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DESMOND ELLIOTT PRIZE SHORTLIST CHARACTERISED 

BY “INVENTION, PLAYFULNESS AND ABOVE ALL, JOY” 
 

The National Centre for Writing has today (Wednesday 2nd June) announced the three titles shortlisted 

for the 2021 Desmond Elliott Prize. The Manningtree Witches by A. K. Blakemore, little scratch by 

Rebecca Watson and The Liar's Dictionary by Eley Williams are all in the running to win the £10,000 

prize and be named the year’s best first novel from across the UK and Ireland. 

 

All three titles on the shortlist explore themes of self-discovery and language, as well as the nuances 

of British history and culture, through the lens of female experience. 

 

Chairing the panel of judges for 2021 is former Desmond Elliott Prize winner Lisa McInerney, who is 

joined by journalist and author Chitra Ramaswamy and book reviewer and broadcaster Simon Savidge. 

Collectively the three judges are tasked with deciding which title to crown as the best first novel of 

the last 12 months. 

 

Of the shortlist, Lisa McInerney said: “Chitra, Simon and I are delighted to announce a shortlist we 

feel is characterised by invention, playfulness and above all, joy. Each of these books stood out not 

only because of their writers’ distinctive voices, but because they feel vital in the way great literature 

should: defiant in theme and tone, curious, and utterly lovable.” 

 

A. K. Blakemore’s debut novel, The Manningtree Witches, is a first-person narrative that plunges 

readers into the fever of the English witch trials of the 17th century. The fatherless and husbandless 

Rebecca West is barely tolerated by the affluent villagers in Manningtree, which has been depleted of 

men since the wars between the Roundheads and the Cavaliers began. Then newcomer Matthew 

Hopkins, a mysterious, pious figure dressed from head to toe in black, takes over The Thorn Inn and 

begins to ask questions about the women of the margins. About the novel, Lisa McInerney said: “A.K. 

Blakemore’s The Manningtree Witches thrills with electric sentences, thorny characters and an original 

take on a real historical horror. But more again; it is startlingly empathetic, stirring and certain from 

the first page.” 

 

In little scratch Rebecca Watson tells the story of a day in the life of an unnamed woman processing 

recent sexual violence. Exploring the coexistence of monotony with our waking lives, the protagonist 

relays what it takes to get through the tasks of daily life while working through this trauma. Lisa 

McInerney said: “Rebecca Watson wields the eccentricities of little scratch with conviction, tackling a 

dark subject — trauma — with unexpected and complex lightness, even including moments of visceral 

happiness that felt revolutionary to us.” 



 

 

Rounding off the shortlist is The Liar's Dictionary by Eley Williams, which follows a character who aims 

to discover the secret to living a meaningful life through words. It is a story of two lexicographers - 

Peter Winceworth who penned fictitious entries, known as mountweazels, in Swansby's New 

Encyclopaedic Dictionary in 1899, and young intern Mallory who has to uncover these mountweazels 

before the dictionary can be digitised for modern readers. Lisa McInerney said: “Eley Williams imbues 

The Liar’s Dictionary with an irresistible passion for words and her canny understanding of language’s 

subversive potential, and has this current run alongside an equally delightful, equally compelling love 

story.” 

 

The Early Career Awards portfolio also includes the University of East Anglia (UEA) New Forms Award, 

worth £4,000, for an innovative and daring new voice in fiction, and the Laura Kinsella Fellowship, also 

worth £4,000, to recognise an exceptional writer who has experienced limiting circumstances. The 

shortlistees for the UEA New Forms Award are I.R. Franklin, Charlotte Geater and James Wilkes. The 

shortlistees for the Laura Kinsella Fellowship are Maritsa Farah Baksh, Harminder Kaur and Annie 

Walmsley. 

 

Peggy Hughes, Programme Director at the National Centre for Writing, said: “We’re delighted to 

reveal the shortlisted names for the Desmond Elliott Prize, the Laura Kinsella Fellowship and the UEA 

New Forms Award: a hugely talented, innovative and exciting set of writers.  It is no easy task for our 

judges to whittle the longlists down to shortlists of three and we very much enjoyed hearing Lisa, 

Chitra and Simon’s thoughts on these captivating and thought-provoking titles.” 

 

The winners of all three awards will be announced on 1st July, and all will benefit from a tailored 

programme of support from the National Centre for Writing, supported by Arts Council England.  

