
 
 

 
 
 
Folio Prize Trustees' Annual Report 2020 
 
The annual cycle of the Prize was from June to March, when the award is made. This 
report covers the calendar year 2020, to coincide with our accounting period; as well 
as addressing the principles and organisation of the Prize, it describes the following 
specific activity that took place during the year: 
 
2020 Operations 
 
2020 Prize 

- Deciding the shortlist 
- Shortlist announcement 
- 2020 Rathbones Folio Sessions 
- Deciding the winner 
- Award ceremony (online) 

 
2020 Mentorships 

- Selecting mentors 
- Launching mentorships for 2019/20 

 
 
1. Aim 
 
i. Overall objectives 

The Rathbones Folio Prize was the first major English language book prize open to 
writers from around the world. By the end of 2016 it had decided to expand its aim: to 
celebrate the best work of literature (now including non-ficition), regardless of form 
or genre, and to bring it to the attention of as many readers as possible. The 2020 
prize was the fourth to operate under these new parameters. 

Two distinctive qualities define the Prize. First, it is a global prize for literature 
written in English; any work of fiction, non-fiction or poetry published in the UK in a 
given year is eligible, regardless of the author’s country of origin. Second, the process 
by which books are selected, considered and finally rewarded is governed by an 
Academy of writers and critics, who are independent from the founders, sponsors and 
administrators of the Prize.  

The Prize has been designed in this way to allow a breadth of writing and opinion to 
be represented, while encouraging a consistent focus on excellence. 



The Prize aims to promote reading and an appreciation of literature for the public 
benefit by selecting and raising the profile of the very best works of fiction and non-
fiction published each year. Through its events (‘sessions’), website and other media, 
it seeks to engage readers and writers throughout the English-speaking world in 
cultural debate, and in the celebration, sustainment and furtherance of the art of 
literature.  
 
2. Governance 
 
i. The Literature Prize Foundation 

The Folio Prize is managed by the Literature Prize Foundation which is a charity 
registered in the jurisdiction of England and Wales (charity number 1151069). The 
charity is also informally known as the Folio Academy Foundation. 

The Foundation is a body that incorporates the original vision and founding principles 
of the Prize, whose co-founders are Andrew Kidd and Kate Harvey. In 2020, day-to-
day operations were overseen by Minna Fry, consultant Executive Director, and 
Asima Qayyum, consultant Administrator, with the mentorships overseen by Ralf 
Webb. 

The Foundation is governed by a board of trustees who meet at least twice a year to 
review the operational, financial and commercial performance of the Prize and to 
ensure it is fulfilling its duty of public benefit. 

The Foundation alone has the right to engage staff, either permanent or temporary, to 
engage contractors for the provision of services, and to enter into any legal contracts 
on behalf of the Prize. All payments for goods or services are made through the 
Foundation.  

All decisions relating to the activities and conduct of the Foundation are made by its 
trustees. 

The Foundation works closely with the Sponsor to ensure the harmonious and 
productive operation of the Prize. It is in the Foundation’s gift to determine the 
Sponsor, except where an existing Sponsor is exercising its option to renew.  
 
ii. The Board 

The trustees re: 

Cecily Engle (legal advisor) 

Natasha Fairweather (joined 2017) 

Kate Harvey (prize co-founder) 

Andrew Kidd (prize co-founder and Chair) 

Amy Lashinsky  

Jonathan Levy (Treasurer) 



Suzy Lucas 

Tanya Seghatchian 

Sandra Taylor 

 
 

iii. The Administration 

The Administration manages the day-to-day running of the Prize. It included two 
freelance consultants: Minna Fry, the Executive Director, and Asima Qayyum, Prize 
Administrator. Together, their job it is to facilitate communication between all the 
parties above, to engage with contractors and to otherwise ensure that tasks are 
correctly assigned and accomplished. The Development Director and Prize 
Administrator report to the Board of the Foundation. 
 
