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JAILBIRDS

“It’s women 
of all shapes, 

sizes, race and 
strata”
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Set in a modern-day women’s prison, Wentworth 
is a reboot of cult drama Prisoner. The critically 
acclaimed show has had favourable comparisons 
to Breaking Bad, and is hugely successful both 
at home and abroad. With a fifth season in 
production for Foxtel’s SoHo channel, Australia’s 
home for HBO programming, and the format 
already sold to Germany, Holland and Belgium, 
Wentworth is here to stay.

One of the key movers behind Wentworth’s 
success is Jo Porter, Director of Drama at 
FremantleMedia Australia. Although too young to 
have seen the original (“My parents didn’t think 
it was suitable viewing for a young lady”, she 
jokes), Porter speaks proudly of a show that gives 
Australia’s female actors opportunities hard to 
find elsewhere.

“It’s women of all shapes, sizes, race and strata”, 
says Porter. “This was the case with the original 
and we’re proud to be keeping that tradition.” 
Expanding on how this appeals to viewers, she 
says: “They aren’t the norm. There’s a recognition 
from audiences who see part of themselves, and 
that is very powerful.” 

The themes and experiences of incarceration, 
particularly for women, remain the same 
wherever they are found - strangers being thrust 
together, and bonds being formed between those 
with nothing in common but their imprisonment. 
These are the reasons why Wentworth continues 
to be a success, whether as a revival or as a 
readily adaptable format with hours of scripts to 
draw upon.

“It’s a fairytale in reverse,” says FremantleMedia 
Belgium’s Dave Heuten, summing up Wentworth 
neatly. Working with production company 
Marmalade, Heuten and his team have taken 
the format to bring a local version to the Belgian 
audience. “There are only women in the series, 
which is something we’ve never seen in Belgium, 
and that’s what attracted me”, he continues. “With 
men there’s usually a fight going on and that’s it, 
but with this show there’s more conversation.” 

What’s more, being set in a women’s prison gives 
its predominantly female cast the chance to bring 
nuances and complexities they might not find 
in other roles. Thus Wentworth makes itself very 
desirable to the finest talent available. “Every 
territory that has adapted it has said how much 
they’ve enjoyed the ability to attract the very best 
actors”, says Porter.

Having drawn on both the Australian and Dutch 
version for his own adaptation, Heuten has solid 
advice for anyone else looking to buy the format. 
“Study as many episodes as you can, from as many 
different countries”, he says. “Don’t think you have 
to re-write, because it’s already out there. Use the 
international knowledge.”

Universal stories are what hold the potential 
for Wentworth to run far into the future, and, 
as an ensemble piece, the drama isn’t reliant on 
one central character. “This allows you to keep 
refreshing the pool of interesting and complex 
personalities”, says Porter. And while Prisoner’s 
692-episode run might be hard to beat, it’s also 
a challenge to rise to. “We’re very happy to 
keep making this for a very long time. We have 
ambitions to go and go and go.” •

There are three words that spring to 
mind when considering Australian drama 
Wentworth: opportunity, universality and 
ambition. Not the kind of words usually 
associated with prison – but then, that’s what 
makes this format so special.

“Every territory that has 
adapted it has said how much 
they’ve enjoyed the ability to 
attract the very best actors”


