
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  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.

455.0  Significance
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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. 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 enhancing its significance. 
Alterations have removed some internal fittings, including the 
chapel and legibility as a prison, but despite this, it has retained its 
tall gothic windows and double-height internal space. 

The gym/workshop was constructed c1910 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.

Although it is unclear to what extent the western and southern 
stretches of the perimeter wall were rebuilt in the 1970s, the wall 
in its entirety is an important element of the character of the 
prison as it asserts the enclosed nature of the historic site. As 
such it has a low heritage significance.

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 rebuilt much of the 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. The perimeter wall, although heavily 
modified from its original form makes a key contribution to 
the character of the historic prison site physically and mentally 
delineating a sense of enclosure.

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 
arrangement of the cell doors and the galleried atrium spaces 

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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Main Prison First Floor Building
Significance Plan
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This section of the report sets the parameters for considerate 
development of the site and its buildings.  The key driver in the 
evolution of these principles is the protection and enhancement 
of heritage significance.

The design parameters are being used by the site architect to 
prepare a feasibility study for the site looking into the options for 
future reuse of the Site now that it has been decommissioned as 
a prison.

All parameters stated below are subject to modification as the 
archaeological potential of the site is further clarified through 
the course of pre determination evaluation and as more specific 
research adds detail to our understanding to inform the targeted 
development of the feasibility study for the site.

Once the way forward for the site has been determined, this 
section of the report may be removed or adapted and replaced 
with a heritage impact assessment in support of any future 
planning application.

6.1 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. This value is related more to 
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 respecting the feeling of 
enclosure. The northern and western 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.

6.2 MAIN PRISON BUILDING (GRADE II LISTED) 
BROAD DESIGN PARAMETERS

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 doorways 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, these means that all introduced buildings should be 
subordinate to the main prison building and ideally hidden 
from view externally behind the prison walls.

• Asbestos tiles on the prison roof, if possilbe within the scope 
of development, 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 patterns. Retaining the gallery walkways, stairs and 
bridges is particularly important in this regard.

• Seek to retain the open volume of the  main prison wings. 
Any reuse of the prison building should respect the sightlines 
within the building. Views within the prison wings which allow 
visibility across and along the galleries, and down to ground 
level, 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 of historic openings where possible and the 
surviving footprint of the historic rooms should be respected 
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.

6  BROAD HERITAGE DESIGN PARAMETERS
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• 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 there will need to 
be some supplementation to reach modern health and safety 
standards

• 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.

• 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.
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7.1 SITE OVERVIEW

The site is formed of the main 19th century cruciform prison 
building surrounded by a number late 20th century utilitarian 
prison buildings which are intrusive to its fabric and context.  
While the main prison building is Grade II Listed, the site also 
lies over the site of Reading Abbey which is designated as a 
Scheduled Monument. These heritage designations are designed 
to protect the historic character and significance of the site 
and buildings should they become threatened by change 
or development for example. It is vital to work with these 
designations and with the local planning authority and Historic 
England to find an effective solution to change at the site with a 
view to enhancing heritage significance.

Among the 20th century buildings which engulf the main listed 
prison building is a single prison building dating from c.1910 
which has historically used as a workshop and gymnasium.  This 
building although not listed holds some heritage value in terms 
of its aesthetic appearance and historic association.  The Listed 
cruciform prison building itself is of a distinctive institutional 
design reflecting the key characteristics of the 19th century prison 
system focussed on hard labour and segregation.  Externally, while 
the cruciform footprint of the building remains highly legible and 
the central tower continues to dominate both the site and the 
wider streetscape, there are a number of areas of the building 
that have been significantly compromised by modern insertions.  
Most notably, these include the construction of the 1970s admin 
block against the former front (North) entrance to the prison 
which completely obscures its historic form and aesthetic quality 
and obliterates historic circulation entering into the prison.  Of 
equal impact is the insertion of the modern cell window boxes 
into the individual cells.  These windows have been inserted at the 
expense of the historic windows themselves as well as the loss of 
the surrounding historic brick work.  The window boxes jut out 
from the flush elevation interrupting the flow; aesthetic quality 
and integrity of the cell block elevations.

Internally the main prison wings survive well with a high 
occurrence of single cells and the retention of key sightlines and 
open balconies within and across the main prison wings.  The 
single volume of the former chapel is retained albeit without 
the raked seating.  The north wing of the building at ground and 
basement level has been subject to higher levels of historic and 
modern change through the removal and reconfiguration of 
internal walls to provide office space and accommodate vertical 
circulation to meeting the changing needs of the prison over time.

The key elements which define the character of the prison site 
comprise the encircling brick wall (believed to have been partially 
rebuilt from the predating prison wall), cruciform Listed prison 
building, including its central tower which overlooks the site and 
wider area and the fact that the prison site has been reused for 
the same purpose from the 18h century onwards.  In terms of 
building materials the red brick used to construct the main prison 
building is distinctive particularly where it utilises decorative 
patterns in the form of diaper work.

7.2 OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHANGE

In terms of built heritage, development of the former prison site 
offers the opportunity for the enhancement of the heritage value 
of the main listed prison building.  During the late 20th century, 
the site was subject to a major phase of rebuild which comprised 
the addition of a number of buildings (Admin/education/
workshop/sports pitch/gatehouse).  These buildings are of plain 
utilitarian design and are believed to detract from the heritage 
significance of the main listed prison building.  Their considered 
removal offers significant opportunity for enhancement of 
the heritage value of the Listed Building itself whose national 
significance is recognised in the Listed Building designation.  This 
is particularly true for the north of elevation of the main prison 
building (Formally the main entrance) which is heavily obscured 
by the unsympathetic administration block.  Any new buildings 
agreed within the site footprint could be tempered by the offer 
of conservation reinstatement of the north entrance to the Listed 
Building and conservation repair to this building as a whole.

The design parameters set out within Section 6 of this report 
seek to develop an approach to the future development of the 
building giving guidance on the removal and replacement of 
building to respect the dominance of the listed building, the use 
of building materials and considered change to the Listed Building 
itself.

The statement above refers to above ground heritage only.  The 
potential existence of buried archaeological deposits within 
the site footprint needs to be further quantified to guide the 
demolition, construction and placement of any new buildings 
within the prison site which also sits within the Scheduled 
Monument Boundary defining Reading Abbey.  

7  CONCLUSIONS
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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*.

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 twolight  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.  
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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)

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:

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;
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
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. 
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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 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 

9.1.9 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 
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. 
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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.
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