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“ If you love reading, we are your  
Society – uniquely devoted to 
promoting and extending the 
knowledge and love of literature, its 
rich past and its vibrant present.” 
Colin Thubron CBE FRSL, President
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GovernanceA year in review 

The Royal Society of Literature was founded in 1820 by King George IV 
and incorporated by Royal Charter in 1825. As a Society, we are governed 
by our Charter and byelaws, and are registered with the Charity 
Commission under the number 213962. Our Council, Chair and President 
are responsible for direction and governance, and are drawn from our 
Fellowship of writers. 

Patron
Her Majesty The Queen

President
Colin Thubron CBE FRSL

President Emeritus
Sir Michael Holroyd CBE CLit FRHistS 
FRSL

Vice-Presidents
Anne Chisholm OBE FRSL
Maureen Duffy FRSL
Maggie Gee OBE FRSL
The Hon Victoria Glendinning CBE FRSL
Sir Ronald Harwood CBE FRSL
Dame Hilary Mantel FRSL
Philip Pullman CBE FRSL
Claire Tomalin FRSL

Chair of Council
Jenny Uglow OBE FRSL  
(retired February 2016)
Lisa Appignanesi OBE FRSL  
(appointed April 2016)

Vice-Chair of Council
Kamila Shamsie FRSL

Treasurer
Colin Chisholm

Council Members
Imtiaz Dharker FRSL (appointed 2015)
Aminatta Forna FRSL (retired 2015)
Lavinia Greenlaw FRSL
Jonathan Keates FRSL
Peter Kemp FRSL
Dame Hermione Lee FRSL
Deborah Moggach FRSL
Blake Morrison FRSL
Andrew O’Hagan FRSL (retired 2016)
Fiona Sampson FRSL
Ali Smith CBE FRSL (retired 2015)
Timberlake Wertenbaker FRSL
Frances Wilson FRSL (retired 2015)

Senior Staff
Tim Robertson  
(Director, appointed October 2015)
Maggie Fergusson MBE FRSL  
(Director to September 2015,  
then part-time Literary Advisor)
Molly Rosenberg  
(Executive Director to September 2015, 
then part-time Business Director)
Lucy Howard-Taylor  
(Development Director,  
appointed April 2016)

In my first months here, I have been impressed, 
moved and exhilarated to experience the quality 
and range of the RSL’s activities, and to encounter 
the affection and respect in which the Society is 
held. I hope this Review – produced by our new 
Development Director Lucy Howard-Taylor – helps 
capture the value and vitality of our work, and can 
communicate it to even more people.
 
In the run-up to our Bicentenary in 2020, we need  
to create the springboard for the RSL’s future. 
We need to build support to secure our current 
traditions, as well as innovating to reach new 
audiences and keep engaged with an ever-changing 
literary and wider world.
 
Literature matters. Great writing is a fundamental 
component of any vibrant and humane civilisation. 
At the RSL, with our prestigious history, our 
expertise in literary projects, and our Fellowship  
of superb writers, we are uniquely placed to act  
as a voice for the value of literature. This is the 
priority that is emerging vividly from my first few 
months here. 
 
I am very grateful for conversations with numerous 
Fellows, members and friends of the RSL, hope to 
have many more, and look forward to working with 
you in the coming years, not least on the crucial 
venture of why literature matters. 

Tim Robertson
Director

“ This Annual Review 
celebrates just some 
of the hundreds of 
people who contribute 
to and benefit from 
the RSL.”

Maggie Fergusson, our much-loved director of  
over 20 years, has moved into the part-time role  
of Literary Advisor. We found a worthy successor  
at last in Tim Robertson, previously chief executive 
of the Koestler Trust, who has already brought to 
the Society his own imaginative energy. 

Soon afterwards our splendid Chair, Jenny Uglow, 
had sadly to retire through illness. We were 
fortunate in securing in her place Lisa Appignanesi, 
whose experience in literary politics is unsurpassed. 
Between them, Tim and Lisa comprise a formidable 
powerhouse of commitment and vision, and you 
may expect inspiring initiatives in the future.