3. Finances 
 

See separate reporting 
 
4. Sponsorship 
 
i. Principal sponsor 

In December 2019 a renewed sponsorship agreement was signed with Rathbone 
Investment Management PLC, with a three year commitment, running through 2022. 

 
ii. Additional sponsors 

Further contributions in 2020 were secured from a generous grant from Arts Council 
England. 

 
5. Academy 

The Folio Academy is a group of individuals drawn from the world of books who 
have demonstrated a commitment to excellence in fiction. The great majority are 
writers themselves, and the remainder are literary critics. Many have strong 
connections to the UK, as the home of the Prize, but a large component is 
international.  

The Academy plays a critical role in selecting titles to be considered by the Prize 
judges, who are drawn from its number. They are also invited to take part in events 
and campaigns to promote the prize and help fulfill its aims. 

Academy members are nominated by the Foundation. Invitations are issued by the 
Foundation and the Executive Director. Existing Academy members are also able to 
suggest names to the Foundation. 

There is no fixed size for the Academy. At the launch of the Prize, its membership 
was in excess of one hundred and has since more than tripled in size – at the time of 



writing there are 315 members. As the prize evolves, its membership will grow 
organically, just as members may resign at any time.  

Members for whom there is a perceived conflict of interest in any given year can 
recuse themselves from taking part in the nomination or judging process 
 
  
6. Award of the 2020 Prize 

The award process consists of three distinct parts.  

i. Judges are selected from the Academy.  
ii. 60 books are nominated by the Academy for consideration by the judges. An 

additional 20 books are called in by the judges once they have considered 
recommendations made by publishers, who are invited to write in on behalf 
of five titles per imprint. 

iii. The judges read the 80 books and produce a shortlist of eight, from which 
they choose a winner, who receives a cheque for £30,000  
 

Details of parts one and two are recorded in our 2014 Trustees’ Report. The rest of 
this section will address the process by which the shortlist and winner were decided. 
 
i.  Shortlist and winner 

The judges Paul Farley (chair), Nikita Lalwani and Ross Raisin had 80 titles to 
consider. The prize administration was deliberately non-prescriptive, stating simply 
that each judge was expected to read all 80 books and to consider the texts before 
them purely on their own merit.  

In early January 2020, the judges met to decide on a longlist of 20 books. 

In February 2020, the judges met to decide on a shortlist of 8 books, which was 
announced on at a reception hosted by Rathbones. 

On 16 March, the judges met via Zoom to decide on a winner. 

Throughout the process the three judges stuck with great commitment and alacrity to 
their brief: namely to disregard an author's nationality, ethnicity, gender or life story 
and to concentrate solely on the quality of the books in question. The freedom 
afforded them by the prize allowed them to shape the judging process as they saw fit, 
leading to a rigorous and fair debate. 

 
7. 2020 Events  
 
i. Shortlist announcement 

The shortlist was announced by Paul Farley at a reception at Rathbones on 25 
February 2020, attended by academy members, media and publishers.  



The shortlist was: 

• Fiona Benson: Vertigo & Ghost 
• Laura Cumming: On Chapel Sands 
• Sinéad Gleeson: Constellations 
• James Lasdun: Victory 
• Ben Lerner: The Topeka School 
• Valeria Luiselli: Lost Children Archive 
• Azadeh Moaveni: Guest House for Young Widows 
• Zadie Smith: Grand Union 

News of the list was picked up across media in the English-speaking world. 
 
ii. The Rathbones Folio Session at the British Library 

Due to the Covid-19 coronavirus pandemic, a series of sessions scheduled for the 
weekend of 21-22 March 2020 at the British Library was cancelled. 
 
iii. The Award Ceremony 

On Monday 23 March, in lieu of an Award Ceremony scheduled to be held at the 
British Library, the winner of the Prize was announced in a live, ‘virtual ceremony’ 
on BBC4’s Front Row. 

Valeria Luiselli was the recipient of the 2020 Rathbones Folio Prize of £30,000 for 
her novel, Lost Children Archive.  

