. The 19th century kitchen extension 
north of ‘A’ wing is still marked, but a larger kitchen has now been 
constructed attached to ‘C’ wing in place of the potato store 
and other buildings. Also the location of prisoner executions is 
marked on plans from this date, describing it simply as ‘execution’. 
This plan also shows the arrangement of ‘D’ wing and the two 
condemned cells flanking the passageway which would take them 
outside to the scaffold. Other rooms on this floor are mainly 
given over to administration and the Governor’s office.  

1949 Ground Floor 
plan of Reading Prison 
(Ministry of Justice, 
C/A/70/68)
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Later Twentieth Century
Reading Prison was reclassified once again in December 1951 – this time, as a borstal correctional institution. The role of Reading 
within this system was a very particular one – as a correctional centre for young men. Boys who had rebelled against during the time 
in separate training borstals would be sent to Reading for ‘correctional training’.  It is also around this time that the majority of the 
19th century prison windows were altered. The stone lintels and sills were replaced with a precast concrete surround and new steel 
windows.

Undated drawing showing the replacement of cell windows with pre-cast concrete surrounds. (Ministry of Justice, PD/60/3/47)
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Drainage and electrical plans from 1954 show a number of 
additions to the prison site including a new bath house linked to 
the ground floor of ‘C’ wing, civil defence store, and a building in 
the exercise yard (probably a workshop). 

New
Bath
House

New Building - 
Use unknown

Civil 
Defence 

Store

Reading Prison Plan of Electric Mains 1954 (Ministry of Justice 60-A-A-38)
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Reading closed as a borstal correctional centre in 1969, and 
reopened immediately as a new local prison. Building work was to 
commence shortly after – major changes and modernisation took 
place to the buildings on the site. A number of sections of the 
original prison were demolished - including the exterior turrets, 
the old gatehouse, the governor’s and chaplain’s residences, and 
‘E’ wing - the old female prison. In their place were built a new 
gatehouse to the north, an administration building abutting `D’ 
wing and the amenities building to the south-east and connected 
to `B’ wing. A plan of the proposals dated January 1970 illustrates 
these major alterations outlining the buildings which were to 
be demolished and the stages of construction and temporary 
measures for security. This shows the sequence as follows:

• The amenities building (workshop/dining block) was to be 
built Sept 1970-1972

• The eastern section of perimeter wall was to be completed 
Sept 1972. (The date for the northern section could not be 
read).

• The administration building was to be built 1972-74

The amenities building included dining facilities, a new chapel, a 
large gymnasium, and an industrial complex which was to be used 
for labour intensive menial tasks such as mail bag sewing.1  No 
date is given for the gatehouse but a photographic survey held 
by the Ministry of Justice exists from March 1973 of the Victorian 
Gatehouse indicating the new gatehouse may have been built 
soon after.

The plan indicates that only the northern and eastern sections 
of the perimeter wall were replaced, which concurs with a visual 
inspection which concluded that the western and southern 
sections are constructed of a different predating brick and may be 
of an earlier date. A note on the plan written against the western 
section of wall says ‘suggest retain’. It is possible that the western 
section was rebuilt in the 1970s using the existing prison wall 
bricks, but the evidence either way, is inconclusive. 

All cells were upgraded – fluorescent lights replaced gas lighting, 
new flooring was introduced to replace the original slate tiles, and 
modern means of communication replaced the original system of 
brass levers. 

The 1990s to Today
From 1992, Reading Prison was again reclassified – this time as 
a HM Remand Centre for Young Offenders. Some alterations 
took place to the site – a new hard-surface football pitch was 
constructed, education facilities were increased, and industrial 
workshops were removed to make more space for an association 
area to be furnished with pool tables, computers and televisions.
Reading continued to be used as a young offender institution and 
remand centre until November 2013, when it closed for the last 
time.

1 ibid

Plan of proposals for Reading Prison, January 1970. (Ministry of Justice, PD/60/3/203)
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GROUND FLOOR:

When originally built the ground floor of ‘D’ wing was mainly used 
for the reception of new prisoners, including a clothing store, 
examination room and reception cells. This use does not appear 
to have altered over the years although the individual room uses 
and layout have undergone many changes. 

The ground floor of ‘D’ wing was originally a range of debtors’ 
cells to the east and reception cells on the west. Many of the cells 
have lost their dividing walls.  The arrangement of individual cells 
in ‘A’ wing appears to have changed very little and has undergone 
some minor modifications such as the addition of a staircase.

After the Second World War ‘B’ wing contained the hospital, and 
a number of cells had their dividing walls removed. Later a stair 
was inserted into one of the individual cells opposite. When the 
prison underwent major re-building in the 1970s access to the 
new amenities building was created at the southern extent of ‘B’ 
wing.

‘C’ wing has also largely retained its early arrangement of 
individual cells however access was created during the 20th 
century to both a kitchen block and bathhouse which were 
built to the north. The entrances to these facilities were created 
through existing cells. These doors were blocked in the 1970s the 
blockings can be seen on the northern elevation. Access presently 
exists to the former workshop and gym to the south of ‘C’ wing. 
However, earlier plans show this to have been once through a cell 
further east.

4.3 HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT PLANS

The layout of the first and second floors of ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ wing 
with galleries of individual cells has remained largely unchanged 
since Reading prison was constructed in 1844. The chapel in ‘D’ 
wing has sadly lost much evidence of former use, in particular 
the tiered seating. However, the double height space still remains. 
Rooms to the first and second floor north of the chapel were 
used as a infirmary. Although the rooms have long since ceased 
to be used as such, they have undergone some re-arrangements 
to their internal divisions and were more recently used as staff 
rooms. 

The basement and ground floor of the prison have undergone 
more radical changes to their layout over the past 170 years: 

BASEMENT

The basement of ‘A’ wing was partially given over to the County 
Militia stores when the prison was first constructed. Inaccessible 
from within the prison, entrance was gained via a tunnel under 
the eastern perimeter wall. When this became redundant, the 
rooms were made over to storage and then later sub-divided into 
cells. The remainder of ‘A’ wing was used throughout the 19th 
century as the kitchen, scullery and food store, though a kitchen 
extension was added to the north in the late 19th century and 
removed at some point in the late 20th century. The scar of the 
pitched roof is visible on the northern façade of ‘A’ wing.

During the 19th century, ‘B’ wing was used for bathing (accessed 
via its own stair at the southern end), and the rest of the area was 
given over to the punishment cells, where prisoners were kept 
in the dark and where noise was restricted by an arrangement 
of two sets of cell doors. Although some of the walls have now 
been removed, evidence of this two-door arrangement is still 
extant in this area.
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Perimeter wall repaired, possibly 19th Century in origin, early 1970s
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MAIN BUILDING HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT PLANS
Main Prison Lower Ground Floor Building
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Presumed Original Fabric
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Main Prison First Floor Building
Work in Progress

N

Some reconfiguration 
taken place from
original layout in
this area Former location of 

prison Governer’s 
Office

Former location 
of  altar

Former Chapel

Former position 
of stair

Former Infirmary

MAIN PRISON 
FIRST FLOOR



HMP Reading, Feasibility Study,  September 201542

Presumed Original Fabric
Alteration

Original subdivision of 
spaces lost in this area

Former location of 
galleried seating to 
chapel

Fireplaces lost on all 
floors

Chapel

Main Prison Second Floor Building
Work in Progress

N Former position 
of stair

Former Infirmary

MAIN PRISON 
SECOND FLOOR



434.0  History

Irish Internees
During the early 20th century, at the time in which Reading Prison 
served as a place of internment, a number of Irish internees were 
sent to the prison – most of whom had taken part in the Easter 
Rising in Dublin in previous months. Many of the individuals who 
had taken place in the Easter Rising were imprisoned in Ireland, 
but a small number were taken to England – prisons such as 
reading were used as an overflow, but there may also have been 
political motives for separating the internees from their homeland.

The Irish internees were housed in the vacant female E-wing, 
and many of them were well-known figures. These included 
W. T. Cosgrave – a prominent politician who was to later 
succeed Michael Collins as the Chairman of the Irish Provisional 
Government, from August to December 1922, and as President 
of the Executive Council (prime minister) of the Irish Free State 
from 1922 to 1932.

Other prisoners included Arthur Griffith, founder of Sinn Feinn; 
Terence MacSwiney, later president of Sinn Feinn and victim of 
the longest hunger strike in Irish political history; and writer and 
Sinn Feinn secretary Darrel Figgis.

Sir George Gilbert Scott
Reading Gaol was designed by English Gothic revival architect Sir 
George Gilbert Scott – one of the most prolific and celebrated 
architects of the Victorian period. Scott promoted the use of 
Gothic architecture for secular buildings as well as ecclesiastical, 
and he designed many of the most iconic buildings of the 
Victorian period, including the Midland Grand Hotel at St Pancras 
Station, the Albert Memorial, the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office in London, St Mary’s Cathedral in Glasgow, the Main 
building of the University of Glasgow, and St Mary’s Cathedral 
in Edinburgh. Scott died in 1878, and is buried in Westminster 
Abbey.

4.4  HISTORIC ASSOCIATIONS

Oscar Wilde
Irish writer and poet Oscar Wilde became one of London’s most 
popular playwrights in the 1890s, and remains widely loved today 
for his epigrams, his plays, his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, the 
circumstances of his imprisonment and early death.

In 1895, Wilde was convicted of homosexual offensives and 
was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment and hard labour. 
First imprisoned in Pentonville, followed by Wandsworth Prison, 
Wilde was transferred to Reading Prison in November 1895 and 
remained there until his release in May 1897.

Wilde then settled in France, and began living at a small hotel 
at Berneval-sur-Mer, and began writing the poem ‘The Ballad of 
Reading Gaol’. During his imprisonment at Reading, a hanging had 
taken place – that of Charles Thomas Woolridge, a trooper who 
had been convicted of cutting the throat of his wife, Laura Ellen. 
He was aged 30 when executed.

The poem narrates this execution; no attempts are made to 
assess the justice of the laws which convicted Woolridge, but 
rather the poem reflects on the brutalisation of prisoners under 
the punishment that they all share.

Oscar Wilde in New York, 1882 W.T. Cosgrave Sir George Gilbert Scott
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• 1908 Prevention of Crime Act: established a system of 
separate detention centres (borstals) for young offenders.

SILENCE & SEPARATE SYSTEMS

The silence and separate systems were first developed in prisons 
in the United States in the 1820s as a means of punishment: the 
former requiring prisoners to work in complete silence, and the 
latter enforcing the solitary confinement of prisoners. The first 
prison to be built specifically to cater for a separate system was 
the Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia, designed by John 
Haviland in 1829.

By the 1830s the same regime was adopted in Britain’s prisons, as 
it was noted by Samuel Hoare:

‘Solitary Confinement inspires Dread beyond that of any 
description of imprisonment, and when accompanied by 
Employment and Moral and Religious Instruction, forms the 
most powerful Agent in deterring from Crime, and producing the 
Reformation of the Offender.’

Pentonville Prison in the London Borough of Islington was the 
first prison in England built according to the principles of the 
separation system (completed in 1844 to designs widely credited 
to Joshua Jebb, the Surveyor-General of Prisons). It was radial 
in design (four wings extending out from a central hub) and 
its characteristic use of multiple cells with basic facilities (basin 
and WC) ensured prisoners could be kept separate, a feature 
frequently imitated in subsequent prison designs. Where it was 
not practical to completely rebuild prisons, the existing buildings 
were extended and altered to better reflect the successful design 
and application of the separate system at Pentonville.

The separate system was chosen for the new Reading Gaol of 
the 1840s, and the building was designed on a cruciform layout.

5. Radial Plan
Radial plan prisons became especially popular in the 1840s. There 
were two styles of this plan: conventional radial (extending wings 
connecting to a central hub, creating a star shape), and detached 
radial (extending wings which were not attached to the central 
building). As with the polygonal plans, a radial prison plan afforded 
good visibility, ensuring maximum control over prisoners. Between 
1842 and 1865 nine county gaols and 5 borough gaols/houses of 
correction were built in this style, including Pentonville Prison.