As for the past, we are grateful for the service of our 
retiring members of Council, and we are saddened 
each year by the death of distinguished Fellows, 
who in 2015-16 include Professor John Bayley,  
Sir Raymond Carr, Dr Robert Conquest, Lord Gavron, 
Sir Martin Gilbert, Martyn Goff, Günter Grass, 
Brian Friel, Dan Jacobson, P.J. Kavanagh, Laurence 
Lerner, Lady Rendell of Babergh, The Hon Giles  
St Aubyn, Sir Peter Shaffer and Eva Tucker.

 As an independent charity with no government 
funding, the generosity of our Patrons, Fellows  
and members remains both a responsibility and  
an inspiration. I hope you will continue to join  
us in the RSL’s dedication to nurturing the best  
in British literature – a mission that has never  
been more important as we approach our  
two-hundredth birthday.

Colin Thubron CBE FRSL
President

“ This has been a year 
of dynamic change 
and promise.”

“ I’m honoured and delighted to be following in 
the great Jenny Uglow’s footsteps and taking 
on the Chair of this august Society. As the 
RSL moves towards its 200th anniversary in 
2020, I know that we will find many ways to 
celebrate that very special and wonderfully 
various world that literature is.” 
Lisa Appignanesi OBE FRSL

Looking forward: In 2016, we have appointed 
a new Chair and will revise old byelaws to 
ensure our continued relevance and efficacy.
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Awards and prizes A society of, and for, writers 

“ Writers are solitary creatures. Of course 
being alone isn’t the same thing as 
feeling lonely: Hazlitt once pointed out 
that writers ‘are never less alone than 
when alone’, presumably because they 
spend so much of their lives creating 
company for themselves on the page. 
Still, when you realise that the people 
you spend most of your time with exist 
only inside your head, and the best 
conversation you’ve had all day has 
been with the cat, the line between 
aloneness and loneliness can start to 
feel smudged.  
 
That’s one of the reasons I was so 
thrilled to be invited to join the RSL. 
It’s not just that I found myself in such 
glittering company. It’s the sheer fact of 
being able to discuss, question, moan 
about, and laugh at everything that 
writers go through with people who are 
going through exactly the same things. 
For a few happy hours the RSL stops 

us howling at our laptops and makes us 
behave more like civilised human beings. 
And that’s not just good for  
the Society. It’s probably also quite good 
for society.” 
 
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst FRSL

“ There is always the odd nervous 
moment when you wake in the wee 
small hours and wonder whether 
anyone, apart from you, will be 
interested in what you’re doing - 
particularly so when it’s your first book. 
When you are trying to write a book with 
two tiny children, the nervousness over 
whether anyone will like what you write 
is rather eclipsed by the nervousness 
over whether you will actually be able 
to get away from the milk and the tears 
and the washing to write anything at 
all. It feels crass to talk about money, 
but money really does matter and this 
wonderful award, and the childcare 
that I am using it on, has bought me, for 
a few hours a day, what all would-be 
writers need: a room of one’s own.” 
 
Catherine Nixey, recipient of a 2015 
RSL Jerwood Award for Non-Fiction 

2015-16 AwARD AND PRIzE wINNERS

Benson Medal
Nancy Sladek

Brookleaze Grants
Afsaneh Gray
Tom Lee
Ben Musgrave
John O’Donoghue
Dan Powell
Shazea Quraishi
Aisha Zia

RSL Jerwood Award for Non-Fiction
Thomas Morris
Catherine Nixey
Duncan White

RSL Ondaatje Prize
Peter Pomerantsev for Nothing is True 
and Everything is Possible (Faber)

V.S. Pritchett Memorial Prize
Jonathan Tel
Nick Sweeney (runner-up)

In 2015, the following writers  
were made Fellows of the RSL:

Lisa Appignanesi OBE
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst
Menna Elfyn
Duncan Fallowell
Jamila Gavin
W.N. Herbert
Peter Kemp 

