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Wentworth and Prisoner Cell
Block H: A Definitive
Comparison of Two Australian
Television Icons

Australian television has produced some
unforgettable dramas, but few have captured the
global imagination quite like the gritty, unflinching
world of women in prison. When discussing this
genre, two titans immediately come to mind: the
groundbreaking classic Prisoner Cell Block H and
its modern reimagining, Wentworth. Before we
delve deeper, it is essential to clarify a common
source of confusion: when people search for
"Wentworth Prisoner Cell Block H," they are often
looking for a comparative analysis of these two
distinct series, or they may be referring to the fact
that Wentworth is a modern prequel and
reimagining of the original Prisoner Cell Block H.
This article explores the intricate relationship
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between these two powerhouses, tracing their shared
DNA while celebrating their unique identities.

The Birth of a Genre: Prisoner Cell Block
H

To understand Wentworth, one must first appreciate
the cultural phenomenon that was Prisoner Cell
Block H. Premiering in 1979, this Australian series
ran for an impressive 692 episodes over eight years.
It was broadcast on Network Ten and quickly became
a cult classic, not just in Australia but around the
world, particularly in the United Kingdom where it
gained a massive following. The show was set in the
fictitious Wentworth Detention Centre, a maximum-
security women's prison in Melbourne. The title "Cell
Block H" referred to the high-security wing within the
prison where the most dangerous inmates were
housed.

What made Prisoner Cell Block H so revolutionary
for its time was its unapologetic look at the lives of
women behind bars. It tackled gritty themes such as
corruption, abuse, mental illness, and systemic failure
within the prison system. The characters were
complex, morally grey, and deeply human. From the
tyrannical prison officer Joan "The Freak" Ferguson to
the iconic top dog Bea Smith, the show created a
pantheon of unforgettable characters who have
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remained etched in television history for decades.
The Modern Masterpiece: Wentworth

Fast forward to 2013, and the landscape of television
had changed dramatically. Cable and streaming
platforms allowed for more serialised storytelling,
higher production values, and a darker, more
cinematic approach. It was in this environment that
Wentworth was born. Airing on Foxtel's SoHo
channel (and later on Showcase), Wentworth was
not a direct remake of Prisoner Cell Block H.
Instead, it was a modern prequel and reimagining
that started at the very beginning of Bea Smith's
incarceration.

Where the original series began with Bea Smith
already established as the top dog, Wentworth took
the radical approach of showing her journey. We
meet Bea as a timid, traumatised woman entering
the prison system for the attempted murder of her
abusive husband. Over the course of the first season,
we witness her transformation from a frightened
newcomer to a formidable leader. This narrative
decision allowed audiences to develop a deeper,
more empathetic connection with a character they
thought they already knew. The show ran for seven
seasons from 2013 to 2021, earning critical acclaim
for its writing, acting, and unflinching storytelling.
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Character Crossovers: Shared DNA in the
Wentworth Prisoner Cell Block H
Universe

One of the most fascinating aspects of the
relationship between these two shows is the shared
character universe. When fans search for "Wentworth
Prisoner Cell Block H," they are often looking to
understand how the modern versions of classic
characters compare to their original counterparts. Let
us examine some of the key figures that bridge both
series.

Bea Smith: From Victim to Top Dog

In Prisoner Cell Block H, Bea Smith was introduced
as the top dog, a hardened criminal known for her
quiet strength and lethal reputation. Played by Val
Lehman, this version of Bea was already established
and commanded respect through fear and
experience. In contrast, Wentworth presents a much
more vulnerable version of Bea. Danielle Cormack's
portrayal is layered with raw emotion and trauma.
Watching her evolve over the first four seasons is
devastating and exhilarating in equal measure. While
the original Bea was a static icon, the modern Bea is
a tragic hero whose journey is defined by loss,
revenge, and ultimately, sacrifice.
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Joan "The Freak" Ferguson: Two Takes on a
Villain

Perhaps no character divides fans more when
comparing Wentworth Prisoner Cell Block H than
Joan Ferguson. In the original series, played by
Maggie Kirkpatrick, Joan "The Freak" Ferguson was
the sadistic prison officer who derived pleasure from
tormenting inmates. She was a pantomime villain in
many ways—Ilarger than life, physically imposing, and
utterly devoid of redeeming qualities. Her character
was iconic precisely because of her unapologetic evil.

Wentworth reimagined Joan Ferguson as a complex,
psychologically damaged woman. Played brilliantly by
Pamela Rabe, this version of Ferguson is a prison
governor rather than a guard. She is intelligent,
manipulative, and deeply troubled, with a backstory
involving a traumatic childhood and a fractured
psyche. The modern Ferguson is not just a villain; she
is a character study in narcissism, control, and
mental illness. Her arc spans the entire series, and
she undergoes transformations that the original
character never could have. This reimagining is often
cited as one of the greatest achievements of the
modern series.
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Vera Bennett and Will Jackson: The Evolving
Staff

Another key difference between the two series lies in
the depth given to supporting staff characters. In
Prisoner Cell Block H, Vera Bennett (played by
Anne Phelan) was a stern, often comedic prison
officer. In Wentworth, Vera (played by Kate
Atkinson) is a deeply insecure, neurotic deputy
governor whose journey is central to the show. Her
relationship with Joan Ferguson is a masterclass in
psychological drama. Similarly, Will Jackson existed in
the original series as a sympathetic guard, but in
Wentworth, he becomes a complex character with
his own dark secrets, including a backstory involving
the death of his wife.

