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The Thameside groups are part of the 
Prison Reading Groups (PRG) network, 
sponsored by the University of Roehamp-
ton and generously supported by charities 
including Give A Book www.giveabook.
org.uk
If your prison doesn’t have a reading group, 
encourage your librarian to have a look at 
the PRG website www.roehampton.ac.uk/
prison-reading-groups
PRG also worked with National Prison 
Radio to set up their book club. If you have 
access to NPR, listen out for details and 
ways to take part.

Making the decision to turn off a beloved 
brother’s life support system after eight years 
of keeping him alive through ‘clinically as-
sisted nutrition and hydration’ or, in plain 
language, tube-feeding, is fortunately not one 
that falls to many people. 

However, it is also a rare person that is able to 
write down the story of that decision, includ-
ing the circumstances leading up to it and its 
aftermath, with the clarity, humanity, courage 
and wit of Cathy Rentzenbrink who recently 
visited HMP Thameside to discuss her just-
published account of those events.

The eagerly anticipated visit was a huge 
success with a well-attended book club 
session, most of the participants having fi n-
ished or almost fi nished the book and being 
happy to engage with Ms Rentzenbrink in 
spirited discussions about life, death and eve-
rything in between. One of the book club 
members was inspired to contribute the fol-
lowing review.

The Last Act of Love
Book Club sessions at HMP Thameside Library 
are frequently visited by distinguished authors 
willing to share their passion for literature and 
discuss their own work. Thanks to Neil’s 
(Library Lead) efforts in reaching out to poten-
tial guests, we’ve had a rare and exclusive op-
portunity to talk to celebrity calibre personali-
ties such as Andy McNab and Russell Brand. 
During our last session Thameside Library had 
the pleasure to host our perhaps most special 
guest to date - Cathy Rentzenbrink - who re-
cently released her fi rst and very special book 
- ‘The Last Act of Love’.

Since Book Club members receive free copies 
of the books before they are discussed, every-
one had an opportunity to read Cathy’s 
memoir and prepare questions and comments 
for the author. It was a lovely hardback copy: 
beautifully designed, printed on high quality 
paper which made reading it all the more 
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HMP Thameside enjoyed a recent visit from author Cathy 
Rentzenbrink when she came to discuss her new book, The 
Last Act of Love. The report comes from PRG volunteer 
Maggie Gallagher, and one of the reading group members

There are several Reader groups on the Westgate 
unit at HMP Frankland, some led by prisoners. 
Andy, a resident of Westgate, discusses a group he 
led reading a short story by Chekhov

Shared Reading

The Reader is an award-winning charitable 
social enterprise working to connect 
people through great literature. In weekly 
sessions, a practitioner reads aloud a short 
story or extract and a poem. Anyone in the 
group may choose to read too: some do, 
others don’t. In this way, connections are 
made with thoughts and feelings; some 
people refl ect on these privately, others are 
more vocal. Either is fi ne. The emphasis is 
on enjoying the literature.

pleasurable. During the session, each member 
spoke in turn, expressing his opinion about 
‘The Last Act of Love’ and praising Cathy for 
the accomplishment of publishing such a suc-
cessful and moving fi rst book. Next, Cathy 
talked to us about the struggles of writing 
such an emotional book and the role it played 
in the healing process of dealing with the grief 
and guilt in losing her brother. We talked 
about the beauty of damaged people, some-
thing prisoners could easily relate to, and the 
Japanese art of fi xing broken china in a way 
which exposes and embraces the damage. 

Our lovely morning session concluded with a 
book-signing (for which Cathy used the trade-
mark purple fountain pen) and photo-taking. 
It was a remarkable experience, one that HMP 
Thameside was privileged to have facilitated. 

Maggie adds: ‘The group also enjoyed the 
author’s descriptions of how she creates char-
acters (she is currently writing a work of 
fi ction) and about the use of creative writing 
as therapy - something to which many in the 
group related.

The next book for our group is Rose Tremain’s 
2008 novel, ‘The Road Home’, about an east 
European immigrant’s struggles on arrival in 
Britain.’

The third session of the morning is peer-led, 
allowing prisoners who have completed the 
DIY shared reading course to facilitate if they 
want. The third and fi nal session of the 
morning can be a ‘tough crowd’ as some of the 
lads are all read out after two hours. I chose 
Anton Chekhov’s short story A Work of Art.

