
RSL Encore Award 2017:
the shortlist

The £10,000 RSL Encore Award is awarded annually to the best 
second novel of the year.

The judges, Alex Clark, Julia Copus and Ted Hodgkinson,
comment: 

‘We were impressed and cheered by the scope of the novels on this year’s shortlist, 
not merely in terms of setting - a whaling ship with a murderous crew, a deserted 
moor and a caravan park steeling itself for a new Ice Age all featured - but also 

the linguistic bravado, and the structural and stylistic ambition on show. We read 
narratives past, present and future, and all were infused with a sense of experiment 

and inquiry, and a genuine pleasure in shaping and testing the language.’

2017 shortlist

Jenni Fagan  The Sunlight Pilgrims (William Heinemann)

Paul Kingsnorth Beast    (Faber & Faber)

Ian McGuire  The North Water   (Scribner)

Eimear McBride The Lesser Bohemians (Faber & Faber)  
        
Sarah Perry  The Essex Serpent  (Serpent’s Tail)  
             
Sara Taylor   The Lauras   (William Heinemann)

The winner will be announced on Wednesday 5 April 2017.



   

Jenni Fagan, The Sunlight Pilgrims (William Heinemann)
‘Jenni Fagan’s The Sunlight Pilgrims is a riveting, apocalyptic tale in which a ragbag 
of oddball characters (residents of a Scottish caravan park) fall in love, grow up and 
attempt to go about their everyday lives while temperatures plummet in an already 

extreme winter.’ - Julia Copus
Jenni Fagan was born in Scotland, and lives in Edinburgh. She graduated from 

Greenwich University with the highest possible mark for a student of Creative Writing. 
Jenni was selected as one of the Granta’s Best Young British Novelists in 2013 after the 

publication of her highly acclaimed debut novel, The Panopticon.
 

Paul Kingsnorth, Beast (Faber & Faber)
‘A work of savage brilliance, Paul Kingsnorth’s Beast draws us into the solitude and 
fevered imagination of a hermit living high on the moorland. The second volume in 
Kingsnorth’s trilogy, Beast stands alone in all senses as a work by a writer of rare 

perceptions.’ - Ted Hodgkinson
Paul Kingsnorth’s debut novel, The Wake, won the 2014 Gordon Burn Prize, was 

longlisted for the Man Booker Prize, The Folio Prize and The Desmond Elliott Prize, and 
was shortlisted for the Goldsmiths Prize. He is also the author of two non-fiction books, 

One No, Many Yeses and Real England, and a poetry collection, Kidland. 

     Ian McGuire, The North Water 
 (Simon & Schuster)

‘It might have been called ‘Men Behaving Badly’, save for the fact that Ian McGuire’s 
stunning story of mid 19th-century seafarers instills more fear than it does laughter. 
Written with an extraordinary grasp of menace, corruption and outright brutality, The 

North Water gripped from start to finish.’  - Alex Clark
Ian McGuire grew up near Hull and studied at the University of Manchester, where he 
later became a founder and co-director of the university’s Centre for New Writing. The 
North Water was a New York Times bestseller and was nominated for the Man Booker 

Prize and the LA Times Book Prize 2016. 



 Eimear McBride, The Lesser Bohemians (Faber & Faber)
‘Eimear McBride’s wild and tender The Lesser Bohemians tells of an 18-year old 
Irish drama student, newly arrived to London, who falls in love with a wiry actor 

twice her age. McBride lays bare the ways that physical and linguistic proximity can 
be one and the same thing.’ - Ted Hodgkinson

Eimear McBride grew up in the west of Ireland. Her debut novel A Girl is a Half-
formed Thing took nine years to publish and subsequently received the inaugural 

Goldsmiths Prize, the Baileys Prize, Kerry Group Irish Novel of the Year, The 
Desmond Elliott Prize and the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize. 

Sarah Perry, The Essex Serpent (Serpent’s Tail)
‘The Essex Serpent is filled with intensely realised sensation, thought and incident. 

But there is also much nourishment for the brain in Perry’s story of the Victorian 
conflict between science and faith, progress and privilege, and personal desire and 

social duty.’ - Alex Clark
Sarah Perry was born in Essex in 1979. Her first novel, After Me Comes the Flood, 

won the East Anglian Book of the Year Award in 2014. Her second novel, The Essex 
Serpent, was Waterstones Book of the Year 2016. It was shortlisted for the Costa 
Best Novel Prize 2016 and longlisted for the International Dylan Thomas, Baileys 

and Wellcome book prizes. 

Sara Taylor, The Lauras (William Heinemann)
‘Sara Taylor’s moving and original road novel The Lauras follows a mother and her 

transgender child on a journey that criss-crosses the uncelebrated America of 
diners, truck-stops, parking lots and tattoo parlours, taking in the whole wonderful 

but disordered “snail slime” of human existence on the way.’ - Julia Copus
Sara Taylor was born and raised in rural Virginia. She is currently chipping away at a 
double-focus PhD in censorship and fiction at UEA. The Shore, her debut novel, was 
shortlisted for the Guardian First Book Award and longlisted for the Baileys Prize. 

RSL Encore Award
First presented in 1990, the Encore Award celebrates the achievement of 
outstanding second novels. The Award is generously sponsored by Lucy Astor. 
This year’s judges are critic, journalist and broadcaster Alex Clark (Chair), poet 
and children’s author Julia Copus and Ted Hodgkinson, Senior Programmer for 
Literature and Spoken Word at Southbank Centre. This is the first year that the RSL 
has administered the Award.

The Royal Society of Literature, founded by George IV in 1820, celebrates and 
nurtures all that is best in British literature, past and present. In addition to the RSL 
Encore Award, the RSL administers the RSL Ondaatje Prize for writing on a sense of 
place and the V.S. Pritchett Memorial Prize for short stories. The RSL runs regular 
events and manages a Schools Outreach Programme.

For more information contact Annette Brook,
annette@rsliterature.org / 020 7845 4680 / rsliterature.org