“ To be valued and appreciated by one’s 
peers is an accolade like no other. So it 
meant a great deal to me to be invited to 
become a Fellow of this wonderful band 
of writers. I expect to be further inspired.” 
Jamila Gavin FRSL (left)

At the heart of the RSL is our Fellowship, which includes some of the 
most distinguished writers working in the English language. Around 
fifteen new Fellows are elected by Council each year, and must be 
nominated and seconded by existing Fellows. Newly elected Fellows are 
introduced at our Annual General Meeting and are invited to sign their 
names in the historic Roll Book using either T.S. Eliot’s or Byron’s pens.

We offer awards and prizes to reward literary merit and encourage writers 
at all stages, including the RSL Jerwood Awards for Non-Fiction for 
writers completing their first published works; the RSL Ondaatje Prize for 
a new work evoking the spirit of a place; the V.S. Pritchett Memorial Prize 
for best unpublished short story; Brookleaze Grants for writers in need of 
financial support; and the Benson Medal for an outstanding contribution 
to literature.

Left: Judge Mark 
Lawson addresses 
2016 RSL Ondaatje 
Prize dinner guests at 
the Traveller’s Club,  
Pall Mall. Right: 
Catherine Nixey 
accepts her 2015  
RSL Jerwood Award 
for Non-Fiction.

Mark Lawson
Yann Martel 
China Miéville
Ray Monk
Adam Sisman
Rupert Thomson

Looking forward: In 2017, we are excited to 
include the Encore Award for best second 
novel in our portfolio of literary prizes.

5
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Public events A society for all who love literature 

Our membership is open to everyone, and offers the benefits and 
joys of a literary festival and book club rolled into one, all year 
round. Members enjoy free entry and discounted guest tickets to 
our acclaimed annual programme of events, priority booking for 
masterclasses, exclusive offers, and a complimentary subscription 
to the twice-yearly RSL Review. 

We encourage the appreciation and exploration of literature through 
public events and masterclasses offered in two seasons a year. Events in 
the past year have included John Lahr on Tennessee Williams; Alexandra 
Harris on weather and the imagination; Kwasi Kwarteng, Michael 
Symmons Roberts and Joanna Trollope on Anthony Trollope; and a 
masterclass with Simon Armitage at Marsden Library in West Yorkshire.

“ What do I like best? The talks and 
discussions with individual viewpoints 
and questions from the audience. I never 
have the courage to put any questions! 
But hearing people speak about their 
writing or to have perceptive appraisals 
of writers like Henry James, is always  
of interest. I enjoyed Rowan Williams  
on Dostoevsky recently. I also always  
try to go to the Davenport-Hines talks.  
 

Right: The audience 
at Filming Testament 
of Youth, with Rosie 
Alison, Mark Bostridge 
and Joanna Scanlan, 
chaired by Peter Parker.
Below: RSL member 
Anita Money. 

Clockwise from top: 
Jackie Kay reads at On 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets; 
Sebastian Faulks 
speaks on the Writing 
London panel, with 
(from left) Gillian Slovo, 
Ben Aaronovitch and 
Louisa Young, chaired 
by Kamila Shamsie;  
an audience member 
asks a question  
at P.D. James: a 
celebration, with 
Melvyn Bragg, Mark 
Lawson and Val 
McDermid, chaired  
by Peter Kemp.

Looking forward: In 2016, we are conducting 
a survey to explore further how to engage and 
support our members.

Looking forward: For our 2016 Autumn/Winter 
season, we are piloting a venue partnership 
with the British Library.

“ I love the wonderful access the RSL gives to the public to 
hear writers talk about their work, their inspirations, and 
other writers: it’s excellent. Listening to some of the best 
writers in the world talk about their craft is inspirational.” 
Hogarth Brown, member since 2011

I have enjoyed over the years chatting 
with people afterwards – there are 
many familiar faces. It is also good that 
I can take a guest which I often do for a 
small sum of money. I love receiving the 
magazine – a reminder of talks one has 
been to and also those one has not – an 
archive to explore.” 
 