6. Curved Plan
The basic layout of a curved plan prison featured a curved, 
crescent-shaped building at one end with conventional 
rectangular blocks extending from each end, creating an elongated 
U-shape. HMP Stafford is the only surviving example of such plan. 
Robert Adam also used this type of plan in his design for the 
now-lost Edinburgh Bridewell.

19TH-CENTURY IMPROVEMENTS 

Improvements in the British penal system continued to be made 
throughout the 19th century, with a number of notable acts 
passed by parliament:
• 1823 Gaols Act: standardised regulations and brought all 

prisons under the administrative control of the Home Office.
• 1853 Penal Servitude Act: abolished the transportation 

of convicts overseas.
• 1861 Offences against the Person Act: reduced the 

number of crimes punishable by death from 15 down to one 
(murder).

• 1877 Prisons Act: a key moment in history that saw 
complete control over Britain’s prisons transfer from the local 
authorities to the Home Office.

3. Pavilion Plan
Plans whereby a series of pavilions, or smaller buildings, were set 
around a courtyard (or series of courtyards) were less common, 
with examples at Dorchester and Oxford.

4. Polygonal Plan
A polygonal layout was especially good for prisons located within 
a compact site as the design did not compromise on visibility. 
Blackburn’s design at Northleach Gaol was arranged on a 
polygonal plan (demolished 1920s).

4.5  HERITAGE CONTEXT 

EARLY HISTORY 

The legal system in the UK dates from the early 12th century, 
when the first prisons and trials by jury were established 
under Henry II. Houses of Correction were established in the 
15th century in an attempt to manage levels of vagrancy and 
associated petty crimes. By the 18th century England’s prisons, 
houses of correction and gaols were chronically over capacity.

Until the 18th century incarceration was rarely used as a form of 
punishment itself. Rather, prisons and gaols functioned as holding 
cells for those awaiting trial.

18TH-CENTURY REFORMS & TYPES OF PRISON

Following John Howard’s inspection of England’s prisons in 
the 1770s and the ensuing changes to the penal system there 
was a major shift in the design of prison architecture. Howard 
advocated seven key changes:

1.  The separation of prisoner types,
2.  The separation of prisoners according to age and sex,
3.  The need for clean clothing and bedding,
4.  The need for baths, lavatories and fresh air,
5.  The provision of wholesome food and exercise areas,
6.  An infirmary and regular visits by a surgeon,
7.   Humane treatment, fair punishments and responsible 

officers. 

Howard’s recommendations were realised in the passing of the 
1774 Gaols Act. 

William Blackburn was a clear leader in this field, in which 
more than 20 British architects were working (mostly County 
Surveyors). Between the late 18th and mid-19th centuries six 
types of prison designs were developed:

1. Single Block
This layout was initially appropriated for small local detention 
facilities but was easily scaled up. Single block plans lent 
themselves to pavilion extensions on either end. William 
Blackburn employed this layout for the county gaol at Exeter 
(1790-94).

2. Courtyard Plan
The arrangement of prison buildings around a courtyard is 
believed to have been derived from monastic cloisters and 
had previously been adopted in the design of alms houses. The 
1770s county gaols at Hertford and Moulsham each adopted a 
courtyard layout. The gaol and house of correction at Shrewsbury 
was a particularly large example of this arrangement, which 
was flexible enough to adapt to the specifications of each site. 
Shepton Mallet is an example of this early type of prison plan.

Pentonville Prison (1844)

Exeter County Gaol

Shrewsbury House of Correction’

Edinburgh Bridewell
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The significance of the site is assessed using a number of significance ratings: High, Medium, Low, Neutral and Intrusive. The definitions 
of these ratings are provided below. Also provided is a set of significance plans, which give a broad understanding of the overall 
significance of each part of the site and building.

5.1 ASSESSING SIGNIFICANCE

Significance can be defined as the sum of the cultural values which make a building or site important to society. As well as the 
physical fabric, age and aesthetic value it also considers more intangible qualities such as communal value, association with historic 
individuals and events and former uses. All these aspects are important in defining the significance of a place.

Cultural significance is unique to each place. The following assessment considers the values outlined in English Heritage’s Conservation 
Principles, Policies and Guidance (2008) which recommends making assessments under the following categories: 

5.0 SIGNIFICANCE

• Evidential value - is the potential of a place to yield evidence about past human activity. 

• Historical value - the ways in which past people, events and aspects of life can be connected through a place to the present 
- it tends to be illustrative or associative. 

• Aesthetic value - the ways in which people draw sensory and intellectual stimulation from a place. 

• Communal value - the meanings of a place for the people who relate to it, or for whom it figures in their collective 
experience or memory.

• High Significance is attributable to a theme, feature, building or space which has a high cultural value and forms an essential 
part of understanding the historic value of the site, while greatly contributing towards its character and appearance. Large 
scale alteration, removal or demolition should be strongly resisted.

• Medium Significance is attributable to a theme, feature, building or space which has some cultural importance and helps 
define the character and appearance of the site. Efforts should be made to retain features of this level if possible, though  
a greater degree of flexibility in terms of alteration would be possible.

• Low Significance is attributable to themes, features, buildings or spaces which have minor cultural importance and which 
might contribute to the character or appearance of the site. A greater degree of alteration or removal would be possible 
than for items of high or medium significance, though a low value does not necessarily mean a feature is expendable.

• Neutral Significance relates to themes, spaces, buildings or features which have little or no cultural value and neither 
contributes to nor detracts from the character or appearance of the site. Considerable alteration or change is likely  
to be possible.

• Intrusive Significance relates to themes, features or spaces which actually detract from the values of the site and its 
character and appearance. Efforts should be made to remove these features.
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5.6 DISCUSSION

Reading Prison is clearly an unusual prison, standing as it does 
within a Scheduled Monument. The buried archaeological 
potential of the site is therefore of high significance, and 
redevelopment of the site could provide the opportunity to 
investigate this evidence and increase understanding of the 
archaeology of the area, particularly the medieval abbey and 18th 
century  County Gaol and demolished elements of the later 
prison built in 1844. 

Also of high significance is the historic value of the prison 
to illustrate the development of prison philosophy as it is an 
early example of the radial-plan, built for the newly introduced 
‘separate system’.

Of high significance is the association of Reading Prison with the 
architect Gilbert Scott and also with the former inmate, Oscar 
Wilde. 

The existing listed building is also of high significance and is been 
grade II Listed. It’s Gothic –Tudor design is still legible and despite 
later alterations and losses, it retains a fortress-like appearance. 
Despite modern intrusions, many original features still exist 
internally and should be retained as part of any new scheme. 
Alterations have also removed the internal fittings of the chapel, 
but despite this, it has retained its tall gothic windows and double-
height internal space. 

The gym/workshop was constructed c.1910 and is not 
listed. Despite undergoing a number of alterations it retains 
some aesthetic appeal and historic significance. It is therefore 
considered to be of low significance.

The site underwent considerable modernisation in the 1970s 
with the construction of many functional buildings and the 
modernisation of services. The addition of the administration 
building to ‘D’ wing has resulted in the loss of the original 
entrance to the building and obstructs views of this façade. It 
is considered to be intrusive in nature. The prison gatehouse, 
amenity building and other modern structures, are of no 
significance and are intrusive elements on the site. Elements 
such as the fire exit to the chapel, external cable ducts and 
air conditioning units appended to the listed building are also 
intrusive, damaging the character and significance of the listed 
building.

arrangement of the cell doors and the galleried atrium spaces 
are imposing, whilst the pointed vaulted ceiling to the galleries 
and moulded ribs give it a church-like appearance. The galleried 
arrangement is typical of Victorian prisons of this period.

During the late 1960s and early 1970s a modernisation 
programme saw considerable changes to the site and apart 
from the main building, all of Scott and Moffatts work including 
the gatehouse complex and turreted walls were demolished.5 
The new gatehouse, perimeter walls, administration building and 
amenity building are not included in the statutory designation. 
They are utilitarian and designed for function rather appearance. 
The administration building obstructs the original entrance to the 
listed prison, and the amenity building dominates views towards 
the prison from across the river to the south-east. These buildings 
are intrusive to the character and appearance of the historic 
prison buildings.

During modernisations, most of the original 19th century cell 
windows were replaced; this including their stone lintels and sills. 
These were replacement with single light utilitarian windows 
with concrete frames which have negatively impacted upon the 
appearance of the historic prison, although they retain their 
rhythm and symmetry of the original design.

5.5 COMMUNAL

Communal value derives from the meanings of a place for the 
people who relate to it, or for whom it figures in their collective 
experience or memory.6

In the past the public would have flocked to the prison to witness 
public executions, whilst others would have come to the prison 
to visit loved ones, to work or to be interred; its communal 
value has therefore varied from person to person, as a place of 
entertainment, for suffering, or for justice.

At its close in December 2013, HM Prison Reading was a place 
of work for approximately 160 people. It had been a facility 
for Young Offenders since 1992; one of the last prisoners 
described the closure as ‘quite upsetting’ and that staff at the 
prison had done a ‘good job’.7 Despite the relocation of staff 
and inmates, Reading Borough Council has seen the closure as a 
key opportunity for the town. The prison lies within the ‘Abbey 
Quarter Area’ and the council are developing this whole area 
as an important educational, leisure and visitor attraction.  The 
closure of the prison provides the opportunity of re-uniting the 
site with other parts of the Abbey Quarter. Its appropriate re-use 
will see the site continue to be a vibrant part of Reading into the 
future.8

5 Listed Building description, Reading Gaol: http://list.english-heritage.org.uk/
resultsingle.aspx?uid=1321948&searchtype=mapsearch

6 English Heritage, 2008, p. 31
7 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-berkshire-25041245
8 Reading Borough Council, 2014, Outline Development Framework: The 

site of Reading Prison, 1.8

The history of HMP Reading can be directly traced alongside the 
history of prison reform in England. A prison was first built on the 
site in 1786 when the gaol in Castle Street became unsuitable. 
This building in turn also became overcrowded and unsuitable. 
Following the Prison Act in 1839 the ‘separate system’ of solitary 
confinement and surveillance was introduced. As a result the 
‘Radial’ plan became a popular design for prison buildings of which 
Pentonville prison, completed in 1842, was the first in England. 

The present prison was completed in 1844 and is therefore an 
early example of the new prison philosophy of the time. Built to 
a cruciform plan with radial arms, it provided separate cells off of 
landings within the galleries. Punishment came in the form of hand 
pumping water, hand milling grain and stone breaking, providing 
prisoners with the opportunity to reflect on their crimes in 
solitude. Unusually there is no evidence of treadwheels at Reading 
which were common elsewhere and provided unproductive 
punitive labour for prisoners. The later development of the site 
also illustrates changing prison philosophy; the introduction of 
education and sports facilities, for example.

The prison also has a high associative value as it was designed by 
George Gilbert Scott and his partner William Bonython Moffatt. 
Scott is best known for his design for the Midland Grand Hotel 
at St Pancras Station, and the Albert Memorial. Another famous 
figure associated with the prison is that of Oscar Wilde who from 
1895 spent 18 months of his 2 year prison sentence there for 
gross indecency. He wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol following 
his experiences. Irish prisoners who took part in the 1916 Easter 
Rising were also interred at Reading.

5.4 AESTHETIC

Aesthetic value derives from the ways in which people draw 
sensory and intellectual stimulation from a place. This might be 
the result of conscious design or may have developed fortuitously 
over time. 4

Scott and Moffatt designed the 1840s prison in a Tudor-Gothic 
style. The red brick with stone dressings also include diaper 
work to ‘D’ wing, and crenellations to other elements including 
the central octagonal ventilation tower which rises above the 
complex, dominating views of the site. ‘D’ wing retains many 
gothic mullioned windows whilst the former chapel has tall simple 
gothic tracery. The galleries of the wings are lit at their ends by 
tall mullion and transom windows. The site still retains much of 
its imposing character, although the original concept of a fortress 
or bastion has largely been lost with the removal of the multi-
turreted gatehouse and turreted perimeter wall which were 
demolished during a modernisation programme.

