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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single unpublished poem.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 2021 competition is now open for entries.  

 
The three judges this year are outstanding and award-winning writers. Fiona Benson has won the Seamus Heaney Centre 
Prize for a First Full Collection, the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize and the Forward Prize for Best Collection.. David 
Constantine, who was an editor of Modern Poetry in Translation for ten years, has published over a dozen volumes of 
poetry, and is a recipient of the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry. Rachel Long, founder of the Octavia Poetry Collective  
for Women of Colour, has been recognised by the Felix Dennis Prize for Best First Collection and the Costa Poetry 
Award, and has previously judged one of The Poetry Society Poetry News members’ poems competitions. 
 
Rachel Long said: 
 

“I am looking for poems which tilt the world for me; poems that alter the way I think, feel, consider an 
orange in a fruit bowl; poems that bite me from the title, from the first line; poems that move and make me 
say aloud: yes, that’s exactly what it looks/acts/felt like, why didn’t I know it that way before?” 

 

“Looking for poems which tilt the world... that move and make 
me say aloud: yes, that’s exactly what it looks/acts/felt like” 

The 2021 National Poetry 
Competition is launched

L to r: National Poetry Competition judges Fiona Benson, David Constantine and Rachel Long (photo: Amaal Said).  
NPC 2020 artwork (right) by Whooli Chen

National Poetry CompetitionJudges: Fiona Benson, David Constantine & Rachel Long First Prize £5,000 • Second Prize £2,000 • Third Prize £1,000 Enter by 31 October 2021 at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

Fiona Benson, David Constantine and Rachel Long are the 
judges of the National Poetry Competition 2021, which is 
now open for entries
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Fiona Benson said: 
 

“I am incredibly excited to read the poems this competition brings. I know I will find poems that catch at my 
heart and throat, and engage my brain; that are textured and dynamic, and full of song.” 

 
David Constantine said:  
 

“At this time of widespread mendacity in public life, I shall be looking for poems that whatever the subject in 
their own ways seek to tell the truth.” 

 
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 2020 just shy of 7,500 entrants 
submitted over 18,000 poems, from a total of 95 countries and all UK postcodes. 
 
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 Wayne Holloway-Smith, Susannah Hart and Marvin Thompson. Thompson’s 2020 winning poem, ‘The 
Fruit of the Spirit is Love (Galatians 5:22)’, is a thought-provoking reflection on racism and identity in the UK from the 
1990s to the present. The 2021 judges are looking forward to sampling poems of every flavour in this year’s copious crop, 
and expect to find plenty that will nourish and astound. 
 
There’s a first prize of £5,000, a second prize of £2,000, a third prize of £1,000 and commendations of £200 each.  
 
Between now and the deadline of 31 October 2021, 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. A winner of the Peggy Poole Award will be selected from poems submitted to the National Poetry Competition 
from the North West. 
  
To accompany the competition, The Poetry Society has commissioned artist Whooli Chen to create a fantastical artwork 
which imagines an alluring wonderscape of creatures and magical objects – an intriguing and inspiring call to poetry. 
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Notes to Editors 
 
National Poetry Competition judges 
 
Fiona Benson 

Fiona Benson was educated at Trinity College, Oxford, and then St Andrews University, where she completed the MLitt and a PhD 
in early modern drama. Her pamphlet was ‘Faber New Poets 1’ in the Faber New Poets series, and her full-length collection Bright 
Travellers (Cape, 2014) received the Seamus Heaney Prize for first collection and the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize. Her second 
book, Vertigo & Ghost (Cape, 2019) won the Roehampton Poetry Prize and the Forward Poetry Prize. Her third collection 
Ephemeron is due out from Cape in 2022. She lives in mid-Devon with her husband and their two daughters. 
 

 
David Constantine 

David Constantine has published a dozen volumes of poetry (most recently – 2020 – Belongings); also two novels and five collections 
of short stories, the most recent of these being The Dressing-up Box, 2019. His Tea at the Midland (2012) won the Frank O’ 
Connor International Short Story Award. He is an editor and translator of Hölderlin, Goethe, Kleist and Brecht. In 2020 he was 
awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry. 
 
 

 
Rachel Long 

Rachel Long is the founder of Octavia – Poetry Collective for Women of Colour. Her debut poetry collection, My Darling from the 
Lions (2020), is published by Picador and was shortlisted for the Felix Dennis Prize for Best First Collection, the Rathbones Folio 
Prize, the Costa Poetry Award, and the Jhalak Prize. Photo: Amaal Said. 
 
 
 

 
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 
 
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.  
 
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 
 
Find The Poetry Society on Facebook / Twitter @PoetrySociety / Instagram @thepoetrysociety  
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National Poetry Competition llustrator 
 
Whooli Chen  

Whooli Chen works with a delicate palette and sensitive painterly layers that takes whimsical 
illustration to another realm. Currently based in Taiwan, Whooli studied an MA degree in 
illustration at the University of the Arts London, where she found a muse in an urban street fox. 
The editorial world is speckled with her charm including multiple covers for Little White Lies 
magazine. She loves literature and art and can often be found with a writing pen alongside her 
drawing board. centralillustration.com/illustration/whooli-chen 


