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News release: STRICTLY EMBARGOED 

For release 20:10, Tuesday 26th November 2019 

David Cohen Prize for Literature 2019: 
EDNA O’BRIEN awarded prestigious prize 

New Writing North is delighted to announce the winner of the 2019 David Cohen 
Prize for Literature.  Unveiled tonight in the splendid surroundings of Royal Institute 
of British Architects, London, the prize was awarded to a writer who has broken down 
social and sexual barriers for women in Ireland and beyond and moved mountains both 
politically and lyrically through her writing:  

Edna O’Brien DBE 

Recognised by many as one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century, Edna O’Brien 
is a bestselling novelist, memoirist, playwright, poet and short story writer. John Banville 
called her “simply, one of the finest writers of our time” and over the decades she has 
drawn admiration and celebration from fellow writers across the literary landscape, 
including J. M. Coetzee, Ann Patchett, John Berger, Anne Enright, Michael Ondaatje, 
Richard Ford and Ian McKellen.   Now it is with pleasure and recognition that the David 
Cohen Prize for Literature is awarded to her. 

For over 55 years, Edna O’Brien has lived in the literary spotlight. Her lyrical storytelling  
has excelled in capturing the fragility and pain of the human condition. Born and raised in 
a small village in County Clare, her first and highly successful novel, The Country Girls, 
was banned and even incurred a burning in the  grounds of her local chapel when it was 
first published in 1960.  Since then she has written over twenty novels (including most 
recently Girl), over five works of drama and four works of non-fiction including her 
memoir, Country Girl.  The Country Girls Trilogy was chosen as Dublin’s ‘One City One 
Book’ in 2019. 

The David Cohen Prize for Literature holds a unique and invaluable position: it is the 
only prize that is awarded for the body of work, not a solo spark of genius.  In this it is 
singular in its approach: it is awarded every two years in recognition of a living writer’s 
lifetime achievement in literature, and has consequently earned its position in the literary 
canon as the “UK and Ireland Nobel in literature”.  Indeed, previous winners who went on 
to win the Nobel proper are Harold Pinter, V S Naipaul and Doris Lessing. 

Fellow Irish writer, Colum McCann said of Edna O’Brien in 2018, “she creates deeply 
human structures in a world that so often opposes such complexities ...  She refuses to live 
in stunned submission.”  For decades now she has been noted for “the absolute perfection 
of her prose” and her “powerful voice” (Michael Ondaatje and Diana Abu-Jaber, 2019) by a 
swathe of commentators.  Her editor, Lee Brackstone, describes her as “an artist who 
adheres to the now old-fashioned belief that it should be difficult by necessity to make 
great work”. It is, he adds, “almost masochistic with Edna: if she’s feeling the pain, she’s … 
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making the art.”  Published in September 2019, her most recent novel, Girl, has drawn yet 
more plaudits.  O’Brien told Sean O’Hagan in 2019, “Writing is my breathing… I want to go 
out as someone who spoke the truth”. 

Edna went on to award the Clarissa Luard Award to Clodagh Beresford Dunne.  
The Clarissa Luard Award was founded in 2005 by Arts Council England, in memory of a  
much-loved literature officer, Clarissa Luard.  The award is worth £10,000 and the winner 
of the David Cohen Prize for Literature nominates an emerging writer whose work they 
wish to support.  Clodagh is an Irish poet from Dungarvan, Co. Waterford. Her poems have 
been published and broadcast internationally.   Her poem ‘Seven Sugar Cubes’ was voted 
Listowel Writers’ Week Irish Poem of the Year at the 2017 Irish Book Awards. 

Edna O’Brien was nominated and selected by a panel of judges under the chair Mark 
Lawson.  They were: Imtiaz Dharker, Viv Groskop, Kate Maltby, Jon McGregor, David 
Park, Zoe Strimpel.  