 

@WritersCentre #DEP21 #EarlyCareerAwards 
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For further information please contact Emily Souders at Riot Communications: 

07732 646145 / emily@riotcommunications.com  

 

Notes to Editors 

 

1. About the National Centre for Writing:  

The National Centre for Writing (NCW) is a place of discovery, exchange, ideas and learning for 

writers, literary translators and readers. It champions artistic experimentation, cross-sector 

collaboration and literary translation to support a vibrant and diverse literary environment in the 

UK. 

Based in the restored and extended 15th century Dragon Hall in the heart of Norwich, England’s 

first UNESCO City of Literature, it explores how writing can inspire and change the world we live 

in. Its year-round programme of events, festivals and courses reaches over 14,000 people a year 

with an additional 110,000 engaged online. Through its learning and participation programme it 

mailto:emily@riotcommunications.com


 

works with young people across Norwich and Norfolk to encourage a life-long love of writing and 

reading, working particularly with schools in areas of disadvantage. NCW’s patrons include 

Margaret Atwood, JM Coetzee, Kei Miller and Elif Shafak. Its key funders are Arts Council England, 

Norwich City Council and University of East Anglia. 

www.nationalcentreforwriting.org.uk  

 

2. About the Desmond Elliott Prize: 

The Desmond Elliott Prize is an annual award for a first novel written in English and published in 

the UK. Worth £10,000 to the winner, the Prize is named after the literary agent and publisher, 

Desmond Elliott, in memory of his passion for discovering and nurturing emerging authors. 

First awarded in 2008, the Prize has a track record of spotting outstandingly talented novelists at 

the beginning of their careers, with former winners including Eimear McBride for A Girl is a Half-

formed Thing and Claire Fuller for Our Endless Numbered Days, as well as Preti Taneja for We That 

Are Young. 

Visit www.desmondelliottprize.org.uk for more on the history of the Desmond Elliott Prize and 

www.nationalcentreforwriting.org.uk/early-career-awards/ for information on the 2020 Prize. 

 

3. The Desmond Elliott Prize 2021 shortlist in detail (alphabetically by author surname): 

 

● The Manningtree Witches by A. K. Blakemore (Granta Books) 

Set in 1643, The Manningtree Witches plunges its readers into the fever and menace of the 

English witch trials, where suspicion, mistrust and betrayal ran amok as the power of men 

went unchecked and the integrity of women went undefended.  

 

About the author 

A. K. Blakemore is the author of two full-length collections of poetry: Humbert 

Summer (Eyewear, 2015) and Fondue (Offord Road Books, 2018), which was awarded the 

2019 Ledbury Forte Prize for Best Second Collection. Her poetry and prose writing has been 

widely published and anthologised, appearing in the The London Review of Books, Poetry 

and Poetry Review, among others. 

 

● little scratch by Rebecca Watson (Faber) 

little scratch tells the story of a day in the life of an unnamed woman, living in a lower-case 

world of demarcated fridge shelves and office politics; clock-watching and WhatsApp 

notifications. In a voice that is fiercely wry, touchingly delicate and increasingly neurotic, the 

protagonist relays what it takes to get through the quotidian detail of that single trajectory – 

from morning to night – while processing recent sexual violence. 

 

About the author 

Rebecca Watson is Assistant Arts Editor at the Financial Times. Her work has been published 

in the Times Literary Supplement and Granta. In 2018, she was shortlisted for the White 

Review Short Story Prize. 

http://www.nationalcentreforwriting.org.uk/
http://www.desmondelliottprize.org.uk/
http://www.nationalcentreforwriting.org.uk/early-career-awards/


 

 

● The Liar's Dictionary by Eley Williams (William Heinemann/Penguin Random House) 

Swansby's New Encyclopaedic Dictionary is riddled with fictitious entries known as 

mountweazels penned by Peter Winceworth, a man wishing to make his lasting mark back in 

1899. It's up to young intern Mallory to uncover these mountweazels before the dictionary 

can be digitised for modern readers. Lost in Winceworth's imagination - a world full of 

meaningless words - will Mallory finally discover the secret to living a meaningful life? 

 

About the author 

Eley Williams lectures at Royal Holloway, University of London. Her short story collection 

Attrib. and Other Stories won the James Tait Black Prize and the Republic of Consciousness 

Prize and was longlisted for the Dylan Thomas Prize.  

 

4. The previous winners of The Desmond Elliott Prize have successfully continued their writing 

careers and have published further work to great acclaim. 

