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Marvin Thompson has been chosen as the winner of the prestigious National Poetry Competition, for his poem 

‘The Fruit of the Spirit is Love (Galatians 5:22)’. 
 

Judges Neil Astley, Jonathan Edwards and Karen McCarthy Woolf selected the winning poem from 18,113 poems entered 
into the competition from 7,472 poets in 95 countries. All of the poems were read anonymously by the judges.  
 
A poem that alludes to much outside itself, including Dante, the Bible, music, film and TV, ‘The Fruit of the Spirit is 
Love (Galatians 5:22)’ is a work spanning decades featuring multiple lives and histories, some literary and historical, some 
personal, some painful, some shameful, packed into its nineteen lines (the poem appears at the end of this release). 
 
Karen McCarthy Woolf, said: 

 
“What distinguishes ‘The Fruit of the Spirit is Love’ is how it operates on multiple, complex levels yet 
speaks in a voice that is fresh, honest and brave.  
 
“Specific in its geography, natural in diction, this is a poem that asks many distinctly contemporary 
questions that make you feel as if it could only have been written here and now, in 21st century post-
Brexit Britain. What is it to raise dual-heritage children in the UK, and specifically in Wales? How does 
black identity shape itself in a white environment, where allegiance to a predominantly hostile flag is the 
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paradox of belonging? Will these children be loyal to Wu-Tang or sing hymns in the Welsh choir? Or, as 
the poem demonstrates, will they do all of these things at once, in a manner that is seemingly effortless? 
 
“These are big questions, which, one might argue, only the best poetry is fit to answer. That Thompson 
does so with such concision and formal dexterity is a delight – the variation on the villanelle being the 
perfect choice for such existential enquiry. In addition, the poem’s Biblical intertextuality provides a 
historical and spiritual context that situates it as a work in conversation with the Caribbean and diaspora. 
That it includes the word cwtch can only be a bonus.”  
 

Marvin Thompson’s win follows on from his applauded debut poetry collection, Road Trip, which was a Poetry Book 
Society Recommendation and selected as one of its five Black Lives Matter Inspiration books. It was also one of 40 
collections the Forward Arts Foundation recommended for National Poetry Day. Road Trip was chosen by the Daily 
Telegraph as one of the Poetry Books of the Year for 2020, and described by The Guardian as an “invigorating journey 
through complexities of black British family life.” 
 
Marvin Thompson said of the win: 

 
“When I received the phone call confirming that I was the winner of the National Poetry Competition,  
I screamed. My Dual Heritage children stared at me, wondering what was going on.” 
 

About the poem, Marvin said: 
 
“As with all my poems, ‘The Fruit of the Spirit is Love’ was written for my children. Like all my poems,  
it is a gift to their future selves. A poem to be read on nights when the weight of being a Dual Heritage 
person in Britain feels too heavy to bear. 
 
“My poem is for my parents. When they were born in Jamaica, they were British by way of Empire. When 
they made their home in London, they encountered racism. And friendship. And love. 
 
“My poem is for anyone who has felt discrimination pressing on their ribs, air being squeezed out of  
their lungs.  
 
“My poem is for everyone, everywhere who lives their life seeking and believing in love.  
 
“My home and my children’s home is Wales. As such, it feels vital that I add my voice to Wales’s rich 
literary culture. This is a culture in which, increasingly, diversity and difference are celebrated.  
 
“In these challenging times, it is my hope that my poem inspires others to make poetry part of their 
everyday lives.” 

 
Since it began in 1978 the National Poetry Competition has been an important milestone in the careers of many leading 
poets, with previous winners including Sinéad Morrissey, Ruth Padel, James Berry, Carol Ann Duffy, Jo Shapcott and 
Tony Harrison.  
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Internationally praised and recognised the National Poetry Competition continues to see an increase in entries year-on-
year (2020 saw a 9% increase in poems and a 7% increase in entrants compared with 2019). As well as the 2020 
competition receiving entries from every UK postcode area, there is an increasing proportion of entrants in the latest 
competition (24%) from overseas (21% in 2019 and 19% in 2018).  
 
Marvin Thompson wins £5,000 for his First Prize poem. Nine other winners were also named in the National Poetry 
Competition, including Iain Twiddy for his poem ‘Fence’ (Second Prize, £2,000), Jack Nicholls for ‘Mum with Sword’ 
(Third Prize, £1,000) and seven commended poets (£200 each): Marie Baléo for ‘Peregrines’; Vanessa Lampert for ‘Sand’; 
Mark Pajak for ‘Trick’; Luke Allan for ‘Something to Show For It’; Daniel Bennett for ‘Clickbait’; Jennifer Hyde for 
‘Lifesaving’; and Susannah Hart for ‘Song of my auntie’. Susannah Hart (last year’s first prize winner) and Mark Pajak 
succeed in reaching the prizes for the second consecutive year. 
 