The prize win was widely covered in media, in the UK and abroad.  
 
iv. Festivals 
 
Due to the pandemic, all in person festivals scheduled for the year were cancelled. In 
July 2020, in partnership with the British Library, three Rathbones Folio sessions – 
‘How to Write a Book in Your Lunch Hour’ – were held online, featuring Kate 
Summerscale, Patrick Gale and Raymond Antrobus. 
 
8. Partnerships 

 
i. The British Library 

Since the launch of the prize in its original incarnation, in March 2013, the prize's 
partnership with one of the world's most renowned literary institiutions has been key 
part of its identity. That relationship continues to deepen and grow year on year. 

ii. First Story 
 

In March 2017 a new partnership with the literary charity, First Story, was 
announced. First Story, founded by former teacher Katie Waldegrave and the writer 
William Fiennes, brings talented professional writers into over 80 secondary schools 
serving low-income communities to work with teachers and students to foster 



creativity and communication skills. The new intiative was to be known as the 
Rathbones Folio Mentorships, and 2020-1 marked the fourth year of the scheme. 
 
iii. UEA 
 
2020 marked the start of a new partnership with the University of East Anglia, in 
which the winner or a shortlisted author from the previous year is offered a Rathbones 
Folio/UEA Fellowship to present a series of workshops and lectures to UEA creative 
writing students. The inaugural fellow in 2020 was Raymond Antrobus. 
 
 
9. The Rathbones Folio Mentorships 

 
In July 2020, the mentees for third year of the scheme read the work in an online 
Showcase, held in partnership with First Story and hosted by Arvon. The mentors 
were Folio Academy members Nikesh Shukla, Alice Jolly, Adam Foulds, Sharlene 
Teo and Lucy Caldwell. 
 
In September 2020, the fourth incarnation of the Rathbones Folio Mentorships was 
launched.  Four of the "most outstanding" First Story students were selected via an 
application process to be paired with a member of the Folio Academy for one-on-one 
guidance on a writing project over the course of a school year. The mentors were 
Folio Academy members Raymond Antrobus, Paul Farley, Rachel Long and Kathryn 
Maris. 
 
The scheme, which has been widely praised, was further supported by a grant from 
Arts Council England. 
 
10. Outcomes 

 
A fourth successful year for the Prize in partnership with its new sponsor, the further 
establishment of the Rathbones Folio Mentorships and last-minute innovation in the 
programming of the first ever ‘virtual prize ceremony’ on the same day as the 
announcement of the first Covid-19 lockdown. 
 
The Foundation’s aim – to promote reading and an appreciation of literature for the 
public benefit by selecting and raising the profile of the very best works of fiction and 
non-fiction published each year, as well as to generate conversation about and around 
the ideas that writing, and writers, create – was further enhanced throughout the year. 
 
(In March 2020, the charity was a victim of fraud resulting in the loss of funds 
intended for the Rathbones Folio prize winner, totalling £30,000. The charity has 
since put in place additional safequarding measures. The charity reported the fraud to 
both the police and the Charity Commission.) 
 
11. Future aims 

 
Despite the challenges presented by the pandemic, the Foundation resolved that 2020 
should continue to be a year of further growth, as it exploreed ways to expand the 
remit of exisiting initiatives while constantly enhancing the profile of the Prize. The 



ongoing engagment of the PR agency, FMcM (who were deeply involved with the 
Prize in its first incarnation), continued to be key to this strategy. 
 
12. Summary 
 
In the first two years of its existence the Folio Prize built a strong reputation for 
independence, integrity and a truly collegiate approach, becoming a unique and 
energetic forum for great writers of fiction to talk about and celebrate their art. By the 
end of 2016, having met the challenge of revitalizing itself in the wake of the Folio 
Society’s decision, it redefined its parameters to include non-fiction (and 
correspondingly invited a new tranche of predominatnly non-ficition writers to join 
the academy) and secured new sponshorship, the Foundation was in a strong position 
to set out on a new path. 
 
That new path was fully realised over the course of 2020 and solidified, as the Prize 
and Foundation further established itself as a dynamic and innovative literary charity, 
underpinned by a belief that great books, and the ideas that underpin them, have the 
capacity to change lives. 
 
 
 
 

 
