Production Values and Storytelling
Approach

The differences in production between Wentworth
Prisoner Cell Block H are stark and reflect the
evolution of television itself. Prisoner Cell Block H
was a product of its era, shot on videotape in a studio
with a multi-camera setup. The sets were relatively
basic, and the show relied heavily on dialogue and
character interaction rather than visual flair. It was
produced quickly, often with multiple episodes airing
per week, which gave it a raw, almost theatrical
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quality.

Wentworth, by contrast, is a cinematic experience.
Filmed in high definition with a single-camera setup,
it uses lighting, music, and editing to create a tense,
immersive atmosphere. The colour palette is
deliberately muted, with cool blues and greys
dominating the prison sets, reflecting the emotional
coldness of the environment. The storytelling is
serialised, with season-long arcs that build to
devastating climaxes. While Prisoner Cell Block H
often resolved storylines within a few episodes,
Wentworth allows narratives to breathe and develop
over multiple seasons.

Themes and Social Commentary

Both series share a commitment to social
commentary, but they approach it differently.
Prisoner Cell Block H was groundbreaking for its
time, addressing issues such as lesbianism, drug
addiction, abortion, and police corruption at a time
when these topics were still taboo on television.
However, the show's tone could sometimes be
melodramatic, and it occasionally leaned into
campiness. The classic series was known for its
strong female characters, but it also reflected the
limitations of its era in terms of diversity and
representation.
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Wentworth modernises these themes with a more
nuanced and intersectional approach. It explores
issues such as Indigenous incarceration, mental
health reform, gender identity, and the privatisation
of prisons. The show is unflinching in its depiction of
violence and trauma, but it never sensationalises
these elements for shock value. Instead, it uses them
to ask deeper questions about justice, redemption,
and the nature of punishment. The modern series
also benefits from a more diverse cast and writers'
room, allowing for more authentic storytelling around
marginalised communities, particularly through
characters like Franky Doyle, Maxine Conway, and
the Indigenous character Doreen Anderson.

Fan Reception and Cultural Legacy

The fan communities surrounding Wentworth
Prisoner Cell Block H are passionate and, at times,
divided. Purists of the original series sometimes
struggle with the darker tone and significant
character changes in Wentworth. They argue that
the original series had a certain charm and wit that
the modern show lacks. However, many fans of the
original have embraced Wentworth as a worthy
successor that honours the spirit of the classic while
forging its own identity.

For a new generation of viewers, Wentworth is often
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the entry point into this universe. Many younger fans
have gone back to watch Prisoner Cell Block H out
of curiosity, discovering a show that, despite its dated
production values, still possesses a raw power and a
unique voice. The cultural legacy of both shows is
immense. Prisoner Cell Block H paved the way for
other prison dramas and remains a beloved cult
classic. Wentworth has been praised as one of the
best Australian television dramas ever made, earning
numerous awards and a dedicated international
fanbase through streaming platforms like Netflix.

Which One Should You Watch First?

For those new to the world of women in prison
dramas, the question often arises: should | watch
Prisoner Cell Block H or Wentworth first? The
answer depends on your tolerance for vintage
television. If you enjoy classic TV with a nostalgic
feel, strong characters, and episodic storytelling, the
original series offers hours of compelling drama.
However, if you prefer modern, serialised narratives
with high production values and a darker, more
realistic tone, Wentworth is the better starting
point.

It is also worth noting that you do not need to have
seen one to enjoy the other. Wentworth works
perfectly as a standalone series. However, watching
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Prisoner Cell Block H enhances the experience by
providing context for the characters and their
relationships. The modern show is filled with Easter
eggs and subtle references that fans of the original
will appreciate, from character names to specific plot
points. For example, the character of Doreen
Anderson in Wentworth was a direct nod to a
character in the original series, and the iconic
episode involving a siege in the prison mirrors a
classic storyline from Prisoner Cell Block H.

Conclusion

The relationship between Wentworth and Prisoner
Cell Block H is a rare example of a reimagining that
honours its source material while boldly charting its
own course. Prisoner Cell Block H laid the
foundation with its fearless exploration of women's
lives and its creation of iconic characters who would
become household names. Wentworth took that
foundation and built a modern masterpiece, elevating
the genre with sophisticated storytelling, stunning
performances, and a commitment to emotional truth.
Together, they represent a remarkable legacy in
Australian television, one that continues to captivate
audiences around the world. Whether you are a long-
time fan of the original or a newcomer drawn to the
modern classic, the world of Wentworth Detention
Centre—in both its forms—offers some of the most
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compelling, heart-wrenching, and unforgettable
drama ever produced for the small screen.
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