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The National Poetry Competition, run by The Poetry Society, is one of the world’s most prestigious prizes for  

a single unpublished poem. The 2020 competition is now open for entries. 

 

This year’s trio of expert judges are renowned as award-winning poets and editors. Poet Neil Astley, the distinguished 

editor of the poetry publishing house Bloodaxe Books, is well known for best-selling anthologies such as Being Human and 

Staying Alive. Jonathan Edwards has won the Costa Poetry Award and is the current editor of Poetry Wales. Poet Karen 

McCarthy Woolf has been recognised by awards including the Forward Felix Dennis and Fenton Aldeburgh prizes. She  

is editor of the influential Complete Works programme anthologies Ten and Ten: The New Wave showcasing British  

poets from diverse backgrounds. 

 

Karen McCarthy Woolf said: 

“We are living in extraordinary times, and now more than ever, we are facing political, cultural and social 

complexities that only extraordinary poems can witness. An exciting poem not only seeks to express a higher 

purpose, it invites the reader to embark on a journey of discovery. Sometimes that journey is unsettling, it 

reveals rather than explains; it pushes at the boundaries, whether formal or thematic. Above all, I like poems 

that make me feel as well as think – that reward attention with a whole new way of viewing and 

understanding the world.” 

Extraordinary poems for 
extraordinary times 

The 2020 National Poetry 
Competition is launched

L to r: National Poetry Competition judges Neil Astley (photo: Pamela Robertson-Pearce); Karen McCarthy Woolf; Jonathan Edwards. 
NPC 2020 artwork by Arna Miller. arnamiller.com

Neil Astley, Jonathan Edwards and Karen McCarthy Woolf 
are the judges of the National Poetry Competition 2020, 
which is now open for entries
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Fellow judge Jonathan Edwards added: 

“I can’t wait to read the entries for the National Poetry Competition. I’m looking forward to poems which 

look great on the page and which sing when read aloud, which say something brand new in a way so perfect I 

can’t believe it hasn’t been said before.” 

 

Since it launched in 1978 the National Poetry Competition has been a hugely important milestone in the careers of many 

of today’s leading poets, with previous winners including Helen Dunmore, Ruth Padel, Carol Ann Duffy, Jo Shapcott and 

Tony Harrison. The competition continues to expand in popularity and reach – in 2019 some 7,000 entrants submitted 

over 16,500 poems, from every corner of the UK and 87 countries around the world. 

 

Work from poets at every stage of their writing careers is welcome, and the judges read all entries via an anonymised 

judging process, only discovering the identity of the winner after making their final decision. The competition has 

recognised previously unpublished newcomers, established names, and emerging talents 

  

The judges will be looking forward to reading poems that probe the full range of ideas, themes and forms. Recent winners 

have included Stephen Sexton, Wayne Holloway-Smith and Susannah Hart. Hart’s 2019 winning poem, ‘Reading the 

Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy’ drew on her work as a primary school governor, and the language of policy 

documents. The 2020 judges expect to discover a richly various selection of poems, offering just as many surprises. 

 

There’s a first prize of £5000, a second prize of £2000, a third prize of £1000 and commendations of £200 each. 

 

Between now and the deadline of 31 October 2020, the Poetry Society will also be releasing free writing resources and 

digital content from some of the UK’s top poets to help people get inspired. Full details including how to enter are online 

at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 

  

Running alongside the National Poetry Competition is the Peggy Poole Award, a mentoring scheme that helps emerging 

writers in the North West of England develop their craft. The award is made in memory of poet and broadcaster Peggy 

Poole. The mentor-judge for 2020 is leading Irish poet Vona Groarke. Vona will select a winner of the Peggy Poole Award 

from poems submitted to the National Poetry Competition from the North West. 

  

To accompany the competition, The Poetry Society has commissioned celebrated artist Arna Miller to conjure an image 

that represents the magic and mystery of the creative process (above). 

 

 
 
 

– ENDS – 
MEDIA ENQUIRIES: for further information, images  

or to arrange interviews, please contact: Ben Rogers or Oliver Fox 
Tel: 020 7420 9880 • Email: brogers@poetrysociety.org.uk / ofox@poetrysociety.org.uk 
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Notes to Editors 
 

National Poetry Competition judges 
 
Neil Astley 

Neil Astley is the editor of Bloodaxe Books which he founded in 1978. His books include many anthologies, most notably those in  
the Staying Alive series: Staying Alive (2002), Being Alive (2004), Being Human (2011) and Staying Human (2020), along with three 
collaborations with Pamela Robertson-Pearce, Soul Food, and the DVD-books In Person: 30 Poets and In Person: World Poets. He 
received an Eric Gregory Award for his poetry, and has published two poetry collections, Darwin Survivor and Biting My Tongue, as 
well as two novels, The End of My Tether (shortlisted for the Whitbread First Novel Award), and The Sheep Who Changed the World. 