All the winning poems will be published on The Poetry Society’s website at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc. The top three 
poems will be published in the Spring 2021 issue of The Poetry Society’s poetry journal, The Poetry Review. 
 
The next National Poetry Competition will be open in May with full details on how to enter at 
www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc.The closing date is 31st October 2021.  
 
 

– ENDS – 
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Notes to Editors 
 
National Poetry Competition winners 
 

Marvin Thompson – First Prize for ‘The Fruit of the Spirit is Love (Galatians 5:22)’ 
Marvin Thompson was born in London to Jamaican parents and now lives in mountainous south Wales. His debut poetry collection, 
Road Trip (Peepal Tree, 2020), was a Poetry Book Society Recommendation and selected as one of its five Black Lives Matter 
Inspiration books. It was also one of forty recommended collections for National Poetry Day 2020. The Guardian described Road Trip 
as an “invigorating journey through complexities of black British family life”; it was selected by The Telegraph as one of the Poetry 

Books of the Year for 2020. 
 

Iain Twiddy – Second Prize for ‘Fence’ 
Iain Twiddy studied literature at university, and lived for several years in northern Japan. His poetry has appeared in The Poetry Review, 
Harvard Review, The London Magazine, Poetry Ireland Review, Harvard Review, The Stinging Fly, and elsewhere. He has 
written two critical studies, Pastoral Elegy in Contemporary British and Irish Poetry (2012) and Cancer Poetry (2015). 
 

 
Jack Nicholls – Third Prize for ‘Mum with Sword’ 
Jack Nicholls is the author of Meat Songs, an Emma Press pamphlet, and his poems have featured in publications such as The Poetry 
Review, The Tangerine and The Scores. His first play Harsh Noise Wall received a rehearsed reading at the Royal Court Theatre and was 
longlisted for the 2019 Bruntwood Prize. He comes from Cornwall and lives in Manchester, where he works as a tutor and runs writing 
workshops for the Portico Library. Photo: Julie Burrow. 
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Seven poets were commended in this year’s National Poetry Competition. They were: 
 

Luke Allan 
Luke Allan is poetry editor at Partus Press and co-edits the magazines Pain and Oxford Poetry. Originally from Newcastle, he studied 
literature and creative writing at UEA and Oxford and was formerly managing editor at Carcanet Press and PN Review. Recently he 
won the Charles Causley International Poetry Competition, and was placed second in the Bridport Poetry Prize and third in the Mick 
Imlah Poetry Prize. 

 
Marie Baléo 
Marie Baléo is a French writer, poet, and editor born in 1990, who writes in English, her second language. Her work has appeared in 
Yemassee, CutBank, Passages North, Redivider, Salamander, and elsewhere. She has been nominated for four Best of the Net awards and 
her forthcoming chapbook was longlisted for the [PANK] Book Contest. Marie is one of the editors of Panorama: The Journal of 
Intelligent Travel and of the European review Le Grand Continent. She is an alumna of Washington University in St. Louis. 
 
Daniel Bennett 
Daniel Bennett was born in Shropshire and lives in East London. His poems have been published in numerous places, including Wild 
Court, Poetry Birmingham Literary Journal and Structo, and his first collection West South North, North South East was published in 2019 
by The High Window Press. He is also the author of a novel, All The Dogs. 
 

 
Susannah Hart 
Susannah’s poems have been widely published in magazines and online, including Smiths Knoll, Magma, The North, The Rialto and 
Poetry London. Her debut collection Out of True won the Live Canon First Collection Prize in 2018 and her poem ‘Reading the 
Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy’ won first prize in the 2019 National Poetry Competition. Susannah is on the board of 
Magma Poetry. She works as a freelance copywriter and is a long-serving governor at her local primary school. She lives in London with 

her husband and two sons. Photo: Ged Equi. 
 

Jennifer Hyde  
Jennifer Hyde came third in a school poetry contest at age nine, and has secretly written poems ever since. She studied languages and 
literature at the University of Oxford, before working as an actor in Colombia for six years, where she saved her parents from drowning 
in the sea. This event provided her with the opportunity to write a poem about something other than boys. She is currently writing a 
collection of poems and three screenplays, most of which are about boys. She resentfully lives in her hometown of Croydon. 