Luckily the group seemed up for it and the 
story’s humour kept it from seeming hard going.

At the outset we were introduced to Sasha 
Smirnov, the only son of a widowed mother, 
thanking Dr Koshelkov for saving his life. This 
thanks culminates in Sasha presenting the 
doctor with a bronze candelabra. The doctor’s 
views were summed up thus: “The serpent-
tempter himself could not have invented 
anything worse … why to put such a phantas-
magoria on the table would be defi ling the 
whole fl at.” He is also worried that children 
and women would see it as the form depicts 
two naked women with ‘coquettish smiles’. 
This idea of bowing to the perceptions of 
others rather than ones own artistic prefer-
ences led to our fi rst discussion. 

Z thought the doctor should keep and display 
the gift. I prompted him further and he added 
confi dently “It’s rude not to accept and display 
this thing given the importance it has for 
Sasha, the opinions of others shouldn’t matter.” 
There was a general murmured agreement to 
this view which I felt was missing something 
as others opinions often do matter. J put this 
into words tentatively with “the doctor’s 
business could suffer as a result” and “he 
could keep it somewhere the public wouldn’t 
see it.” A nice balance was found between 
these views with the group deciding in a case 
like this that there are no easy answers with 
considerations not readily apparent.

B took up the next section which was excellent 
as he is usually very reserved. We continued 
reading about the doctor’s dilemma with 
Sasha’s advice being to “rise superior to the 
crowd.” For a while the doctor is convinced to 
keep the gift but once Sasha leaves decides to 
give the troublesome thing away to his friend 
the lawyer Uhov.

I could tell N had something to say which I 
jumped on as he is a quiet group member who 
doesn’t talk much but when he does it is 
always interesting. “It feels wrong somehow” 
he said, unsure why exactly but trying to work 
the answer out. “He should have kept it, if 
feels dishonest to give it away.” He added, 
“Once you get a gift the person who gave it 
thinks you will keep it, this seems underhand.” 
We picked this view apart a bit and most 
agreed the lawyer should have kept it.

The lawyer Uhov is at fi rst moved to ‘inde-
scribable delight’ by the piece but then 
considers that his mother and clients would 
see it. Once the doctor departs Uhov resolves 
to give it away to Shashkin the comedian, with 
R likening the candelabra to a ‘hot potato’ 
that no one can hold onto for long. The 
comedy of the situation wasn’t lost on the 
group with members openly laughing at the 
absurdity adding to the light-heartedness that 
was working so well with no ‘3rd session 
blues’. The pattern had been set with the 
anticipated actions of the next owner Shashkin 
who found he didn’t want the actresses who 
visited him to see it due to embarrassment.

The group were laughing and rolling their 
eyes as the story came full circle. Shashkin 
hears of an old lady, Madam Smirnov, the 
mother of young Sasha, who collects such 
things. Everyone could see the punch line 
coming. Sasha’s mother accepts the candela-
bra, thinking it the pair to the original given to 
the doctor at the start. Sasha runs excitedly to 
the doctor presenting him with the same can-
delabra he had at the beginning. The group 
was delighted by this with B saying this was 
“the best short story” he had yet read. I had 
been worried that the whimsical jokey tale 
would irritate the group and was very pleased 
it was accepted in what felt like the right 
humour. 

Another discussion arose about what defi nes 
art as art. C threw out a question: “What makes 
some art more desirable and expensive?” I asked 
“what was more important: artistic intention 
or perhaps the process involved in making it?”

J was of the opinion that “intention and 
emotion matter more that process”.

Understandably we couldn’t defi ne exactly 
what makes art good or bad, worthwhile or 
not. I think the group coming to this realisa-
tion was important and being okay with not 
pinning it down was enlightening for everyone.

Prisoners who can read 
teach prisoners who can’t
The Shannon Trust Reading Plan (Turning 
Pages) is a simple & effi cient way of  
helping people to learn to read.

If you would like more information on how to 
become involved, as either a Mentor or a Learner, 
contact the Reading Plan Lead in your prison (ask 
a Shannon Trust Mentor who this is) or write to: 
Shannon Trust, Freepost RTKY-RUXG-KGYH 
The Foundry, 17-19 Oval Way, 
LONDON SE11 5RR.

ShannonTrust

TurningPages

Cathy Rentzenbrink (left) 
and PRG volunteer Maggie Gallagher