The interior still retains some original detailing including Tudor 
arched doorways, jack-arched brick vaults in cells and the metal 
gallery walkways with supporting metal brackets. The rhythmic 

4 English Heritage, 2008, p. 30

5.2 EVIDENTIAL

Evidential value is the potential of a place to yield evidence about 
past human activity. Physical remains are the primary source of 
evidence which can tell us about the evolution of a place and 
about the people and cultures that created them. Evidential value 
is also proportionate to its potential to increase understanding 
about the past. 1

The site of HM Prison Reading is designated a Scheduled 
Monument in recognition of the high significance of the site. 
Archaeological excavations in the 1970s have confirmed that 
remains of the Abbey Church lie beneath the north-west of the 
prison site,2 and it is believed that other buildings relating to the 
abbey may lie beneath the site, in particular the infirmary and a 
cemetery. There is therefore a high potential for the site to yield 
further evidence about the history, development and form of the 
abbey church, and the abbey precinct. 

Excavations also found evidence of pre- and post- Abbey 
occupation, including worked flint, sherds of Bronze Age, Roman 
and middle-Saxon pottery, and a possible Civil War defensive 
ditch. The site also has the potential to help answer the question 
of whether a monastic settlement preceded the 12th century 
foundation. 

There is a high potential that demolished elements of the 
18th century County Gaol, 1844 prison and later buildings or 
structures remain buried within the boundary walls, or beneath 
the foundations of extant buildings. Prisoners who were executed 
are known to have been buried within the boundary walls, 
possibly along the western perimeter wall. Artefactual evidence 
relating to prisoners may also remain buried in the site and have 
the potential to add detail to their lives within Reading Gaol.

The prison buildings themselves have evolved over time, with 
additions and deletions which are discernible in the physical 
changes to their fabric. These changes over time are the 
archaeological evidence of how the prison was adapted to suit 
changing needs and thinking on prison architecture.

5.3 HISTORICAL

Historical value derives from the way in which past people, events 
and aspects of life can be connected through a place to the 
present. Historical value tends to be ‘illustrative’ or ‘associative’. 
Illustrative value has the power to aid interpretation by providing 
connections or insight into aspects of the past, such as social 
organisation, design or technology. Associative value is the 
connections a place has with people or events in the past.3

1 English Heritage, 2008, Conservation Principles, p.28
2 C F Slade, ‘Excavations at Reading Abbey 1971–73’, Berkshire Archaeol J 68 

(for 1975–6), p.29–70
3 English Heritage, 2008, p.28-29
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5.7 SIGNIFICANCE PLANS
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Main Prison First Floor Building
Significance Plan
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6.1 CONSTRAINTS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Any proposed refurbishment or change of use will need to 
demonstrate what measures are being taken to ensure the 
retention of the maximum amount of fabric/features based on a 
heritage value approach. Any proposals will need to account for 
this in order to satisfy the local authority and particularly Historic 
England that a case can be made for a sustainable new use 
thereby securing its future.

As identified in the outline development framework prepared 
by Reading Council, within the wider prison site there is high 
potential for archaeological remains as in its entirety, the site is a 
part of the Reading Abbey and Civil War earthworks Scheduled 
Ancient Monument. This risk is likely to be most significant at the 
northwest corner of the site where it is identified as containing 
remains of Reading Abbey amongst other archaeological 
important material.

• This document confirms the high significance of the main 
prison, consisting of four wings and forming a cruciform 
shape which results in the requirement to adopt a 
considered and sensitive approach in terms of its conversion. 

• The Heritage Building Assessment identifies the various 
modern buildings and there limited significance on the site. 
In some cases there presence is detrimental to the setting 
of the listed prison building. Therefore clearing these areas 
from the main site to allow for sensitive redevelopment that 
gives the main prison building a greater sense of presence is 
preferred.

• Footprints of existing structures are identified as an 
opportunity for redevelopment, however the scale of the 
retained listed buildings and walls represent a formidable 
constraint on any development proposals, particularly when 
improving the sites connectivity and retaining key views. 

• The buildings have been well maintained and due to the 
recent closure are currently in good condition. Due to the 
scale of the buildings they will be costly to maintain and 
keep secure. In the longer term if they remain empty for an 

extended period of time the fabric will start to deteriorate 
and will require greater investment to bring them back to 
their current state of condition.

• The specialist nature of the prison makes it more difficult and 
costly to convert. The floor and wall construction and the 
windows have been designed to keep people in. The cellular 
plan, small windows and doors, the bars on the windows, 
the atria and decked walkways are all features that can be 
restricting when considering alternative uses.

• The prison building has under gone external alterations 
which has changed its external appearance.

• Restoration of the northern entrance facade of the listed 
prison building by removing the 1970s administration block 
would create a direct visual connection between this facade 
and the Forbury Road.

• Identified within the outline development framework are 
a series of key views from across the site. This is a direct 
constraint to the height and form of new structures in order 
for the prison building to retain a strong visual connection 
within its surroundings. 

• Internal visual aspects need to be retained, this means it is 
highly unlikely that new refurbishment work will be able to 
extend beyond the existing fabric of the cells.

• There are a number of issues concerning building regulations 
which will need consideration subject to the use ultimately 
proposed, these would have to be addressed as part of the 
detailed proposals. Building Regulations that are often in 
contradiction to listed status would include means of escape, 
heat loss, structure and accessibility. There is currently no 
wheelchair access up to or within any of the buildings and 
the levels vary considerably across the site and around the 
perimeter of the site beyond the boundary wall.

• Opportunity to open up pedestrian routes between the 
prison site and rest of the Quarter development proposal.

6.0 OPTIONS APPRAISAL
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6.2 BROAD SITE WIDE DESIGN PARAMETERS

• Any new buildings introduced to the site should respect the 
scale and dominance of the main cruciform prison building 
and the setting of the surrounding Conservation area, 
Registered Park and Garden and the extant remains of the 
Reading Abbey Scheduled Monument.

• Any new buildings should reuse the footprint and 
foundations of the existing buildings where possible to 
minimise ground intrusive impact (subject to buried 
archaeological considerations) and an appropriate site layout 
which respects the listed building.

• Low impact foundation design should be carefully considered.

• Retain the Listed main prison building within the design 
scheme and impose a programme of enhancements and 
conservation repair.

• The prison walls are a key contributor to the historic 
character and use of the site. The value is related more to 
the sense of enclosure associated with the site than to the 
fabric itself which across the length of the wall is of variable 
date. Any development of the prison should seek to retain 
the height and curtilage extent of the walls where possible 
with any proposed breaches of the wall kept to a minimum 
to retain the feeling of enclosure. The Northern and Eastern 
stretches of the wall are of lower significance and could 
tolerate higher levels of intervention.

• Seek to remove any buildings identified as intrusive on the 
site wide significance plan.

• Look into the possibility of  incorporating the former early 
20th century workshop/gym into any future development 
of the site. Although not covered by the Listed Building 
designation, the building does hold some architectural quality 
and historic significance and serves to tell the story of the 
evolution of the building into the 20th century.

• Seek to retain the pattern of open courtyards between the 
wings of the main cruciform building to retain the solitude 
and dominance of the building.

• Any new buildings should use materials and finishes that are 
respectful of the main prison building and allow it to retain 
dominance within the site setting and its visibility in the wider 
townscape.

• Any ground intrusive investigations at the site should be 
used to inform understanding of the historic layout and 
function of the site. For example, to confirm the locations of 
any predating prison buildings including the radial exercise 
yard, former prison walls, treadmill and 18th century prison 
building. Enhanced understanding of the historic layout will 
help to define the possibilities of the site in terms of future 
layout.

• The main access point to the site should remain from the 
north in keeping with the historic circulation.

• Seek to encourage connectivity between the prison site and 
the abbey site and Forbury Gardens to the east. Use this 
opportunity to promote the medieval history of the site and 
its direct association with Reading Abbey.

• Burials associated with the prison are believed to be aligned 
along the interior west prison wall; any future development 
should respect this location. The location of any burials 
associated with the medieval abbey site is currently unknown.
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• Seek to retain and reuse existing vertical circulation routes 
within the building to decrease impact on historic fabric. 
The insertion of new stair wells and lift shafts should be 
considerate of the existing built fabric and historic circulation 
around the building.

• The eastern portion of the lower ground floor of B wing 
was historically separated from the main body of the prison; 
separation of these spaces should be continued in any future 
use.

where possible. The retention of wall nibs where single cells 
are merged to provide larger rooms would help to retain the 
sense of the single cell layout.

• Seek to retain the open volume of the prison wings, 
respecting sightlines along the galleries and vertically down to 
ground level.

• The lower ground and ground floor levels of D wing have 
been subject to greater levels of 20th century intervention 
to accommodate changing prison requirements. Beyond 
the main circulation spaces, higher levels of change may be 
considered in these areas.

• Seek to reinstate circulation between the cell wings and 
former chapel and the floor plan of the rooms which define 
the boundary of these spaces.

• Any unsympathetic insertions (windows, doors, railings etc)
should be removed and replaced with historically appropriate 
replacements where possible.

• All materials and finishes introduced to the developed 
building should be considerate of its historic character.

• The possibility of reinstating the form of the governor’s office 
at first floor level could be considered. 

• Seek to retain the size and placement of the original window 
openings to retain the sense of the historic prison.

• The majority of the staircases and balcony railings within the 
circulation spaces are original; these should be retained within 
the development building. It is recognised that there will be a 
need for some supplementation to reach modern health and 
safety standards.

• Asbestos tiles on the prison roof should be replaced with 
slate to match historic precedent displayed elsewhere.

• Seek to conserve historic drainage goods and replace 
modern replacements with more appropriate forms and 
materials.

Internal
• Look to retain the open volume of the former chapel and 

consider a reuse which draws people together.

• Look to remove any unsympathetic insertions from the 
interior, primarily these include the glass fronted wardens 
offices and exposed service runs and plant.

• Seek to retain a strong representative sample of single cells 
within the cell wings which are particularly well preserved at 
first and second floor levels.

• Look for a reuse that is sympathetic to the historic use of the 
building and allows the existing architecture to tell the story 
of its former use as the prison.

• Circulation around the prison was designed for a specific 
purpose and has remained in this use to the present day 
Any reuse of the prison building should respect the historic 
circulation and sight lines across the building. Views across the 
prison wings are particularly important in this regard.

• The ventilation and sanitary systems were designed to be 
integral to the building and continued in use until closure of 
the prison. It is important that these service runs and systems 
are reused in any development of the property perhaps 
to accommodate new plant and service runs to minimise 
impact on historic fabric.

• Any redevelopment within the prison building should seek to 
minimise impact on historic fabric. Any new openings should 
reuse existing or historic openings where possible and the 
surviving footprint of the historic rooms should be respected 

6.3 MAIN PRISON BUILDING (GRADE II LISTED)

Much of the original layout of the operational prison remains 
particularly at first and second floor levels where the single cell 
formation leading from central galleries running the length of the 
wings is highly legible.

External
• Seek to remove the administration block appended to the 

north front of the main prison building to reveal the original 
prison entrance.

• Seek to remove other unsympathetic appendages and 
walkways from the immediate curtilage of the listed building.

• Seek to re-instate the original north prison entrance 
following removal of the modern administration block.

• The majority of the windows within the cell blocks have 
been replaced with unsympathetic and prison standard 
20th century insertions. These should be removed and 
replaced with more appropriate surrounds which necessitate 
minimal impact to the surrounding built fabric. A small 
number of original windows remain, these should be used as 
precedent for developing a more sympathetic but functional 
replacement. The small number of surviving historic windows 
where occurring should be retained.