Anita Money, member since 2003
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Spreading the wordA day in the life of the RSL team

9:30am: Ally, Education and Events 
Manager, arrives early to collate 
materials for the morning’s school visit. 
Today, Fellow Moira Buffini is visiting a 
state school in north London.

10:00am: Annette, Communications 
Manager, updates the RSL’s social 
media accounts, before joining the 
morning’s team meeting, convened to 
discuss the upcoming AGM.

13:00pm: Maggie, Literary Advisor, 
brainstorms the next season’s 
programme and starts making contact 
with Fellows and other potential 
speakers.

14:30pm: Ellen, Membership and 
Awards Assistant, prepares welcome 
packs to send to new members in the 
afternoon’s post. 

The RSL Review
Published twice a year, the RSL Review 
includes essays on a range of literary 
topics, prominent writers in conversation, 
reports on activities, and a leader article 
on a current literary issue. All Fellows 
and members have a free subscription  
to the magazine, and receive it by post  
in Spring and Autumn.

Social media
In 2015, we launched a new website 
which is adaptable for viewing 
on all devices. New features, 
including Fellows’ Reading Group 
Recommendations and an audio library 
of recordings of past events are proving 
especially popular and ensure that our 
work is made accessible to as wide an 
audience as possible.

16:00pm: Molly, Business Director, and 
Lucy, Development Director, discuss 
papers for an upcoming finance 
meeting focusing on fundraising.

18:30pm: Tim, Director, finishes  
drafting a new version of the RSL’s 
byelaws for Council.

“ One of the reasons I like volunteering at the RSL is 
because it allows me to engage with some of the most 
literary conversations and readings happening in 
London today. It also allows me to stay in contact with a 
wide community of readers and writers across genres 
and disciplines, which I find stimulating and inspiring.” 
Jennifer Obidike, RSL volunteer since 2014

Campaigning
In early 2016, we supported an 
open letter written by the Society of 
Authors to members of the Publishers’ 
Association and the Independent 
Publishers Guild, asking them to take 
responsibility for their role in authors’ 
earnings by ensuring their contractual 
terms and policies are clear and fair.

 Since the beginning  
of last year:  
Subscribers to our 
e-newsletter have 
increased by 67% to 5,860
 Followers on Facebook 
have increased by  
30% to 7,011
 Followers on Twitter  
have increased by  
49% to 6,905
Our audio recordings  
have been listened  
to 172,000 times.
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Aims and objectivesA year at the RSL in figures

As set out in our Royal Charter, currently being revised,  
our objects are the advancement of literature:

— By the reading of poetry and prose;
—  By lectures and discussions on literature and related 

subjects;
—  By the giving of awards to works of literary merit, and to 

persons who have rendered valuable service to literature;
—  By the recognition, encouragement and support of 

those engaged in literature and the furtherance of their 
interests; 

—  By the encouragement of the study and enjoyment of 
literature in schools and colleges and by the public 
generally.

During 2016, we are undertaking a strategic review, and 
developing four interconnected aims for the Society’s 
activities:

1. To honour and encourage great writers 
– especially through Fellowships, Companions of Literature, 
literary awards and prizes.

2. To engage people in literature
– especially through public events, membership, Schools 
Outreach, masterclasses, the RSL Review magazine, and 
online activity.

3. To act as a voice for why literature matters
– a new theme for shaping our activities and developing new 
ones as we build up to our Bicentenary.

4. To be a responsible and effective organisation
– for example, in our financial administration, staffing and 
risk management.

The Council is setting up four new Sub-Committees, each of 
which will oversee one of these aims.

Looking forward: In 2016, our new Director, Tim Robertson, is 
leading a strategic review of the RSL’s work and will be consulting 
with members, Fellows, donors and the Society’s colleagues to 
produce a plan in the lead up to our Bicentenary in 2020.