Mark Lawson, chair of judges, said:  “In my five experiences of chairing the David Cohen 
Prize, I have found that a key consideration is the graph of the author’s work. Some writers 
blaze early, then fade, publishing later books far below their best. In contrast, Edna 
O’Brien has achieved a rare arc of brilliant consistency, her literary skill, courage, and 
impact as apparent in a novel published as recently as September as in her first book, 
which appeared 60 years ago. Although in some ways overdue to a writer of this quality, 
the 2019 prize is timely because O’Brien’s primary subject has been Ireland, a country that 
continues to be central to our politics and culture. As it is given for lifetime achievement, 
the David Cohen Prize inevitably honours work of the past, but it is a particular pleasure 
that it goes this time to an author who is also of such present strength and significance.” 

Imtiaz Dharker said: “This is a writer who has extended and enriched our idea of what it 
is to be human - and to be a woman, kicking against convention. Over a period of almost 
sixty years, she has brought the interior life of her characters fiercely alive, and the wonder 
of it is that she is still writing with the same intensity today. I thought I had the course of 
Edna O’Brien’s work mapped out before the judging came around, and then, towards the 
end of the process, another great tome dropped through the letter-box, changing the whole 
terrain. This prize is a celebration, not just of a lifetime’s work, but of a still-burning 
flame.” 

Viv Groskop said: “Edna O’Brien is one of the few writers who can call herself a literary 
giant of both the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. From the cultural bomb that was 
The Country Girls in 1960 to the impact of her most recent novel Girl in 2019 via dozens of 
important novels and short stories and one of the most entertaining memoirs I’ve read in a 
long while, the depth and breadth of her reach over the last sixty years is obvious. Long 
celebrated for her ability to define both what it means to be Irish and what it means to be a 
woman, her true achievement lies in her ability to redefine — in myriad ways and with a 
unique voice -- what it means to be human.” 
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Kate Maltby said: “One of the great joys of judging the David Cohen Prize was the 
opportunity to fall in love with Edna O'Brien, across the length and breadth of her 
extraordinary body of work. In 'Down By The River', she took on the voice of Miss X, the 
Irish child abuse victim at the centre of a high-profile abortion case; in this year's painful 
'Girl', she gave the same voice to a young girl enslaved by Boko Haram. She is consistently 
on the side of women at the crux of experience where personal trauma becomes political 
scrutiny. And yet in books like her landmark Country Girls Trilogy, she proved she could 
write about women's pain while being persistently, uproariously, funny. Her social impact 
in Ireland, where her books were once burned, is unquestionable - but most importantly, 
she is simply a pleasure to read.” 

Jon McGregor said: “Others have already spoken of Edna O’Brien’s tremendous cultural 
and social significance in Ireland and far beyond; let me add only  that, being almost 
entirely new to her work, I finished each of her books wanting impatiently to read the next. 
A writer can challenge societal norms and interrogate form all she likes, but first she has to 
create an appetite for her writing, and Edna O’Brien has spent her long and fruitful career 
doing exactly that.” 

David Park said: “In winning the David Cohen Prize, Edna O’Brien adds her name to a 
literary roll call of honour.  Both in her writing and in her life she has demonstrated a 
fierce commitment to truth and endless courage.  The importance of her work reaches into 
the very way we think about women’s lives and about each other.  She is a pivotal figure in 
the modernisation of Ireland, but her influence extends far beyond its boundaries, and in 
her new novel Girl, Edna O’Brien reveals a depth of compassion and a creative energy that 
transcends the confines of time itself.” 

Zoe Strimpel said: “It was a strong shortlist of undeniable greats, but the final decision 
to award the prize to Edna O’Brien felt entirely right in all senses. O'Brien represents 
everything the David Cohen Prize is about: her body of work is both enormous and 
luminous, glinting surprisingly in different angles of light, beautifully rendered, 
stylistically masterful and always carving out new ideas. She moves between the political, 
the personal and the lyrical like nobody else currently working today in Britain and 
Ireland.” 

David Cohen died in August this year and the family remain involved through subsequent 
generations.  His daughter, Imogen Cohen commented: “I am so proud that this prize 
can live on in my father’s name, and will continue to honour all the great writers who have 
received it.” 