• Seek to remove or minimise the appearance of 
unsympathetic accretions including air conditioning units and 
fire escapes.

• Consider the reinstatement of original doorway into the 
building for example at the basement level at the south-east 
corner of C wing. 

• Retain views across the site from the roof of the central 
tower, this means that all introduced buildings should be 
subordinate to the main prison building and ideally hidden 
from view externally behind the prison walls.
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5  Discussion 45

Extent of footprint of 18th century 
gaol

Total impact area of prison related 
buildings (18th-20th century)

Approximate area subject to 
previous ground build up

Site Boundary

5.2.4 PREVIOUS IMPACT SUMMARY

The schematic plan below draws all the information 
discussed in this section of the report together to show the 
total impact area of previous ground intrusion and build up 
across the site.  The plan reflects the extensive area of the 
site subject to previous ground intrusion, while it must be 
noted that the ground intrusion associated with the 18th ad 
19th centuries prisons, holds its own archaeological potential, 
the level of ground intrusion noted across the site as a 
whole is likely to have impacted heavily on any pre-dating 
archaeological deposits.

Areas not subject to post 17th 
century ground intrustion

TOTAL IMPACT FOOTPRINT OF POST 17TH CENTURY GROUND INTRUSION AND 
BUILDUP ACROSS THE SITE

6.4 ARCHAEOLOGY POTENTIAL IMPACT

Knowledge of the recorded historic environment resource can 
assist in the prediction of buried archaeological remains
that may also be present, but as yet undiscovered. However, the 
potential for the survival of such remains depends partly
on the impacts that previous land use may have had on any 
present remains. Following the Dissolution of Reading Abbey, 
the abbey site has been the subject of many impacts. The 
abbey buildings themselves were targeted and robbed of their 
materials which may have been reused in the defensive walls 
which were thrown up around the town during the Civil War, 
and it is possible that a defensive ditch was dug across the site. 
Documentary sources from this period suggest the site was used 
for horticulture and as an orchard, whilst the buildings mentioned 
in the sources may have impacted on the earlier archaeology of 
the site.

Previous impact summary
The schematic plan adjacent draws all the information discussed 
in the archaeological desk based assessment together to show 
the total impact area of previous ground intrusion and build up 
across the site. The plan reflects the extensive area of the site 
subject to previous ground intrusion, while it must be noted that 
the ground intrusion associated with the 18th and 19th centuries 
prisons, holds its own archaeological potential, the level of 
ground intrusion noted across the site as a whole is likely to have 
impacted heavily on any pre-dating archaeological deposits.
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Site footprint approx: 13,873m2  
(1.3873 Hectares)

Potential sites for development based upon 
impact summary

-Site A: approx 1,505m2

-Site B: approx 1,272m2

-Site C: approx 2,553m2

-Site D: approx 1,382m2

Site A
Site B

Site C
Site D

Prison building footprint approx: 1,815m2

Buildings for proposed demolition

Demolition and Areas Plan

6.5 CONSOLIDATION AND REMOVAL

The principal approach to the site is shown on the Consolidation 
and Removal Plan adjacent which has been developed as a result 
of the assessment of significance detailed earlier in this report. 
The structures identified as high significance are retained, intrusive 
buildings and extensions are elements removed and the retained 
structures fully repaired. 

The site currently has one vehicle entrance to the north. 
Additional pedestrian openings have been proposed as a way 
of improving the sites connectivity at strategic locations. The 
location of openings would be constrained by the relative levels 
between the site within the walls and of that outside and would 
be investigated further as part of more detailed proposals.

All structures identified as being of neutral or intrusive are shown 
as being demolished to either improve the setting of the retained 
listed buildings or free space within the site for redevelopment.
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Lower Ground Floor

425m2

624m2

18m2

Circulation

Internal Spaces

Stair Core

Double Height Chapel

Ground Floor

554m2

807m2

17m2

6.6 OPTIONS APPRAISAL INTERNAL PLANS/AREAS 
AS EXISTING
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First Floor

258m2

686m2

8m2

Second Floor

258m2

686m2

240m2
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6.7 POTENTIAL RE-USE BY CLASS

Any proposals considered will need to take into account the 
sensitivity of the site and its heritage significance and be able to 
satisfy the local authority and English Heritage that the impact 
on the historic fabric is either none, minimal, or if necessary, 
reasonable to enable a case to be made for the long term 
strategy for the change of use for the building. The appraisal takes 
each potential use class and provides comments on the suitability 
of each. The listing of use class is set out below.

A1 Shops
Shops, retail warehouses, hairdressers, undertakers, travel and 
ticket agencies, post offices, pet shops, sandwich bars, showrooms, 
domestic hire shops, dry cleaners, funeral directors and internet 
cafes.

Comment:
Any major A1 use proposed as part of the redevelopment is 
likely to be resisted by the LA as unsustainable in the context 
of the main town centre. The site sits outside of the primary 
commercial area.

Use
Unsuitable

A2 Financial and Professional Services
Banks, building societies, estate and employment agencies, 
professional and financial services and betting offices.

Comment
Any major A2 use proposed as part of the redevelopment is 
likely to be resisted by the LA as it would compete with those 
already established within the town centre.

Use
Unsuitable

A3 Restaurants and Cafes
For the sale of food and drink for consumption on the premises – 
restaurants, snack bars and cafes.

Comment
A proportion of A3 use, complimentary to other key uses, might 
be considered as part of a mixed use scheme and the wider 
development plans for the Abbey Quarter.

Use
Suitable in part

A4 Drinking Establishments
Public houses, wine bars or other drinking establishments (but not 
night clubs).

Comment
A proportion of A4 use, complimentary to other key uses, might 
be considered as part of a mixed use scheme and the wider 
development plans for the Abbey Quarter.

Use
Suitable in part

A5 Hot Food Takeaways
For the sale of hot food for consumption off the premises.

Comment
Not considered.

Use
Unsuitable

B Business Offices, research and development, light industry 
appropriate in a residential area

Comment
The current market would not support predominant use of the 
site for this use class. The existing prison building is not suited to 
open plan office use due to the cellular plan, however the cellular 
nature may be suitable for a degree of small businesses use.

Use
Potentially suitable in part

B2 General Industrial

Comment
Not suitable for this use class.

Use
Unsuitable

B3-B7 Special Industrial Groups

Comment
Not suitable for this use class.

Use
Unsuitable

B8 Storage or Distribution
Use for storage or as a distribution centre.

Comment
Not suitable for this site.

Use
Unsuitable

C1 Hotels
Hotels, boarding and guest houses where no significant element 
of care is provided.

Comment
The cellular plan of the main prison building may be suitable 
for use in part as a Hotel and a proportion of C1 use, 
complimentary to other key uses, might be considered as part 
of a mixed use scheme. The site however may not offer a viable 
location for a hotel provider.

Use
Suitable in part

C2 Residential Institutions
Residential care homes, hospitals, nursing homes, boarding 
schools, residential colleges and training centres.

Comment
Generally not suitable for this use class.

Use
Unsuitable

C2A Secure Residential Institution
Use for a provision of secure residential accommodation, 
including uses as a prison, young offenders institution, detention 
centre, secure training centre, custody centre, short term holding 
centre, secure hospital, secure local authority accommodation or 
use as a military barracks.

Comment
This was its former use.

Use
Not considered.
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D2 Assembly and Leisure
Cinemas, music and concert halls, bingo and dance halls (but not 
night clubs), swimming baths, skating rinks, gymnasiums or sports 
arenas (except for motor sports, or where firearms are used).

Comment
The cell blocks are not suitable for this use class. A proportion of 
D2 use, such as civic/community use and complimentary to other 
key uses, would be suitable, but only viable, as part of a mixed use 
scheme. 

Use
Suitable in part

Sui Generis
Theatres, houses in multiple occupation, hostels providing no 
significant element of care, scrap yards. Petrol filling stations and 
shops selling and/or displaying motor vehicles. Retail warehouse 
clubs, nightclubs, launderettes, taxi businesses, amusement centres. 
Casinos.
Comment
The cellular plan of the main block would be suitable for potential 
youth hostel use although this has not been considered in 
detail as part of this study. Due to the scale of the cell blocks a 
proportion of this use, complimentary to other key uses, would 
be suitable, but only viable, as part of a mixed use scheme.

Use
Suitable in part

C3 Dwelling houses
Family houses, or houses occupied by up to six residents living 
together as a single household, including a household where care 
is provided for residents.

Comment
The cellular plan of the main block would be suitable for 
conversion into residential use in the form of apartments and or 
‘town houses’. (town houses within the main prison building have 
not been considered as part of this study but could potentially be 
another viable option subject to further consideration)

Use
Suitable

C4 House in multiple occupancy
Use of a dwelling house by 3-6 residents as a ‘house in multiple 
occupation’.

Comment
Refer to C3, 

D1 Non-Residential Institutions
Clinics, health centres, crèches, day nurseries, day centres, schools, 
art galleries, museums, libraries, halls, places of worship, church 
halls, law court. Non residential education and training centres.

Comment
A proportion of D1 use, complimentary to other key uses, would 
be suitable as part of a mixed use scheme, such as museum/
gallery/library/hall use.

Use
Suitable
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6.8 USE

This study provides one option for the redevelopment of the 
site which seeks to optimise areas of the development, mindful 
of the archaeological constraints that the site presents in addition 
to impact on setting and key views. In conjunction with the site 
option there are four prison conversion options which have been 
prepared. It is acknowledged that the eventual proposal may draw 
from all of these options included in this report.

The key use for this site in this location, in the current market, 
would be predominantly residential with a mix of houses or 
apartments both being viable (although the option included in 
this study does not include any houses). Potential alternative and 
viable uses for the existing buildings and the wider site, in part, 
would be community use and a small museum. Museum use, 
attracting 3rd sector funding from bodies such as the Heritage 
Lottery Fund is potentially an option. The option included in this 
study does not specifically identify museum space but this does 
not preclude the potential for this alongside other uses identified.

Following this analysis the option was developed. As shown 
on the following images, this option has been based on the 
assumption that the prison site would be given over to new build 
residential units to the south, and commercial units to the north.

The main cell blocks represent the greatest challenge in terms of 
gaining consent and the cost risk due to their size, construction 
and listed status.  The structural implications and potential 
treatment of the windows have also been considered in principle. 
These documents along with the sketch options have provided 
the basis of the Summary Heritage Impact Assessment included 
in section 10.0.

The principles considered as part of the structural alterations are 
listed below:

Forming openings in internal walls - to combine cells to make larger 
internal spaces.
The cells represent a key constraint to the change of use and 
therefore openings for doorways between cells and removal 
of the majority of the wall, leaving piers to both internal and 
external walls to create larger spaces, have been considered in 
more detail to understand the potential constraints the structure 
poses and implications these alterations will have on the listed 
structure.

Forming openings in floors - to connect cells to form vertical units.
The horizontal nature of the floors and central atrium represent 
a constraint to the change of use. Linking vertically by inserting 
a stair, for example, has been considered in more detail to 
understand the potential constraints the structure poses and 
implications these alterations will have on the listed structure. 

Forming openings in external walls - to insert windows to increase 
natural light and ventilation.
The size of the existing windows and openings represents a key 
constraint to the change of use. The treatment of the windows 
and the need to increase the amount of natural light, as well as 
create an aspect and views, will be important in trying to create 
a suitable and enjoyable environment for occupants. Sketch 
proposals showing a potential treatment are included in section 
9.0.

