
Art Appreciation Visit To Bridewell Museum Norwich  

On Wednesday 12 January 2022, nine Members of the Art Appreciation Group visited the Bridewell Museum in 

Norwich. We were able to take advantage of the Norwich Airport Park and Ride (P&R) which is about a 15 minute 

bus journey to Norwich Castle with the museum being about 5 minutes walk away. (And we were able to use our 

pensioner bus passes to halve the P&R charges.)  

Before our visit we were totally unaware of the Bridewell Museum but it proved to be a very interesting find. Very 

little of the original 14th century building survives (save the flintwork facade on Bridewell Alley.) In the 15th Century 

Norwich Corporation had a problem with transient beggars and poor residents who relied on charity, so the 

Corporation decided to use the building (known as the Bridewell) as a house of correction to set the men to work at 

manual labour such as cutting wood and grinding malt with women trained to spin and card wool. The inmates were 

subject to shackling, whippings and the stocks. They worked from 5 a.m. to 8 p.m. in the summer and 7 a.m. to 6 

p.m. in the winter.  

In the 1560s the Norwich textiles industry was in crisis. In an effort to revitalise it City leaders invited 30 families of 

Protestant refugees from the Low Countries to settle and share their skills with local weavers. These people were 

called ‘Strangers’. By 1600 around a third of people in Norwich were from ‘Stranger’ families. Most of the Bridewell 

site was destroyed by fire in 1751. The prisoners were rushed to safety. Following a rebuild it remained as a prison 

until 1828 when it served as a tobacco factory, then a leather warehouse and finally a shoe factory until the 1920s 

when it was granted to the City as a museum of local industry. As well as the history of the building, the very many 

fine displays exhibit as its major focus the trades that made Norwich the second wealthiest city in England during the 

middle ages. These included weaving, chocolate, lace and shoe making and mustard production.  

 
A family story from the 1910s and 1920s – a  

typically informative exhibit at the Bridewell Museum 

Additionally there are local objects as diverse as a Victorian loom and a 19th century fire engine. There are 

recreations of historic rooms, including a smithy, a pawnbroker’s shop, a brewery and a pharmacy. In 1912 

devastating floods hit Norwich with 1 in 5 houses left unfit to live in. Slum clearance followed. 

 Visitors can learn about the history of Norwich City Football Club, how residents coped with the Great Depression 

and two World Wars as well as archival films from the early years of the 20th century. The modern era is not 

overlooked. There are exhibits showing how Norwich has changed following the war years with the growth of 

housing estates in the second half of the 20th century.  

Bridewell prison is brought to life through audio-visual displays and there are stories of real people who existed in 

dire conditions over the centuries. All in all the Bridewell is a very interesting place to visit, and we would 

recommend it. It is a relatively small building containing a number of galleries.  



Most of us spent around 2 to 3 hours there but we could have spent longer if we had listened to all the audio 

presentations and looked through all the materials stored in the cabinets.  

Definitely worth another visit. Situated in the centre of Norwich, there are plenty of places to go for lunch. After 

lunch we visited the East Gallery of the Norwich University of the Arts, just a short walk from the Bridewell. The 

organisation ‘Hospital Rooms’ had combined with Northside House, Norwich, the secure mental health unit where 

they had transformed bleak and uninspiring hospital spaces by inviting acclaimed artists to work with patients and 

staff to create unique site-specific artwork.  

We saw examples of the artworks and a short video explaining the project.  
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