The awarding of the 2019 David Cohen Prize for Literature reinforces its unique and 
invaluable position as the only prize that is awarded for the body of work by a writer of the 
United Kingdom and Ireland. Established in 1992 and first awarded in 1993, the David 
Cohen Prize for Literature is one of the UK’s most distinguished literary prizes.  It … 
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recognises writers who use the English language and are citizens of the United Kingdom or 
the Republic of Ireland, encompassing dramatists, as well as novelists, poets and essayists. 
Former winners include V S Naipaul, Harold Pinter, William Trevor, Doris Lessing, 
Seamus Heaney, Hilary Mantel, Tony Harrison, and, most recently in 2017, Tom Stoppard.  
   
The biennial prize, of £40,000, is for a lifetime’s achievement and is donated by the John S 
Cohen Foundation. Established in 1965 by David Cohen and his family, the trust supports 
education, the arts, conservation and the environment. 

For all media enquiries, please contact: Nikki Barrow at Mander Barrow PR Ltd 
nikki@manderbarrowpr.com; 07813 806297 

Notes for editors: 

Chair’s and Judges’ biographies 

Mark Lawson is a journalist, broadcaster, dramatist and author. He is a columnist and 
feature writer for The Guardian, columnist for the New Statesman and theatre critic of The 
Tablet. As a writer-presenter in TV and radio, his work includes Front Row, Foreign Bodies: A 
Journey Through European Crime Fiction and Capturing America: A History of Modern 
American Literature (all BBC Radio 4) and the TV interview series Mark Lawson Talks To… 
for BBC4. He presented BBC2’s weekly arts round up from 1993 to 2005 under the titles Late 
Review, Review and Newsnight Review. His books include The Allegations, The Deaths and 
The Battle for Room Service. He has chaired the David Cohen Prize since 2011. 

Imtiaz Dharker is a poet and artist, awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry, 2014. A 
Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, she has been Poet in Residence at Cambridge 
University Library and worked on several projects across art forms in Leeds, Newcastle and 
Hull, as well as the Archives of St Paul’s Cathedral. Her six collections include Over the Moon 
and the latest, Luck is the Hook, and her poems have been broadcast widely on BBC Radio 3 
and 4 as well as the BBC World Service. She also scripts and directs video films, and has had 
eleven solo exhibitions of drawings.  

Viv Groskop is a writer, critic, broadcaster and stand-up comedian. She has presented Front 
Row and Saturday Review on BBC Radio 4, is a regular on BBC1’s This Week and has hosted 
book tours for Graham Norton, Jo Brand and Jennifer Saunders. Groskop’s books include The 
Anna Karenina Fix: Life Lessons from Russian Literature, and How to Own the Room: 
Women and the Art of Brilliant Speaking. She is currently writing a self-help memoir titled Au 
Revoir, Tristesse: Lessons in Happiness from French Literature due out in 2020. 

Kate Maltby is a political columnist and culture critic, with a focus on theatre. She began her 
career writing for The Times and The Spectator and now writes regularly for the Financial  
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Times and the Guardian, as well as a range of US publications. She is completing a PhD on the 
Latin writings of Queen Elizabeth. Kate is also a well-known broadcaster and sits on the board 
of Index on Censorship. 

Jon McGregor is a writer of novels and short stories, most recently The Reservoir Tapes and 
Reservoir 13, winner of the Costa Novel Award in 2017. He has previously served as a judge for 
the Goldsmith’s Prize, the BBC National Short Story Award, and the Commonwealth Writer’s 
Prize. He is a Professor of Creative Writing at the University of Nottingham, where he edits The 
Letters Page, a literary journal in letters. 

David Park is the author of nine novels and two collections of short stories. His first novel 
The Healing won the Authors’ Club First Novel Award. The Truth Commissioner was awarded 
the Ewart-Biggs Memorial Prize and adapted for film; The Light of Amsterdam was shortlisted 
for the IMPAC Prize and The Poets’ Wives was Belfast’s One City One Book. He has received a.. 
Major Artist Award from the Arts Council of Northern Ireland and the American Ireland Fund 
Literary Award. His new novel, Travelling in a Strange Land, published in March 2018 by 
Bloomsbury, was shortlisted for the Irish Novel of the Year. His work has been widely 
published in translation. 