Existing balustrades - increase height to comply with building 
regulation requirements.
The balustrade brackets are an attractive feature of the atrium 
walkways and have been noted as being retained. The height of 
the balustrades, however do not comply with current standards 
and represent a constraint to the change of use. 
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6.9 KEY MOVES

• Site divided into quarters creating separate zones of 
risk and opportunity

Abbey ruins and 
Abbey quarter 
development

Canal

Former main entrance

• Opening prison site up to engage with wider context

Achieved by: 
• Reinstating main entrance
• Creating a connection with Abbey ruins
• Providing access and views to Canal

• Cruciform axis of access points increases connectivity 
to surrounding context

• Maintaining key views to prison   

Key view

Key view

Key view

Key view

Site ASite B

Site C Site D

N N N

Key view
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7.0 SITE USE OPTION 

New residential housing  11,283 m²: 35 1-beds; 67 2-beds

Areas (all areas are approximate)

Green space

Commercial   3400 m²

7.1 SITE USE OPTION

This use option seeks to extract the maximum development 
potential of the site through the building of high density 
apartment blocks. These apartment blocks have been placed 
considerately, following a full analysis of the archaeology of the 
site and the impact of the foundations of proposed development. 
The heights of these proposed apartment blocks have been 
strategically mapped to ensure that they do not obstruct views of 
the prison from any of the key view points identified surrounding 
the site.

The main access points being proposed are from the North (all 
vehicular access), from the South (pedestrian traffic to access 
the residential units and the prison building), and from the West 
(pedestrian access from the adjacent Abbey ruins and gardens).

Shared gardens have been proposed at both ground and roof 
level, and parking spaces have been allocated to the south of the 
site for residential use.

N

Carparking   338 linear metres



657.0  Site Use Options

  Pedestrian access
  Vehicle access 
  Views

• Wall height is taken to be approx six metres in height and 0.5 
metres in depth

• Pedestrian access to be assumed minimum of three metre 
wide openings

• Vehicle access to the north to be suitably large to allow for 
two way traffic. 

** Extent of new opening in wall to north including demolition of 
modern gatehouse.

**Extent of opening
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Typical apartment layout
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7.2 BOUNDARY WALL TREATMENT

Opportunities have been sought for opening up the site to 
integrate it with the surrounding environment, whilst striving to 
maintain the sense of enclosure that is so integral to the sense 
of place within the prison walls. The prison wall to the North 
of the site has been removed (the extent of which is shown 
by the dotted red lines) to reveal the principal elevation of the 
prison. The building placement to the North creates a sense of 
enclosure and frames the site, whilst giving the prison building 
breathing space. 

Framed openings have been made within the Southern boundary 
of the prison wall to create views out of the river from the new 
apartment blocks, as well as a new pedestrian link on axis with 
the prison building. A new opening for pedestrian access has 
been created to the West to link through to the Abbey ruins and 
gardens. 

Key views of the prison have been framed from the view points 
identified by opening up the prison wall at high level, whilst 
maintaining the continuation of the wall at low level.

Key

Green space

Commercial/Mixed use 
units

Areas of new development

N
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8.0 MAIN PRISON BUILDING USE OPTIONS 

Prison Use Option C: Mixed use visual

8.1 INTRODUCTION    

Four options have initially been prepared for the main prison 
building. 

The main cell blocks represent the greatest challenge in terms of 
gaining consent and cost risk due to their size, construction and 
listed status. 
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SECOND FLOOR
6No. 1-bed units
2No. 2-bed units
2No. 3-bed units
Mezzanine overlooking hall

FIRST FLOOR
6No. 1-bed units
2No. 2-bed units
2No. 3-bed units
Ancillary space

GROUND FLOOR
6No. 1-bed units
2No. 2-bed units
4No. 3-bed units
Entrance/Reception

LOWER GROUND FLOOR
2No. 1-bed units
4No. 3-bed units
Ancillary space for bikes/binsApartments

Entrance/reception

Ancillary space

8.2 PRISON USE OPTION A:  SINGLE STOREY 
APARTMENTS

Total:
20No.1-bed units
6No. 2-bed units
12No. 3-bed units
Building entrance and reception
Ancillary space

Pros
• More efficient than duplex option and hence more units

Cons
• Single aspect dwellings better suited to hotel/office use
• Solely residential use could create a building vacant of 

daytime activity and a more private building.
• Single aspect apartments
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2 Bed Single Story Apartment
Approx: 67m2

1 Bed Single Story Apartment
Approx: 56m2

GF

LGF

1ST

2ND

Varying external levels

Access onto existing central walkways

Apartment types

Type 1A (1 bed apartment)
57m2

Type 1B (1 bed apartment)
58m2

Type 2A (2 bed apartment)
67m2

Type 2B (3 bed apartment)
94m2

Type 2C (3 bed apartment)
101m2
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FIRST/SECOND FLOOR
12 * 1bed duplex
2 * 2bed duplex
2 * 3bed duplex
Ancillary space
Mezzanine

GROUND FLOOR/LOWER GROUND
9 * 1bed duplex
1 * 2bed duplex
4 * 3bed duplex
1 * 2bed single-storey
3 * 1bed single storey
Entrance/reception

8.3 PRISON USE OPTION B:  DUPLEX APARTMENTS

Total:

21 * 1bed duplex apartments
3  * 2bed duplex apartments
6  * 3bed duplex apartments
4 * 1bed single-storey apartments
1  * 2bed single-story apartment
Building entrance and reception

Pros
• Maximum internal space developed

Cons
• Requirement for external ancillary space: bins/bikes
• Units in basement subject to lighting study/ability to enlarge 

LGF windows to create spaces suitable for dwellings.
• Second floor existing walkways become ‘dead’ space with 

main entrances on GF and 1st floor.
• Single aspect apartments

Ancillary space

Single-storey apartments

Entrance/reception

Duplex apartments
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3 Bed Duplex Apartment
Approx: 112m2

2 Bed Duplex Apartment (type 2B)
Approx: 95m2

1 Bed Duplex Apartment (type 1C)
Approx: 75m2

GF

LGF

1ST

2ND

Varying external levels

Access to duplex apartments primarily 
through the ground and first floors.

Duplex apartment types - over two storeys

Type 1C (1 bed duplex)
75m2

Type 1D (1 bed duplex)
77m2

Type 1E (1 bed duplex)
89m2

Type 2B (2 bed duplex)
95m2

Type 2C (3 bed duplex)
110m2

Type 2D (3 bed duplex)
112m2
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SECOND FLOOR
22 * Hotel rooms
Mezzanine/private events space 

FIRST FLOOR
22 * Hotel rooms
Events/conference hall

GROUND FLOOR
Main entrance/reception
Cafe/bar
22 * Hotel rooms

LOWER GROUND FLOOR
8 * Hotel rooms
Ancillary space

Events/conference hall

Hotel Rooms

Entrance/reception

Cafe/bar

Ancillary space

8.4 PRISON USE OPTION C:  MIXED USE

Total:

74 * Hotel rooms
Mezzanine/events space/conference hall
Main entrance/reception
Cafe/bar
Ancillary space

Pros
• Hotel use celebrates the site as a feature of Reading/visitors 

attraction
• Cafe/bar could extend in front of the site to draw more 

people in. 
• Utilising the basement for the containing of ancillary space 

and building services.

Cons
• Mixed uses of prison building may result in management/

servicing issues
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Typical hotel room

GF: Office/studios + cafe/bar

LGF: Office/studios + ancillary

1st: Hotel use + conference/events

2nd: Hotel use

Varying external levels

Hotel room types

Type A
27m2

Type B
29m2

Type C
45m2

Type D
26m2

Type E
35m2

Type F
50m2
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SECOND FLOOR
34 * Ensuite student rooms
Mezzanine

FIRST FLOOR
34 * Ensuite student rooms
Common room/food hall

GROUND FLOOR
34 * Ensuite student rooms
Reinstate entrance
Cafe/bar/shop

LOWER GROUND FLOOR
Ancillary space including:
washing/bin store/bike store/common 
rooms/breakout spaces/kitchens/study 
areas

Events/foodhall/mezzanine

Ensuite rooms

Entrance/reception

Cafe/bar/shop

Ancillary space

8.5 PRISON USE OPTION D:  STUDENT HALLS

Total:

102 * Ensuite student rooms
Mezzanine and food hall
Reception
Cafe/bar/shop
Ancillary space
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GF 

LGF

1st

2nd

Varying external levels

Typical ensuite student room Student room types

Type A
18m2

Type B
19m2

Type C
18m2

Type D
25m2
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9.1 WINDOW TREATMENTS

9.0 DETAIL DESIGN

Typical prison window

New window to existing opening. Creation of new 
window opening with three brick courses below 
existing.

New window to existing opening. Creation of new 
window opening with five brick courses below 
existing.

Lowering of existing window opening to form a new, 
large window opening.
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The grid could span between main walls of prison ‘atrium’ 
immediately beneath existing balconies. Proprietary systems used 
in theatre lighting could be adapted. Cross beams spanning from 
wall to wall would be required at intervals along the length of the 
atrium but these should not be too visually intrusive. 

Secondary containment is still likely to be required on line of 
existing balustrade to prevent unauthorised access on to the grid, 
but this might not need to resist lateral loads.

NOTE: Identified in green is the proposition for a new glass 
elevator to allow better movement between prison floors.

9.2 IMPROVEMENT TO EXISTING BALCONY 
BALUSTRADE

Existing Arrangement
The balustrades to the existing main walkways providing access 
to the cells are of slender cast or wrought iron, with the uprights 
coinciding with the cantilever brackets supporting the deck.

The overall arrangement and detailing of the walkways, and 
in particular their lightness, contributes significantly to the 
appearance of the cell blocks as a whole.

Issues
The existing balustrades to the internal walkways are significantly 
lower than required by current Building Regulations, the cross 
braced infill does not provide the containment required, and their 
structural capacity to resist lateral load is likely to be much less 
than current requirements. 

Adding directly to the existing structure to reinforce it is likely to 
be very intrusive, and unacceptable in conservation terms even if 
it is achievable structurally, which is doubtful.

Solution
Option 1 – Remedial cantilever steel/glass balustrade outboard 
and below existing The new system should be structurally 
independent of the existing but discreet so as not to compete 
visually with or obscure it as far as possible. New cantilever 
elements will need to be coordinated with the existing 
ones, Achieving current standards with a visually acceptable 
arrangement may be challenging. 

Anchorage of new cantilevers to the existing cell block wall 
needs care. Coring into the wall and grouting in stub ends of new 
cantilevers may be a viable solution. 

Option 2 – Tension wire grid protection to central voids (subject 
to dispensation on Building Regulations) This is an innovative 
approach which would need early consultation with Building 
Control authorities. It offers potentially significant heritage 
benefits in terms of reduced visual intrusion, and would represent 
an almost entirely reversible intervention.
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9.3 FORMING NEW OPENINGS

New beams will be required to support the existing vaulted 
floors. To avoid disturbing the arch structures, the new beams 
should be installed below the springing point of the vaults.

The installation of the beams needs to be carefully sequenced to 
reduce the need for extensive temporary works to support the 
structures above.

Typical cells Careful removal of internal walls Installation of steel beam to support floors 
above. 
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9.4 EXISTING SITE SECTIONS
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North of the main prison building, a curved building proposed 
for commercial use abuts the curtilage wall and helps to form 
an open courtyard from which the main prison building can be 
viewed. The area to the Northwest of the site has been proven 
to contain shallow archaeological deposits originating from the 
medieval Reading Abbey, and so it has been proposed that this 
history will be conveyed and interpreted through public gardens.

Overall this land use proposal allows the Listed Building to 
breathe within its context, with a circulatory route preserved 
around its perimeter and a large courtyard within the public area 
to the north of the site.  The introduced buildings are subservient 
in height and retain key views of the main prison building, 
and are a distinct improvement on the extant 1970s prison 
buildings.  While the density, uniformity and residential nature of 
the proposed new buildings are at odds with the historic use 
and layout of the site, the opening up of the north elevation 
to public view and enhancements to the exterior of the Listed 
Building (including cell windows and the north entrance) serve 
to enhance the appearance and presence of the Listed building 
within its wider heritage setting,  The breaches proposed within 
the prison wall are kept to a minimum and encourage circulation 
and views across the site, while allowing the continuous nature of 
the prison wall to remain legible.