 
Vanessa Lampert 
Vanessa Lampert is from Wallingford, Oxfordshire, where she works as an acupuncturist. She has an MA in Writing Poetry from the 
Poetry School and Newcastle University. Vanessa won the Café Writers and Ver Poets prizes in 2020 and was second in The Fish and 
Oxford Brookes prizes. She writes for and co-edits the online and print magazine The Alchemy Spoon and teaches on the Learn with 
Leaders programme in India. 

 
Mark Pajak 
Mark Pajak has written for the BBC, The Guardian, the London Review of Books, Poetry London, The North, The Rialto and Magma. He 
has received a Northern Writers’ Award, an Eric Gregory Award, an UNESCO international writing residency and has been awarded 
first place in the Bridport Poetry Prize. His pamphlet, Spitting Distance (Smith|Doorstop), was selected by Carol Ann Duffy as a 
Laureate’s Choice. He has previously been commended in the National Poetry Competition in 2014 and 2019. His first collection is 

forthcoming in 2022. Photo: Robert Peet. 
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National Poetry Competition judges 
 

Neil Astley 
Neil Astley is the editor of Bloodaxe Books which he founded in 1978. He has edited many anthologies including the Staying Alive 
series: Staying Alive (2002), Being Alive (2004), Being Human (2011) and Staying Human (2020). He has also collaborated with Pamela 
Robertson-Pearce on 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 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 have been translated into Spanish, Turkish, Italian, Dutch and Swedish. Her collection An Aviary of Small Birds (Oxford 
Poets, 2014) was described as a “pitch-perfect debut” (Guardian); her latest, Seasonal Disturbances (Carcanet, 2017) explores climate 
crisis, migration, the city and the sacred, and was a winner in the inaugural Laurel Prize for ecological poetry. A Complete Works 

alumna, Karen is a Fulbright All Disciplines Scholar at UCLA where she is Poet-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 competitions. 
Winners include both established and emerging poets, and for many the prize has proved an important career milestone. Previous winners include 
Sinéad Morrissey, Ruth Padel, James Berry, Carol Ann Duffy, Jo Shapcott and Tony Harrison. 
 
The Poetry Society 
 
The Poetry Society is the UK’s leading organisation for poetry. With innovative education and commissioning programmes, and a packed calendar  
of performances, competitions, and digital projects, The Poetry Society champions poetry for all ages. The Poetry Society was founded in 1909 to 
promote a “more general recognition and appreciation of poetry”. Since then, it has grown into a dynamic arts organisation, representing British 
poetry both nationally and internationally. It has a thriving worldwide membership and publishes Britain’s leading poetry magazine, The Poetry 
Review, and runs influential talent development schemes such as the National Poetry Competition and Foyle Young Poets of the Year Award. The 
Poetry Society is an Arts Council England National Portfolio Organisation and a registered charity.  
 
Visit poetrysociety.org.uk  /  youngpoetsnetwork.org.uk  /  Find The Poetry Society on Facebook / Twitter @PoetrySociety /  
Instagram @thepoetrysociety  
 

'The Fruit of the Spirit is Love (Galatians 5:22)' by Marvin Thompson, the winning poem in the National Poetry Competition, 
appears overleaf



For further information 

Contact Marcus Stanton 
Tel: 020 8617 0210, Mob: 07900 891287 
Email: marcus@marcusstanton.co.uk

Page 6 of 6The Poetry Society 

22 Betterton Street, London WC2H 9BX 
Email: info@poetrysociety.org.uk 
www.poetrysociety.org.uk

PRESS RELEASE ctd 
 
 

Strictly embargoed until 8.15pm GMT, 25 March 2021

Marvin Thompson 
 
The Fruit of the Spirit is Love (Galatians 5:22) 
 
Dusk reddened a Dual Heritage neck, hands 
and a moustache – its ends curled with wax. Jason Lee? 
I stood below his dreadlocks in woodland 
 
and reached up to touch his feet. A whirring fan 
greeted my waking eyes, the house sleepy. 
I’d dreamt both Dali’s Christ and someone hanged. 
 
“... a pineapple on his head...” sang football fans 
and a comedian blacked up as Jason Lee, 
mocking Rastas. Did Jason beg Jah: 
 
“Please keep this from my kids.” Should I tell mine 
I filled my lungs with ’90s minstrelsy 
and sang, a teen lost in lads’ mag England? 
 
Who taught me pro-Black talk was contraband? 
The me who cwtched Dad whilst watching Spike Lees 
was shoved down basement stairs, feet tied to hands. 
 
Embarrassed, should I play my kids Wu-Tang 
and other rap that set my rebel free? 
One day, when they walk their kids through woodland 
will they sing calypsos or ‘Blood of the Lamb’?

FIRST PRIZE