Dr Zoe Strimpel is a historian of gender, feminism and dating in modern Britain, and a 
flagship columnist for the Sunday Telegraph. She is the author of What the Hell Is He 
Thinking? All the Questions You Ever Asked About Men Answered and The Man Diet: One 
Woman’s Quest To End Bad Romance. Her academic monograph, Seeking Love in Modern 
Britain: Gender, Dating and the Rise of the Single, will be out with Bloomsbury in 2020. Zoe 
is currently a research fellow on a major project based at the British Library, where she is 
examining feminist publishing enterprises through the lens of Spare Rib (1972-1993), the 
iconic/infamous women’s liberation magazine. 
_____ 

About the winner: 
Edna O’Brien/ List of Works 
fiction  
The Country Girls 1960 
The Lonely Girl 1962 
Girls in Their Married Bliss 1964 
August Is a Wicked Month 1965  
Casualties of Peace 1966 
The Love Object and Other Stories 1968  
A Pagan Place 1970  
Zee and Co. 1971 
Night 1972 
A Scandalous Woman and Other Stories 1974  
A Rose in the Heart 1979 
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Returning 1982 
A Fanatic Heart 1984  
The High Road 1988  
Lantern Slides 1990 
House of Splendid Isolation 1994  
Down by the River 1997  
Wild Decembers 1999 
In the Forest 2002 
The Light of the Evening 2006 
Saints and Sinners 2011 
The Love Object 2013 
The Little Red Chairs 2016 
Girl 2019 
 
non-fiction 
Mother Ireland 1976  
James Joyce (biography) 1999 
Byron in Love 2009 
Country Girl 2012 
 
drama 
A Pagan Place 1970  
Virginia (The Life of Virginia Woolf ) 1980 
Family Butchers 2005  
Triptych 2003 
Haunted 2009  
The Country Girls 2011 

Edna O’Brien/ List of Awards 
1970: Yorkshire Post Book Award (Book of the Year) for A Pagan Place 
1990: Los Angeles Times Book Prize (Fiction) for Lantern Slides 
1991: Premio Grinzane Cavour (Italy) for Girl with Green Eyes 
1993: Writers’ Guild Award (Best Fiction) for Time and Tide 
1995: European Prize for Literature (European Association for the Arts) for House of Splendid 
Isolation 
2001: Irish PEN Award 
2006: Ulysses Medal (University College Dublin) 
2009: Bob Hughes Lifetime Achievement Award in Irish Literature 
2010: Shortlisted for Irish Book of the Decade (Irish Book Awards) for In the Forest 
2011: Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award, Saints and Sinners 
2012: Irish Book Awards (Irish Non-Fiction Book), Country Girl 
2018: PEN/Nabokov Award For Achievement In International Literature 
2019: Le Femina 2019, prix spécial, for Girl 
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Previous winners of the David Cohen Prize for Literature: 
• 1993 V S Naipaul  
• 1995 Harold Pinter  
• 1997 Muriel Spark  
• 1999 William Trevor  
• 2001 Doris Lessing  
• 2003 Beryl Bainbridge and Thom Gunn (joint winners)  
• 2005 Michael Holroyd  
• 2007 Derek Mahon  
• 2009 Seamus Heaney 
• 2011 Julian Barnes 
• 2013 Hilary Mantel  
• 2015  Tony Harrison 
• 2017  Tom Stoppard 

About New Writing North: 
New Writing North is the literature development agency for the North of England, and 
is an Arts Council England National Portfolio Organisation www.newwritingnorth.com. It 
works in partnership with regional and national partners to produce a range of literary and 
performance activities including flagship projects such as the David Cohen Prize for 
Literature, the Northern Writers’ Awards, Cuckoo Young Writers, the Gordon Burn Prize 
and Durham Book Festival. 

Social media and online: 
www.newwritingnorth.com . @NewWritingNorth . #DavidCohenPrize . #CareerWorthReading 

"  

For all media enquiries, please contact: Nikki Barrow at Mander Barrow PR Ltd 
nikki@manderbarrowpr.com; 07813 806297
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