Impact rating Low-Medium Adverse

10.0 SUMMARY HERITAGE IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

HERITAGE IMPACT ASSESSMENT OF OPTIONS

The following section is intended to assess the impact of 
the feasibility options on the heritage value of the site.  This 
assessment is based on the observations made while on site 
and a desk-based review of the options. The level of impact 
will take into account the significance of the heritage asset and 
the surrounding buildings and spaces, in order to weigh this 
against the level of change and conclude with a level of impact. 
In general terms, the removal of the existing 1970s prison 
buildings will serve to enhance the setting of the centrally placed 
Listed Building.  The impact assessment therefore focuses on the 
introduction of new-build elements/landscaping into the context 
of the Listed Building as well as the impact on the Listed Building 
itself as a result of proposed conversion options.

The impact will be assessed based on the following criteria:

HMP Shepton Mallet, Conservation and Development Plan, September 201346

FORMER TREADWHEEL BUILDING

In this option the former treadwheel building is converted into 
four houses in a terrace. The interior of the building has been 
much adapted over time, though retains historic staircases. These 
features would have to be removed and there will be some 
impact from this loss. The residential use could be acceptable if 
carried out sensitively. The unsympathetic blocking in of archways 
in the main façade could be replaced with more sympathetic 
alternative materials and the external fabric repaired to enhance 
the historic building.
Low Beneficial

NEW RESIDENTIAL WITHIN PRISON WALL

New rows of terraced houses are proposed within the prison 
boundary in the south-west corner. The prison traditionally has 
larger scale cell blocks or administration blocks on this part of the 
site. The inclusion of smaller scale rows of terraces goes against 
the historic grain of the scale of buildings on this site.
Low Adverse

New Residential South of Gaol Lane
The demolition of the workshop building will have a very positive 
impact on the surrounding area. The proposed rows of terraced 
houses are appropriate to the setting of the area and will be 
visually attractive within the streetscape.
High Beneficial 

LANDSCAPING 

The proposals involve the removal of all the intrusive modern 
buildings on the site. This will improve the visual appearance of 
the site. Landscaping with trees and communal gardens will also 
help to improve the aesthetic qualities of the site. 
Medium Beneficial

OPTION J

GATEHOUSE

In Option J the gatehouse is converted into a Heritage Centre. 
This is an appropriate use of the building and gives the public an 
understanding of the history of the prison. The historic layout 
will not need adaptation and will be restored and repaired. The 
intrusive 20th century link building to the south will be removed 
and this will restore the gatehouse as a free standing structure, as 
it was historically, and will be an aesthetic benefit to the site.
Medium Beneficial 

WALLS

The walls of the prison are retained in this proposal. Just one new 
pedestrian and vehicular gateway is inserted into the southern 
boundary. This is a minimal amount of fabric that is removed. The 
walls are retained as a strong feature within the setting of the 
prison.
High Beneficial 

CELL BLOCKS

This option is for the conversion of the cell blocks into residential 
units. In B Wing these would be ‘town house’ style residential 
units. To create larger rooms a number of cell walls would have to 
be removed. This would involve the loss of a substantial amount 
of historic fabric.  The proposal also splits up the atrium spaces 
between each of the ‘town houses’. This has a large impact in 
dividing up the impressive atrium spaces and truncating the cast 
iron walkways.

The other cell blocks will be split up into flats. To create self-
contained bedrooms with en-suite bathrooms one wall would 
have to be removed to create a larger room out of two cells. 
Again, this would involve the loss of some historic fabric but at 
least the atrium spaces are retained.

Windows would also need to be extended downwards in order 
to allow more light into properties. If detailed sensitively this 
may not be too intrusive and would preserve the regular rhythm 
positioning of windows on the exterior. 

New decking and extended or additional balustrades would be 
needed to the cast iron balconies in the cell block atriums in 
order to meet health and safety requirements which may involve 
the removal of small portions of historic fabric in order to fix 
them to the walls. These would have to be carefully detailed 
in order that they are not visually dominate over the historic 
balustrade and do not cover over the brackets on the underside 
of the walkways.

6.5 HERITAGE IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

Heritage Impact Assessment of Options

The following section is intended to assess the impact of the 
alterations to HMP Shepton Mallet. This assessment is based on 
the observations made while on site and a review of the options. 
The level of impact will take into account the significance of the 
heritage asset and the surrounding buildings and spaces, in order 
to weigh this against the level of change and conclude with a level 
of impact. The impact will be assessed based on the following 
criteria:

Magnitude of 
Impact

Definition

High 
Beneficial 

The alterations considerably enhance 
the heritage asset or the ability to 
appreciate its significance values.

Medium 
Beneficial

The alterations enhance to a clearly 
discernible extent the heritage asset or 
the ability to appreciate its significance 
values.

Low Beneficial The alterations enhance to a minor 
extent the heritage asset or the ability 
to appreciate its significance values.

Neutral The alterations do not affect the 
heritage asset or the ability to 
appreciate its significance values.

Low Adverse The alterations harm to a minor extent 
the heritage asset or the ability to 
appreciate its significance values.

Medium 
Adverse

The alterations harm to a clearly 
discernible extent the heritage asset or 
the ability to appreciate its significance 
values.

High Adverse The alterations severely harm the 
heritage values of the heritage asset or 
the ability to appreciate its significance 
values.

The cell doors could be retained in a shut position, in order to 
retain the visual appearance of the rows of cells. However, cell 
doors which formed the main doors into bedrooms may have to 
be widened for improved access and this would mean the loss 
of some historic fabric and the slight disruption of the regular 
rhythm of doors. 

E Wing is also proposed in this option for conversion to 
residential units. This was originally a large double height Chapel 
space but was filled in with a modern steel framed set of 
offices in the 20th century. The ceiling could be revealed and 
incorporated into the rooms below as part of this scheme but 
the space will remain divided up into smaller units rather than the 
original volume being restored. 
Cell Block Town Houses: High Adverse 
Cell Block Flats: Medium Adverse

ADMINISTRATION BLOCK

The administration block would convert relatively well into 
residential use. It does not have the same formal structured layout 
as the cell blocks and the larger rooms lend themselves better to 
residential conversion. 
Administration Block Conversion: Neutral

CHAPEL/GYM BLOCK

The Chapel/gym block was historically a large double height 
internal space for the chapel. The whole internal structure 
has been replaced with modern concrete framed floor levels. 
However, the large double height windows on the first floor do 
survive. I’ve assumed division in the same way as at Gloucester’s 
chapel? The first floor double-height chapel space would be 
split up into split level flats. Flats could be separated by walls in 
between the large windows and a double height space created at 
the outer end of each flat in order that their double height aspect 
is not truncated by floor levels. However the large volume of the 
chapel will be split up in order to insert the steel framework to 
create the flats. Though the steel framework could be removed 
and the volume of the chapel restored in the future, this change 
will still have a large impact.
Division of Chapel space: Medium Adverse

The impact assessment considers the use option proposed for 
the whole site in the first instance, followed by a separate analysis 
of the proposed options for reuse of the main prison building.

LAND USE OPTION

The townscape value of the prison site is held in the physical 
presence and dominance of the central tower and prison walls 
from various local viewpoints.  The land use option seeks to 
retain this dominance by the placement of residential blocks set 
away from the main prison building to allow the existing building 
to ‘breathe’, as well as the stepping down in height of the new 
residential blocks towards the existing building, allowing the 
visibility of the central tower to remain. 

The prison wall is proposed to be breached at strategic points, to 
allow pedestrian access and circulation into and across the site, 
including a link onto the riverside to the south.  The openings are 
proposed to retain the sense of a continuous prison wall by their 
placement and design.

To the north of the site, the existing intrusive prison gatehouse 
and late 20th century wall north of the main prison building are 
proposed for removal, opening up views of the reinstated north 
elevation of the main prison building to the public realm.

The most intensive introduction of new buildings will be across 
the south of the site, where artificially raised ground has been 
found to have reduced the potential for impacting upon buried 
archaeological deposits through shallow ground excavation 
and foundation placement.  Residential apartment blocks are 
proposed in this location, enabled by the loss of the early 20th 
century workshop.  The residential blocks adjacent to the prison 
will be 3-storeys in height, with this stepping up to 4-storeys to 
the southwest, and 5-storeys to the southeast.  Shared gardens 
have been proposed at ground and roof levels, and residential 
parking spaces have been provided across the south of the site.
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OPTIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT OF THE MAIN PRISON 
BLOCK

Option A

Option A proposes single storey apartments across ground to 
second floor with ancillary use limited to the basement. This 
option allows for partial retention of the cell layout at ground to 
second floor level.  Where dividing walls are removed, the layout 
of the former cell divisions will be represented by the retention 
of wall nibs and ceiling beams.  

Impact rating Low Adverse

Option B 

Proposes a high number of duplex apartments housed within the 
existing cell blocks with single storey apartments at ground floor 
level of D wing.  This will necessitate the removal of a limited 
number of dividing walls between the cells to allow the formation 
of larger spaces.  The layout of the former cell divisions will be 
represented by the retention of wall nibs and ceiling beams.  A 
feature of the duplex apartment option will be in insertion of 
internal staircases allowing vertical movement between floors.  
This would result in the loss of historic fabric along with the 
degradation of historic circulation around the building.  

Impact rating Low-Medium Adverse

MAIN PRISON BUILDING (Options A-D)

A total number of 4 options are put forward for conversion of 
the main Grade II Listed prison building. Each has been carefully 
considered to work with, rather than against, the heritage value 
of the building and wider site.  Following this, variations in internal 
treatment are discussed individually by option.

OPTIONS A-D

All options share a number of key characteristics designed to 
optimise heritage value which are discussed below.

All options seek to retain the openness of the central halls 
retaining key designed sight-lines across the building and 
enhancing this aspect through the removal of the intrusive 20th 
century guard’s offices.  The single volume space created by the 
galleried wings will be preserved.  It is proposed to bring this 
space to modern standards by consolidating the existing metal 
railings to the galleries with glass panels stepped back from the 
historic barrier and through the insertion of a single glass lift 
within the central void surrounded by the galleries.  It is envisaged 
that these interventions will be designed to appear as transparent 
as possible against the historic fabric allowing key sight lines across 
the building to be retained.  Also within the galleried spaces, the 
legibility of all the openings to the prison cells will be retained 
regardless of whether all cell doors remain in use; this is to ensure 
that the uniform rhythm of the cells is retained from the central 
halls

All options seek to retain and reinstate the entrance corridor 
leading from the main reinstated north entrance to the centre 
of the prison, the open void of the formal chapel and the 
proportions of the more formal rooms fronting the north 
elevation.  The key differences between options A-D lie in their 
treatment of the cell blocks, these variations itemised below.

Externally, with the exception of the windows, a minimum 
intervention approach is proposed.  The main north elevation of 
the main prison building will be exposed through the removal of 
the admin block and reinstated to provide the main entrance to 
the building.  This will serve to not only significantly improve the 
aesthetic value of the building but will also re-introduce historic 
circulation back into the building.

A number of options are put forward for the replacement of the 
existing 1970s windows which in their present form are highly 
intrusive to the historic character of the building and unconducive 
to modern living.  All proposed options seek to reduce the 
current visual dominance of the existing windows so would 
offer an improvement on the existing. However, two options 
put forward suggest an additional opening below each existing 
window aperture to allow the introduction of additional light 
to the former cells resulting in the loss of some historic fabric. It 
is felt that the impact of this loss, when weighed up against the 
positive removal of the inserted 1970s windows, is neutralised.

Option C

Option C proposes a mixed use option including hotel rooms at 
first and second floor levels and mixed use (offices/arts/ancillary 
space at ground and lower ground floors).  This option allows for 
the greater retention of the cell layout at ground floor level in 
particular and negates the need for the new vertical circulation 
associated with the duplex option.

The potential use of the ground and lower ground floors for 
communal use enhances the communal significance of the 
property.