Photo: Pamela Robertson-Pearce.  
 
Jonathan Edwards 

Jonathan Edwards’ first collection, My Family and Other Superheroes (Seren, 2014), received the Costa Poetry Award and the Wales 
Book of the Year People’s Choice Award. It was shortlisted for the Fenton Aldeburgh First Collection Prize. His second collection, Gen 
(Seren, 2018), also received the Wales Book of the Year People’s Choice Award, and in 2019 his poem about Newport Bridge was 
shortlisted for the Forward Prize for Best Single Poem. He lives in Crosskeys, South Wales, and is editor of Poetry Wales. 
 

 
Karen McCarthy Woolf 

Born in London to English and Jamaican parents Karen McCarthy Woolf is a poet, broadcaster and editor of five literary anthologies. 
Her poems are translated into Spanish, Turkish, Italian, Dutch and Swedish. Her collection An Aviary of Small Birds was described as a 
“pitch perfect” début (Guardian); her latest, Seasonal Disturbances, explores climate crisis, migration, the city and the sacred. Bridget 
Minamore says it “feels like watching an avant-garde disaster movie: small slices of information swirling amongst the fast-moving 
scenes”. A Complete Works alumna, Karen is a Fulbright postdoctoral Scholar at UCLA where she is Writer in Residence for the 

Promise Institute for Human Rights.  

 
The National Poetry Competition 
 
Established in 1978, the Poetry Society’s National Poetry Competition is one of the world’s biggest and most prestigious poetry contests. There are 
three winners and seven commendations annually. Winners include both established and emerging poets, and for many the prize has proved an 
important career milestone. Previous winners include the current UK Poet Laureate Carol Ann Duffy, Tony Harrison, Ruth Padel, Sinéad Morrissey 
and Jo Shapcott. poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 

 
The Peggy Poole Award 
 
The Peggy Poole Award is a mentoring scheme that helps emerging writers in the North West to develop their craft. The award is in memory of poet 
and broadcaster Peggy Poole. The mentor-judge for 2020 is Vona Groarke. Vona will select a winner of the Peggy Poole Award based on poems 
submitted to the National Poetry Competition by poets currently living in the North West of England. poetrysociety.org.uk/peggypoole 

 
Vona Groarke 

Vona Groarke has published seven poetry collections with Gallery Press, the latest being Double Negative (2019). Her Selected Poems 
won the 2017 Pigott Prize for best Irish collection. Her 2016 book-length personal essay on art frames, middle age and much else, Four 
Sides Full, was described in the Irish Times as, “as moving as it is erudite and elegant”. A Cullman Fellow at the New York Public 
Library 2018-19; former editor of Poetry Ireland Review and selector for the Poetry Book Society, she teaches at the University of 
Manchester and otherwise lives on a smallholding in south Co. Sligo. 

 
The Poetry Society 
 
The Poetry Society was founded in 1909 to promote a “more general recognition and appreciation of poetry”. Since then, it has grown into one  
of Britain’s most dynamic arts organisations, representing British poetry both nationally and internationally. Today it has a thriving worldwide 
membership and publishes Britain’s leading poetry magazine, The Poetry Review. With innovative education and commissioning programmes,  
and a packed calendar of performances, readings and competitions, The Poetry Society champions poetry for all.  
Visit poetrysociety.org.uk  /  youngpoetsnetwork.org.uk  /  Find The Poetry Society on Facebook / Twitter @PoetrySociety /  
Instagram @thepoetrysociety  
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Arna Miller 
 
Arna Miller, who produced the artwork for this year’s National Poetry Competition, worked for  
an architecture firm before becoming an artist. She says, “I draw in pencil and use visual references 
from books and the internet. My aim is to create narrative illustrations that depict magical moments.  
I find inspiration in book illustrations, vintage packaging, matchboxes, magic show posters, and 
early-twentieth century illustrations. I often use text to tell part of the story, but like to leave most  
of the narrative up to the viewer.” arnamiller.com 