10

In 2015, we…

…visited 11 schools, 
reaching 1,009 students

…commissioned 30 new poems 
on Shakespeare’s sonnets for 
Shakespeare400

…welcomed 140 new members

…inspired 1 worldwide trend of 16,500 
tweets in a day with #literarycakes 

…presented 10 writers with 
awards and grants worth £36,000

…held 21 events, for a total audience 
of 2,479 people

…revised 1 Royal Charter 

…elected 13 distinguished 
writers as Fellows
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The RSL in the classroom 

In 2015, 11 Fellows and writers visited schools from Bradford to Walthamstow:

Andrew Motion FRSL visited George Green’s School, Isle of Dogs
Kamila Shamsie FRSL visited Fulham Cross Girls’ School, Fulham
Melvyn Bragg FRSL visited Willowfield Humanities College, Walthamstow
Sebastian Faulks CBE FRSL visited Forest Gate Community School, Newham
Stephen Kelman visited Cranford Community College, Hounslow
Sara wheeler FRSL visited Skinners’ Academy, Manor House
Kevin Crossley-Holland FRSL visited Pimlico Academy, Pimlico
Adèle Geras FRSL visited Ark Burlington Danes Academy, London
Blake Morrison FRSL visited Appleton Academy, Bradford
Tom Stoppard OM CBE FRSL visited King Solomon Academy, Marylebone
Imtiaz Dharker FRSL visited Wembley High School, Wembley

“ I wanted Andrew Motion to stay  
for the whole day.” 
Fahim, student at George Green’s School, 
Isle of Dogs

Andrew Motion with 
a student at George 
Green’s School,  
Isle of Dogs.

Our Schools Outreach Programme, delivered in partnership with 
educational charity First Story, aims to increase access to quality 
literature experiences among disadvantaged young people by arranging 
for Fellows to visit targeted state secondary schools. Over the past year, 
Fellows including Tom Stoppard, Kamila Shamsie, Sebastian Faulks and 
Adèle Geras have hosted visits that typically consist of a talk, interactive 
session and writing workshop.

As a result of this programme, over 90% of participating students have 
said that they have been inspired to read and write more in their free 
time, with one student noting that the visit “made [her] feel that English 
was not just about exams and deadlines, but about expression and 
creativity. We all needed to remember that!”

The RSL in the classroom 

“ It was a huge privilege to have Lord 
Bragg visit our school in the summer 
of 2015; both the students and staff 
enjoyed his visit immensely and found 
him to be an interesting and humorous 
speaker. Without exception, the 
students were very positive about what 
they had learned from Lord Bragg and 
were surprised and impressed by the 
tenacity it takes to make it as a writer. 
I have no doubt that he inspired and 
helped to create a lasting memory for 
them all.” 
 
Charlie Sayer (née Riseley),  
teacher at Willowfield School

Left: Melvyn Bragg 
visits students at 
Willowfield Humanities 
College. Right: An 
extract from the letter 
Joe sent to Melvyn 
Bragg following his visit.

On 9 June 2015, Melvyn Bragg FRSL visited a group of Year 10 students 
at Willowfield Humanities College in Walthamstow. Lord Bragg spoke 
to the students about his experience of being a writer and broadcaster, 
highlighted the importance of writing about ordinary experiences, and 
answered questions about his books and career. 

“ Really the pleasure was all mine.  
It’s the school that’s inspiring.” 
Andrew Motion FRSL (@motionandrew)
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“ [Lord Bragg’s] visit was 
a true revival of my 
love to read, write and 
even perform… His life 
experience, filled with 
numerous setbacks and 
successes has given me 
back my confidence… and 
I hope to introduce myself 
[to] writing again.” 
Joe, student at  
Willowfield School

Looking forward: In 2016 and 2017, we will be 
developing a new tool to evaluate the impact of 
our Programme on school students.
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Thank you

