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Release 
14 Paintings by Stephen Peterson



Stephen Peterson

Like many artists before him, Stephen Peterson is a story teller. He wants to tell us what’s 

happened to him on his journey through the UK’s criminal justice system, and since his 

release last year, he has more stories to tell.  Unencumbered by formal art training, he 

has developed a diagrammatic technique which allows him to present these experiences as 

clearly as possible, sometimes as a sequence of events. In his series of seven pictures entitled 

Release, Stephen shows the choices a prisoner faces leaving custody.  Many artists have used 

the morality tale format; it’s an effective form of social and political satire.  Stephen’s version 

is his own, personal and poignant.  We are drawn into a complex world in which compromise 

and hypocrisy challenge us at every turn. And as we study each absorbing detail, we recognise 

this world as ours, made unflinchingly visible.  

Artist’s statement and commentary

	 I am a self-taught artist who never did art before going into custody.   Then I started 

to sketch and found it felt very natural to me.  My family sent me books on how to draw 

and paint which I worked through from cover to cover.  At first I copied from books and 

magazines, until an officer who was an artist encouraged me to use my own feelings and 

experiences.  Being in a therapeutic prison gave me inspiration to begin creating my own 

images in my own style;  I developed a way of telling stories through the images  that hold the 

viewers’ attention,  makes them question the image and want to return to it again and again. 

	 Release Day shows the prisoner’s feelings of anxiety on the day of being returned to 

freedom. Clutching his possessions and the lack of clothing depicts his feelings of vulnerability.  

He has walked down the yellow brick road with his prison suntan to a happier and more 

secure future.  Red shoes show that there is no place like home… whatever or wherever 

that may be.  The trees in the background have gone through all the seasons because this day 

has taken so long to come.  A day of relief and happiness is also full of fear and anxiety… he 

has appointments to attend, blurry edged license conditions to adhere to, deadlines to meet, 

public transport to negotiate and on top of all this… it’s raining and his bag has broken.



2. The Resettlement Bubble (Acrylic on canvas 70cm x 50cm)    

	 This shows where you might go on release: Home and family, Hostel or homelessness, 

and what kind of support you may or may not have.  Its assumed he’s happy to be released,  

that he’s already forgotten what the back of his cell door looks like, the feeling of being strip 

searched,  controlled,  bullied  and  humiliated on a regular basis.

	 The first bubble shows the welcoming arms of his family who want to protect him and 

wrap him in cotton wool.  After looking after himself for so long, will this feel suffocating? it’s 

what he has dreamt about but the feelings may not match the dream, and lead to reminiscing 

about the second bubble.  Here he has no family and only has his past to go back to - 

superficial friends welcoming him back into the fold. He’s put on a pedestal because he’s done 

time… He’s the Man… if only they knew what he felt inside.  He’s drawn back to his past but 

wants a better future.  He wants to change but people won’t let him…  They think hostels are 

good because of the supervision, as long as they’re not on their doorstep.  And they’re full of 

ex-criminals and drug users… he feels like he is still in custody without the high walls.

	 In the third bubble he is sleeping on a bench dreaming about support he really needs 

on release - which is the most frightening time since he first entered custody.  Being released 

from custody is as frightening as first entering it…



3. Support Outweighs Temptation  (Acrylic on canvas 70cm x 50cm) 

	 The third canvas depicts different types of support available to help avoid temptations 

that can lead to the slippery slope back into custody if not avoided.  They can help build 

bridges back into the community, family and friends.

	 In the distance is a mirage;  a prison gate representing the consequence of falling into 

temptation of any kind after release from custody.  Some of these temptations can catch you 

off guard if you are not aware and prepared for them.  The image depicts an A.A. and N.A. 

support group which can be a very positive part of an individual’s support network but these 

places can also be mine fields of people who fall off the wagon, who were not on it in the 

first place and don’t have any issue with taking others down with them.  Individuals also have 

their own temptations, and it is about reaching out to others and asking for help if or when 

temptation arises.  



 4.  Brainwashed Society (Acrylic on canvas 50cm x 40cm) 

	 The fourth canvas shows the media’s influence on society regarding rehabilitation, 

casting doubt on people’s ability to change. This image was made to look dark - its the 

witching hour…  In the background are three versions of the released character.  On the left 

he’s hung out to dry, on the right constantly hearing that ‘a leopard can’t change its spots’.   

The crowd behind him shows a pack mentality created by the media.  They only ever get 

to know about the minority released from custody who mess up - sometimes from lack of 

support, guidance and acceptance back into society - and not about the majority who make 

their future a success.  If you treat someone like an animal, they are likely to behave like one.  

Some agencies try to get the positive message across, but the media’s negativity drowns this 

out.

	 In the middle background the character has been hung up and fed to the dogs, a phrase 

heard in custody from some mouths supposed to be professionals. The foreground shows 

where attitudes and stereotypes come from.  If it’s in print it has to be true, so regurgitate it 

for our children and teach them to be part of the pack.  This creates a brain-washed society, 

not a healthy one.



5. The Futures What You Make It  (Acrylic on canvas 70cm x 50cm) 

	 The fifth canvas illustrates the principles of equality and diversity employers claim to 

abide by. It is also a political comment on the state of the economy and how hard it is to get 

a job if you have a criminal record.

	 I painted this during the London riots, so some of the imagery reflects this.  Another 

important influence came from family and friends who had lost their jobs through the recession 

or from the opening of the floodgates from the E.U and had been trying to get back into 

work.  It is a scary thought when released… ‘How will anyone with a criminal record find a 

job, if all these people can’t get one?’  They need to jump through many hoops, walk on water 

and over hot coals just to be put on the scrap heap because individuals with a criminal record 

do not deserve a job. 

	 Many people feel that support and help when available is given to the wrong people.  

The state of the economy and people’s feelings about the future is in the hands of the fat-cat 

bankers and the government who appear to be tearing people’s future apart.  Maybe the only 

opportunities and future we can rely on are the ones we make for ourselves.



6. Disclosure Diner (Acrylic on canvas 70cm x 50cm) 

		  The sixth canvas is about criminal record disclosure, licence conditions and the 

role the probation service plays in this.  It shows how disclosure can be both a positive and 

negative experience; you should be prepared for those feelings which come from rejection.

	 I show Probation as wolves in sheep’s clothing. They wear different hats when dealing 

with those released from custody and with the public. Their main role is to protect the public, 

as seen in the foreground.  The background is about being proactive around the subject of 

disclosure with family and friends so that they can give appropriate levels of help and support.  

This enables them to challenge negative behaviour, or help solve difficult problems.  The 

character looking into the mirror represents confidence, self-esteem, someone happy in their 

own company and recognising their achievements since release.

	 In the foreground the discloser - who knows this has to be done for the good of 

everyone -  feels embarrassed that his dirty laundry is being aired in public.  Disclosure is not 

done in a public place but that’s how it feels.  Many who have never been in custody also have 

times of their life they are ashamed of or don’t like to talk about.  What if they had too…..



7.  We Hoped This Day Would Never Come (Acrylic on canvas 50cm x 40cm) 

	 The seventh canvas attempts to cover the feelings and concerns of a victim who is made 

aware of an individual’s release from prison.

	 In this image the victim wants to feel safe and secure, worrying whether they will see 

the perpetrator.  They are trying to disappear and remove their identity through fear of being 

found.  They want extra security so they can feel safe in their own home.  The bloodhound 

character takes on a different role in this image… this idea came from the phone tapping of 

victims by the media to help sell their newspapers.
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