Impact rating Low Adverse

Option D

Option D proposes conversion to provide student 
accommodation across ground, first and second floors with 
ancillary space in the basement and some community space 
within the former A wing at ground floor level.  Conversion to 
student units would necessitate the loss of some internal divisions 
between cells but would result in no change to the vertical 
circulation as proposed within the duplex option.

The potential use of the ground and lower ground floors for 
communal use enhances the communal significance of the 
property.

Impact rating Low-Adverse
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A:  LIST DESCRIPTIONS
Reading Gaol (main building) former Her Majesty’s Prison 
List entry Number: 1321948 
Grade: II 
Date first listed: 14-Dec-1978 
Date of most recent amendment: 11-Mar-2014 
Summary of Building: 
County gaol, 1842-4 by George Gilbert Scott and William Boynthon Moffatt, altered c.1970. Certain buildings and  parts of the 
buildings are excluded from the Listing, as is made clear in the List entry.  Reasons for Designation  The main building at Reading 
Gaol, of 1842-4 by George Gilbert Scott and William Boynthon Moffatt, is listed at  Grade II for the following principal reasons: 

•	 Architectural interest: an impressive, fortress-like design that represents an early work by one of England’s  foremost C19 
architects; 

•	 Planning interest: a pioneering English example of a radial-plan prison built for the newly-introduced ‘separate  system’ of 
constant surveillance and solitary confinement; 

•	 Historic interest: strongly associated with the imprisonment of Oscar Wilde, who spent eighteen months of his two-year 
sentence there and later immortalised the institution in ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’. 

History: 
Reading Gaol stands adjacent to the town centre, on a plot of riverside land once occupied by the cloister and  burial ground of 
Reading Abbey. The original County Gaol was in Castle Street, but moved to a new building on  the present site in 1786. By the 
1840s this had become overcrowded and dilapidated, and in 1842 a design  competition was held for a new prison, which was to 
house 200 criminals and 20 debtors, with space for 100  additional cells and a court house. The winning design by George Gilbert 
Scott and William Bonython Moffatt was based on the then recently-completed New Model Prison at Pentonville in London. Its plan 
comprised a central  hub and a series of radiating galleried wings containing individual cells, which was designed to implement the  
‘separate system’ of solitary confinement and regular surveillance, introduced in Britain under the 1839 Prisons  Act and pioneered 
ten years earlier at the Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia, USA. This type would  become ubiquitous during the course of the 
C19, with some twenty radial-plan prisons built in England during the  period 1839-77. 

The building contract was initially given to John Jay of London, but his company went bankrupt three months after  construction 
began in August 1842, and the work was completed by Messrs George and William Baker. The new  gaol, with cells for 250 men and 
women and a debtors’ ward, was ready for occupation in July 1844, by which  time the need for additional cells, a separate laundry 
block and the rebuilding of the old perimeter wall had driven  the final cost up from an initial estimate of £24,000 to an eventual 
total of more than £40,000.  Reading continued as the County Gaol for the next 70 years. Its most famous inmate was Oscar Wilde, 
who  served the latter part of his sentence there between November 1895 and May 1897; he described his experience  in ‘De 
Profundis’, written during his imprisonment, and later in ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’.  The gaol closed in November 1915; it served 
as an internment centre from 1916 until 1919, and parts of it were  let to various government departments during the inter-war 
period. In the latter part of WWII it was used as a  military prison by the Canadian Army, reopening in 1946 as an overflow prison 
for men serving short sentences,  before becoming a borstal in 1951. In 1969-70 it was returned to use as an adult prison; this 

involved numerous  changes to the fabric, including the refenestration of the cells and the demolition and rebuilding of the gatehouse  
and perimeter wall. Between 1992 and its closure at the end of 2013 Reading served as a remand centre and  Young Offenders 
Institution.  George Gilbert Scott (1811-78) was perhaps the most successful, prolific and influential British architect of the  Victorian 
period. The son of a Buckinghamshire clergyman and amateur architect, he was articled to the London  church architect James 
Edmeston in 1827 and established his own practice in 1834. His early work, until 1845 in  collaboration with William Boynthon 
Moffatt (1812-87), mostly consisted of workhouses, hospitals and other poorlaw  buildings. Scott’s chief fame, however, was as a 
builder and restorer of churches, in which he was strongly  influenced by the Gothic Revivalist polemics of AWN Pugin. Scott’s 
reputation was firmly established in 1844 with  the commission for the vast new Nikolaikirche in Hamburg, Germany, and in the 
decades that followed his  practice became one of the largest in Britain, responsible for hundreds of new churches - from Oxbridge 
college  chapels to the new cathedrals at Edinburgh and Christchurch, New Zealand - and for the restoration of hundreds  more, 
where his often destructive approach drew bitter criticism from William Morris and the fledgling  conservation movement. Major 
secular commissions included the Albert Memorial, the Midland Hotel at St  Pancras’ Station, the Foreign Office on Whitehall (all in 
London) and the universities of Glasgow and Bombay,  India. Scott was knighted in 1872, and served as president of the RIBA from 
1873 to 1876.  Details  County gaol, 1842-4 by George Gilbert Scott and William Boynthon Moffatt, altered c.1970.

MATERIALS: red brick with Bath stone dressings, mostly now renewed in concrete. Roofs originally of slate, now  replaced with 
asbestos tiles* (not of special interest).  PLAN: the main prison building originally stood within a square enclosure of approximately 
three acres,  surrounded by a high boundary wall with octagonal corner towers and a large, multi-towered gatehouse complex  on 
the north side providing accommodation for resident staff (the governor, deputy governors, warders, matron  and chaplain) as well 
as additional security. Against the north wall and alongside the gatehouse was a block  containing the women’s cells.  All this was 
demolished c.1970, leaving only the cruciform main building. This comprises four wings, designated A  to D, converging on a central 
semi-octagon. The upper three floors of A, B and C wings contained the male  felons’ cells. Originally there were twelve on each 
floor in B wing and twenty-five in the longer A and C wings,  accessed on the upper two floors by means of galleries connecting via 
the central octagon. The basement  beneath A wing originally contained the prison kitchens, and – in a sealed-off area to the west, 
accessed via a  tunnel (now demolished) leading outside the prison wall – a munitions store for the Berkshire militia; the latter  space 
was absorbed into the prison proper in 1878 and was last used as the prison hospital. The basement under  B wing contained baths, 
punishment cells, a knife room and an officers’ cleansing room.  D wing was aligned with the old gatehouse and formed the entrance 
to the main building. The ground floor and  basement contained the debtors’ cells: first-class debtors on the ground floor opposite 
the governor’s office and  visiting rooms, second-class debtors in the basement along with the reception cells and coal store. The 
first and  second floors contained the chaplain’s and schoolmaster’s offices, a room from which the governor could oversee  activity 
in the central octagon, and – rising through both floors in the centre of the wing – the prison chapel.  Executions took place on 
a scaffold built against the eastern side of the wing.  As well as the rebuilding of the perimeter walls, the works of c.1970 saw the 
construction of a number of new  buildings within the old prison yards. These are plain red-brick structures of one and two storeys, 
and include: a  new gatehouse at the north-west corner of the site; an administration block with visiting and interview rooms,  
abutting D wing to the north; and, in the angle between A and B wings, an education and training building, which  now also contains 
the prison chapel and kitchens. In the angle between B and C wings is a former workshop of  c.1910, a single-storey brick building 
with a part-glazed roof. These structures, and the rebuilt perimeter wall that  encloses them, are not of special interest and are 
excluded from the listing*.
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EXTERIOR: Scott and Moffatt’s design displays the Tudor-Gothic details employed in their workhouse and  hospital designs, here 
combined with castellated elements – battlements to the entrance block and central  octagon, machicolations under the eaves 
throughout - intended to give a fortress-like aspect. The visual  inspiration for the design, which was much criticised for its elaboration 
and expense, is said to have been  Warwick Castle. The alterations of c.1970 greatly changed the building’s external appearance: the 
original two light  cell windows were replaced with single square openings containing barred double-glazed window units* (not  of 
special interest), and most of the stone-dressed elements were replaced in concrete. (An unaltered original cell  window survives in 
the basement of D wing.)  D wing is the main focus for architectural display. The projecting frontispiece at the northern end is fully  
crenellated and features tall ridged and corbelled chimney stacks, diapered brickwork and mullion-and-transom  windows. The ground-
floor entrance doorway has been lost, absorbed into a single-storey addition of c.1970. The wing behind is dominated by the tall chapel 
windows with their simple Gothic tracery. Beneath these, on the  western side, are more mullion-and-transom windows, originally to 
the administrative offices. On the eastern side  are the smaller pointed windows of the debtors’ cells. In the centre is a larger archway, 
now bricked up, through  which condemned prisoners were led out onto the scaffold.  A, B and C wings have pitched roofs over the 
central galleried section and flat roofs over the cell blocks on either  side. The latter have the square concrete-framed windows installed 
c.1970; the former terminate in gabled  projections with very tall mullion-and-transom windows (of concrete replacing the original 
stone) which are the  main source of light to the internal galleries. There is a similar (and likewise renewed) window where each wing  
abuts the octagonal hub, the cell blocks terminating in quadrants here to allow light to penetrate the central space.  The octagon itself 
has a crenellated parapet and a tall central turret, also crenellated, which forms the main stack  for the plenum ventilation system.  

INTERIORS: these have been much altered, with original features removed and a variety of modern fittings and  finishes* applied; the 
latter are not of special interest. The original cells with their jack-arched brick vaults mostly  survive, but have in the majority of cases 
been doubled up by removing the wall between each pair, while the  Tudor-arched entrance doorways now have flat concrete lintels, 
and renewed doors* (the doors not being of  special interest). The metal gallery structures with their curved supporting brackets and 
cross-braced balustrades  are original. The ceiling over the galleries is a pointed brick vault, while the central octagon has a brick vault 
with  moulded stone ribs and corbels, and lozenge-shaped ceiling lights cut through the webs of the vault. Air extracted  from vents in 
the cells originally passed through the space above the vaults and out through the plenum tower.  Suspended at first-floor level within 
the octagon was a glazed Gothic pavilion structure from which prison staff  could keep watch on movements in A, B and C wings 
and (via the tall side windows) in the prison yard outside;  the pavilion has been replaced with a modern prefabricated cabin* (not of 
special interest). In the basement under  A wing, the layout of the former munitions store is still legible, despite the inserted ceiling* 
(not of special interest)  and the demolition of the access tunnel. Beneath B wing some original cells survive, including high-security  
‘punishment’ cells for the confinement of violent inmates.  The chapel, later used as a games room, is a double-height space with an 
arch-braced queen-strut roof and  central skylight. It originally contained a multi-tiered timber gallery structure that allowed each 
prisoner to observe  the service from within an enclosed box; this arrangement, designed to minimise contact between prisoners in  
accordance with the ‘separate system’, can still be seen at Lincoln Castle but has been completely lost at Reading  along with all other 
fittings and decoration. Elsewhere in D wing the layout of the offices survives, as do some of  the debtors’ cells.    * Pursuant to s.1 
(5A) of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 (‘the Act’) it is declared  that these aforementioned features 
are not of special architectural or historic interest.
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Reading Borough Council Core Strategy (adopted 2008, updated 2015)

CS33 - Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment
 
Historic features and areas of historic importance and other elements of the historic environment, including their settings, will be 
protected and where appropriate enhanced.

This will include: 
-	 Listed Buildings;
-	 Conservation Areas;
-	 Other features with local or national designation, such as sites and features of archaeological importance, and historic parks and 

gardens.

Planning permission will only be granted where development has no adverse impact on historic assets and their settings. All proposals 
will be expected to protect and where appropriate enhance the character and appearance of the area in which they are located.  

11.8 The Borough Council is committed to protecting and where appropriate, enhancing, the Borough’s historic environment. 
This includes ensuring that buildings and features of local architectural and historic interest (which are not necessarily recognised 
components of the historic environment) are taken fully into account and safeguarded, as appropriate. Regard must also be had to 
Reading’s buried archaeological evidence, some of which is known, and much of which remains to be discovered. 