 

● 2020: That Reminds Me by Derek Owusu (Merky Books) was published by Stormzy’s 

#Merky imprint. It is the first title in a two-book deal for Owusu, and the first book 

published by the imprint to have won any major literary prize. The TV and film rights 

to Owusu’s second book with #Merky, Teaching My Brother to Read, have already 

been sold to Idris Elba’s production company, Green Door Pictures. 

 

● 2019: Golden Child by Claire Adam (Faber & Faber) has since been listed as the one 

of the 100 most influential novels by BBC News, has won the Barnes & Noble Discover 

Great New Writers awards for fiction and has been longlisted for the 2020 Jhalak Prize.  

 

● 2018: We That Are Young by Preti Taneja (Galley Beggar Press) has since been 

published in the U.S. and Canada by A.A Knopf, in India by Penguin Random House, in 

Germany by CH Beck and in France by Les Éditions de l’Observatoire. It is currently 

being adapted for television by producer Dina Dattani for Gaumont US.  

 

● 2017: Golden Hill by Francis Spufford (Faber & Faber) was the author’s first work of 

fiction following a number of successful non-fiction titles. It received critical acclaim 

and also won the 2016 Costa First Novel Award and the 2017 Ondaatje Prize. Light 

Perpetual, Spufford’s second novel, was published in 2021. 

 

● 2016: The Glorious Heresies by Lisa McInerney (John Murray) was also awarded the 

Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction Book of the Year and has been optioned for 

television by boutique drama production company Fifty Fathoms. McInerney’s second 

novel, The Blood Miracles, was published in 2017 and won the Encore Award. Her 

third novel, The Rules of Revelation, is set to be published in May 2021. 

 

● 2015: Our Endless Numbered Days by Claire Fuller (Fig Tree) has been published to 

great acclaim in nine countries. Fuller’s second novel, Swimming Lessons, published 

in 2017, was shortlisted for the Encore Award. Of her third novel, Bitter Orange, the 



 

Guardian said, ‘Fuller is an accomplished and serious writer who has the ability to 

implant interesting psychological dimensions into plotty, pacy narratives’. Her most 

recent novel, Unsettled Ground, was published in 2021, and has since been longlisted 

for the Women’s Prize for Fiction 2021. 

 

● 2014: A Girl is a Half-formed Thing by Eimear McBride (Galley Beggar Press/Faber) 

was also awarded the inaugural Goldsmiths Prize in 2013, the 2014 Baileys Women’s 

Prize for Fiction and the 2014 Geoffrey Faber prize. Her second novel, The Lesser 

Bohemians, was published in 2016 and won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. Her 

most recent novel, Strange Hotel, was published in 2020. 

 

● 2013: The Marlowe Papers by Ros Barber (Sceptre) was also awarded the 2013 

Author's Club First Novel Award and longlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction. Her 

second novel, Devotion, was published in 2015 and was shortlisted for the Encore 

Award.  

 

● 2012: The Land of Decoration by Grace McCleen (Chatto & Windus) was shortlisted 

for the National Book Awards and selected by Richard and Judy for their book club. 

McCleen has since published The Professor of Poetry in 2014 and The Offering in 

January 2015, both with Sceptre. The Professor of Poetry was lauded by Hilary Mantel, 

who called it ‘an astonishing and luminous novel... every line is newly felt and freshly 

experienced’. 

 

● 2011: Saraswati Park by Anjali Joseph (Fourth Estate) also won the Betty Trask Prize 

and the Vodafone Crossword Book Award for Fiction in India. Her most recent novel, 

The Living, was published in 2016. 

 

● 2010: The Girl with Glass Feet by Ali Shaw (Atlantic Books) was shortlisted for the 

Costa First Book Award 2009 and longlisted for the Guardian First Book Award 2009 

and the Dylan Thomas Prize 2010. Shaw’s most recent novel, The Trees, was published 

in 2016.  

 

● 2009: Blackmoor by Edward Hogan (Simon & Schuster) was followed by The Hunger 

Trace in 2011, Daylight Saving in 2012, The Messengers in 2013 and The Electric in 

2020. The Hunger Trace was shortlisted for the 2012 Encore Award and Daylight 

Saving was shortlisted for the 2013 Branford Boase. 

 

● 2008: Gifted by Nikita Lalwani (Viking) was longlisted for the Man Booker Prize 2007, 

shortlisted for the Costa First Novel Award and nominated for the Sunday Times Young 

Writer of the Year. Lalwani’s subsequent novels, The Village and You People, were 

published by Viking in 2012 and 2020, with the former being selected as part of the 

2013 Fiction Uncovered promotion. 