Authors’ Licencing and Collecting Society
Sir Alan Ayckbourn FRSL
Bath Spa University
Antony Beevor FRSL
Christopher and Jennie Bland
The Bloomsbury Hotel
The Booker Prize Foundation
Lord Bragg DL FRSL
Edward Chandler
Colin Chisholm
Richard Davenport-Hines FRSL
Dame Margaret Drabble FRSL
The Ronald Duncan Literary Foundation
Lord Egremont FRSL
The European Commission 
Representation in the UK
Michael Frayn C LIT FRSL
Brian Friel C LIT FRSL
Bamber Gascoigne FRSL
The Robert Gavron Charitable Trust
The Hon Victoria Glendinning CBE FRSL
The Golsoncott Foundation
Sir David Hare FRSL
Sir Ronald Harwood CBE FRSL
Sir Max Hastings FRSL
Drue Heinz DBE Hon FRSL
Olivia Hoare

Intelligent Life magazine
The J.P. Jacobs Charitable Trust
The Estate of P.D. James
The Jerwood Charitable Foundation
Alice Jolly
Laurence Kelly FRSL and  
Linda Kelly FRSL
Philip Kerr
Louisa Lane Fox
The Legatum Institute
Julian Mitchell FRSL
Old Possum’s Practical Trust
Sir Christopher Ondaatje CBE Hon FRSL
Penny Perrick
Basil Postan 
J.K. Rowling OBE FRSL
The Royal Literary Fund
The Hon Giles St Aubyn LVO FRSL
Lord Skidelsky of Tilton FRSL
The Staples Trust
Sir Tom Stoppard OM CBE C LIT FRSL
Claire Tomalin FRSL
University of Roehampton
Margot Watts
Dame Jacqueline Wilson FRSL
Philip Ziegler CVO FRSL
 

“ Good books have the power to challenge 
prejudice and transform lives. They provoke 
debate and provide comfort, entertainment, 
companionship and information. I support the 
RSL so that everyone can have access to, and 
enjoy, good literature – now and in the future.” 
Alice Jolly, RSL Patron

2015 INCOME AT A GLANCE

2015 ExPENDITuRE AT A GLANCE

Finance

As an independent charity, we do not receive any public or government 
funding and depend upon the continued support of our members, 
Fellows, Patrons and friends. A special thank you to all of our generous 
donors, patrons and partners who made our work possible in 2015. We 
couldn’t do it without you!

During 2015 and 2016, we are making a planned investment from reserves to 
establish the foundations for our future growth – including the new full-time 
posts of Director and Development Director. Hence expenditure exceeded 
income during 2015.  We aim to be significantly less reliant on reserves in 2017, 
and to have a surplus in 2018.

Our auditors are Wilkins Kennedy LLP. Please contact us for a full copy of our 
accounts. Alternatively, they can be found on the Charity Commission’s website.
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Donations and legacies
£138,301 
55%

Advertising
£1,345
1%

Rental income
£6,298
3%

Membership 
subscriptions
£50,587
20%

Ticket sales 
and entry fees
£8,663
3%

Investment income
£44,455
18%

Total income: 

£249,649

Public events
£81,034 
19%

Publicity
£7,935 
2%

Awards and prizes
£92,057 
22%

Fundraising
£3,943 
1%Investment management

£17,987 
4%

Communications 
and publications
£82,686
20%

Schools 
outreach
£16,420
4%

Fellowship and 
membership
£115,020
28%

Total expenditure: 

£417,082
Total end-of-year assets: 

£1,968,807 
of which unrestricted 
reserves: £165,530 

15
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“ People need to feel in their bones 
that the whole of English literature 
from Beowulf to Byron to Benjamin 
zephaniah is theirs by right of 
inheritance. The RSL shows people 
what belongs to them, and welcomes 
them into it.” 
Philip Pullman CBE FRSL,  
Vice-President

The Royal Society of Literature
Somerset House
Strand
London WC2R 1LA
Tel 020 7845 4678
info@rsliterature.org
rsliterature.org
Registered charity number 213962

Follow us:

 @RSLiterature
 The Royal Society of Literature
 The Royal Society of Literature YouTube channel

Printed in Essex by Smith & Watts Print  
on 100% recycled paper

Designed by Derek Westwood
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