11.9 The character and integrity of listed buildings will be preserved, and the Council will seek to enhance the settings of Listed 
Buildings wherever appropriate, by ensuring that new development in their vicinity is sympathetic.    

11.10 In making decisions on development proposals in Conservation Areas, special attention shall be paid to the desirability of 
preserving or enhancing the character or appearance of that particular area. As such, new development in Conservation Areas will 
be expected to make a contribution to the area by respecting and enhancing its architectural and visual qualities, and achieving a high 
standard of design. The Council will therefore have regard to both the quality of the townscape and the quality and interest of the area, 
rather than solely that of the individual building. 

11.11Sites and settings of scheduled ancient monuments and other important ancient monuments and archaeological remains will be 
preserved, and development that would adversely affect such sites and settings will not be permitted. The Borough’s five historic parks 
and gardens will continue to be protected, maintained and restored, where required

Central Area Action Plan (RCAAP) (adopted in January 2009)
RC3 Development in the East Side Major Opportunity Area will:
i) Provide a more defined urban environment than currently exists, of a medium to high density; 
ii) In sub-areas RC3c, RC3d, RC3e and RC3f, contribute towards the provision of a new residential community at the eastern fringes of 
the central area; 
iii) Help facilitate greater pedestrian and cycle permeability, in particular east-west links through the area and links between 
development areas and the station, including improved crossings of the IDR and railway; 
iv) Safeguard land which is needed for mass rapid transit routes and stops; 
v) Preserve the historic features in the area and enhance their setting where possible; 
vi) Provide additional areas of open space where possible, particularly in the centre of the new community; 
vii)Maintain, improve and create new access along the River Kennet

RC3 b Reading Prison 
The prison building itself is of historical significance and is listed, and will be retained. The building would be used for residential, 
commercial offices or a hotel. Development should enhance the setting of the Abbey ruins.

Sites and Detailed Policies Document  (adopted October 2012)
BUILT and NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
9.1.1 The origins of the current settlement of Reading can be traced back to Saxon times. There is also archaeological evidence that 
people have been present in the area from as early as the Palaeolithic (or the Old Stone Age) period. The Borough’s rich archaeological 
interest and many listed buildings provide a pointer to Reading’s lengthy history. This includes its importance as a medieval settlement, 
and the increasing status of the town in the eighteenth century with the canalisation of the Kennet, and again in the nineteenth century 
with the arrival of the railway and subsequent industrial expansion. 

9.1.2 Reading is famous for various industries including bulbs, beer and biscuits, hence becoming known as the three Bs. Reading is also 
famous for brick and tile making, much of which is discernible in the built environment of parts of Reading today. 

9.1.3 Heritage assets include those parts of the historic environment that have significance because of their historic, archaeological, 
architectural or artistic interest. National planning policy covers both designated and undesignated heritage assets and defines a 
heritage asset as, ‘A building, monument, site, place, area or landscape identified as having a degree of significance meriting consideration 
in planning decisions, because of its heritage interest. Heritage asset includes designated heritage assets and assets identified by the local 
planning authority (including local listing).’ 

9.1.4 Reading’s heritage assets are not just of relevance to the past, but also to the future, if Reading is to fulfil its aim of expanding its 
role as a centre of culture. 

9.1.5 For Reading Borough, designated heritage assets comprise Scheduled Monuments, listed buildings, Historic Parks and Gardens and 
Conservation Areas. There are also heritage assets, for example areas of archaeological importance or buildings which, while not listed, 
are of local historical or architectural significance. Undesignated heritage assets in Reading will in the main be identified through the 
process of decision-making, i.e. through the determination of planning applications, which importantly includes the pre-application stage.
9.1.6 Current national planning policy sets out a new approach as to how planning should consider the historic environment compared 
to the approach of past national planning policy guidance notes. National planning policy now sets out specific mechanisms by which to 
consider and assess heritage assets, whether they are designated or not. 

9.1.7 One of the underpinning themes of national planning policy is that the greater the nature of the significance of the heritage 
asset in terms of archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic interest, the greater the value that the asset holds for this and 
future generations and therefore the greater the presumption in favour of its conservation. The focus is on conservation and where 
appropriate enhancement, recognising that some new development may make a positive contribution to the character and local 
distinctiveness of a part of the historic environment. The Council will continue to keep the need to enhance heritage assets under 
review. Although a documentary record of our past is important a record is not as valuable as retention and therefore the ability to 
record evidence will not be a factor in deciding whether a proposal resulting in a heritage asset’s destruction should be given consent. 
Relevant information gained either through the application process, including the pre-application stage or via other means, will be added 
to the Heritage Environment Record (HER). 

9.1.8 National planning policy addresses aspects of the historic environment including: 
• Principles guiding determination of applications for consent relating to all heritage assets;
• Principles guiding the consideration of applications for consent relating to heritage assets that are not designated; 
• Additional principles guiding the consideration of applications for consent relating to designated heritage assets; 
• Principles guiding the consideration of applications for development affecting the setting of a heritage asset;
• Enabling development.  

9.1.9 National planning policy provides an appropriate framework for considering proposals for development that affects historic 
assets in Reading and it is not considered necessary to have specific detailed policies within this document. Additionally, the historic 
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and wider area to consider and progress opportunities for enhancing this area. 

9.1.18 National planning policy emphasises the need to carry out an appropriate desk-based assessment and where necessary, a field 
evaluation where an application site includes, or has the potential to include heritage assets with archaeological interest. This ensures 
that an informed decision can be made and if planning permission is granted, ensure that appropriate measures are put in place to 
manage the investigation, recording, analysis and preservation of the remains or otherwise mitigate the effect of the development on 
matters of archaeological interest. 

9.1.19 Areas where there is particular recognised archaeological potential are shown on the Proposals Map. However, it is important to 
recognise that there is a potential for archaeological finds almost anywhere in the Borough. 

9.1.20 National planning policy outlines the importance of pre-application engagement and front loading. Relevant information 
submitted either with an application or at pre-application stage will be added to the HER. 

Historic Parks and Gardens 
9.1.21 Reading has five sites listed in the Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest drawn up by the Historic Buildings 
and Monuments Commission for England. The five sites are Caversham Court, Forbury Gardens, Prospect Park, Reading Cemetery 
and Caversham Park. All of the gardens are listed Grade II which means they are of special interest because of their historical layout, 
features and architectural ornaments. In addition, all include buildings which are protected in their own right. The Council has recently 
carried out substantial enhancement of Forbury Gardens and Caversham Court, and will continue to keep the need to enhance such 
assets under review. Nationally and Locally Listed Buildings and Structures 

9.1.22 Reading is home to a wealth of valuable historic assets, testament to the central role of the Borough in events such as the 
Reformation and the English Civil War. These historic assets are a central part of our cultural heritage and sense of identity, and the 
presence of these assets enhances local distinctiveness and the character and appearance of Reading. This includes over 800 nationally 
listed buildings, of which 27 are grade I and grade II*, which is a substantial number for an urban Borough of this size. 
9.1.23 In addition to the assessment of heritage asset proposals outlined above, when considering any changes of use of listed buildings, 
local planning authorities must consider the contribution that a particular use makes to the significance of a heritage asset both now 
and for future generations. Any harm to, or loss of, an asset’s significance resulting from a change of use will be assessed against policy 
CS33 of the Core Strategy and national planning policy. 

9.1.24 As outlined above, undesignated heritage assets in Reading will in the main be identified through the process of determining 
planning applications, which importantly also includes the preapplication stage. This approach includes locally listed buildings. The criteria 
against which any building’s or structure’s significance will be assessed are set out below. These criteria will be used to assess whether a 
particular building or structure merits designation as a locally important heritage asset. 

9.1.25 The LPA will establish a list of ‘Locally important Buildings and Structures’. Where a building or structure merits designation 
as a locally important heritage asset, it would be recorded as such by adding it to this list, which will form part of Reading’s Historic 
Environment Record. The asset would then be conserved and where appropriate enhanced in accordance with policy CS33 of the 
Core Strategy and national planning policy. Where appropriate, Article 4 Directions may also be considered as a tool to conserve 
certain heritage assets.

environment is addressed strategically by policy CS33 (Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment) in the Core Strategy. 

9.1.10 Heritage assets are a non-renewable resource. Harm to, or loss of an asset’s significance including the complete loss, demolition 
or destruction, causes a loss of value to society and a loss of public benefit. There is a presumption in favour of the conservation of all 
heritage assets. Any harm to or loss of an asset needs clear and convincing justification as set out in national planning policy. 

9.1.11 The conservation of all assets also relates to both single and groups of trees which can make a significant contribution to the 
setting of a building or place and form an integral part of the character of a designated or undesignated asset. Where a healthy single 
or group of trees fulfils this role, there will be an expectation that they are preserved regardless of their statutory designation, in 
accordance with national planning policy which confirms the importance of the setting of all heritage assets. 

9.1.12 The setting of a building or place can make a significant contribution to and form an integral part of the character of all 
heritage assets. For example a garden or grounds may be laid out to complement a building’s design or function and the alteration or 
destruction of this setting may harm the asset’s significance. National planning policy confirms that the setting of all heritage assets is a 
material consideration and the alteration or destruction of any part of its setting should require clear and convincing justification. 

Conservation Areas 
9.1.13 Conservation Areas are areas of special architectural or historic interest, the character and appearance of which should be 
conserved or where appropriate enhanced. Unlike listed buildings, they are designated at a local level, by the local authority. Specific 
controls are exercised in these areas, relating particularly to demolition and minor development, as well as protection of trees. Reading 
has fifteen Conservation Areas, as at 2010, shown on the Proposals Map. 

9.1.14 Development Plan Documents are required to focus on the key elements of what makes an area locally distinctive, and there 
can be few features that contribute as strongly to local distinctiveness as Conservation Areas. These areas are designated because 
they have a particular distinctive character, and usually provide a strong link to the history of the area. For instance, a number of 
Reading’s Conservation Areas, particularly the cluster of areas to the south east of the centre, originated in the mid to late nineteenth 
century, after the arrival of the railway had triggered Reading’s sudden industrial, and residential, expansion. Such areas have strong 
links to nineteenth century industry, particularly Huntley and Palmers biscuits, and originally accommodated the industry’s workers 
and managers. Key features of that period remain, such as polychromatic brickwork, original walls and railings, and mature trees. Other 
Conservation Areas, particularly in the centre, are older still, reflecting Reading’s medieval significance, and, in the case of St Mary’s Butts 
and Castle Street, incorporating the site of the Saxon centre of Reading. 

9.1.15 The retention of the features that make the areas distinctive is essential. Conservation Area Appraisals have now been prepared 
for all of the Conservation Areas in the Borough. These Appraisals identify the special interest of each area, and provide an extremely 
valuable tool for considering development in these areas. They also identify opportunities for enhancement. 

Archaeology 
9.1.16 Given the archaeological evidence for Reading dating back as early as the Palaeolothic (or Old Stone Age) period, Reading 
is rich in archaeological interest. It contains two Scheduled Ancient Monuments (Reading Abbey and the High Bridge), a wealth 
of unscheduled monuments and, potentially, considerable as yet undiscovered and unrecorded archaeology. There is considerable 
potential for works associated with development to uncover new finds, which will be of great value in understanding the history and 
development of the area. 

9.1.17 National planning policy sets out a framework for the consideration of proposals for heritage sites with archaeological interest; 
whether or not they are designated. There should be a presumption in favour of their conservation, and this presumption will become 
stronger according to the significance of the asset. National planning policy emphasises the wider social, cultural, economic and 
environmental benefits that conservation of the historic environment can bring and the fact that heritage assets cannot be replaced. 
Whilst this sentence does not solely relate to archaeological assets, it is particularly relevant for the consideration of these assets. Again, 
enhancement should be considered where appropriate. In this regard, the Council is developing a project relating to the Abbey Ruins 
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