
  

   
   

 
Gordon Burn Prize 2018:  

winner announced 
 

Strictly embargoed until 22:30, 11 October 2018  
 
The winner of the Gordon Burn Prize 2018 was awarded on Thursday evening (11 
October) at a special event at Durham Book Festival.  
 
Census by Jesse Ball (Granta Books) was selected as the winner by the prize judges: 
journalist and critic Alex Clark, writer Kei Miller, artist Gillian Wearing and musician Andrew 
Weatherall. Ball wins £5000 and the opportunity to take a three-month writing retreat at 
Gordon Burn’s cottage in the Scottish Borders.  
  
A terminally ill father and his son travel from A to Z, encountering a multitude of stories as 
they carry out their duties as census takers. Though Census is partly fable, it was inspired 
by the life of Jesse Ball’s brother Abram, who had Down’s syndrome and passed away at 
the age of 24. The novel shows us the special wonder of the bond between the man and 
his son as we witness the lengths human kindness can stretch. This book views the world 
through a lens unlike any other, exploring the joys not of seeking but of finding. 
 
Artist Gillian Wearing, one of the judges, commented: 
“It was like walking through someone's surreal grieving mind as they attempt to make 
sense of existence. This is a beautiful, moving book and unlike any I have read before.” 
 
Jesse Ball has published more than ten books of prose and poetry in the United States, 
but Census is his first UK publication. Born in New York, he graduated from Vassar 
College. In 2008 he was awarded The Paris Review’s Plimpton Prize for his story ‘The 
Early Deaths of Lubeck, Brennan, Harp & Carr’, and in 2015 his novel A Cure for Suicide 
was longlisted for the National Book Awards. Ball was named one of the Granta Best of 
Young American Novelists in 2017. Among Ball’s published works are five other novels, 
including How to Set a Fire and Why and Silence Once Begun; a number of poetry and 
prose collections; a book of drawings and a pedagogical monograph, Notes on My Dunce 
Cap. He lives in Chicago, where he teaches at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
 
Jesse Ball, winner of the Gordon Burn Prize 2018, said: “It is heartening to learn that 
this support, the Gordon Burn Prize, has been given to my book, Census, a book that in 
many ways is not my own. From the first, it was for my brother, a person who no longer 
exists (he is in the ground). As his, it is a book pointed at a world that we do not live in, but 
perhaps could. I would like for people to read the work because I think we can see 
differently than we do. We need not be limited by the poverty that is forced upon us, when 
we are already, every one of us, so rich in sight.” 
 



  

   
   

Carol Gorner of the Gordon Burn Trust said: “It is very fitting that Census has won the 
2018 Gordon Burn Prize. Gordon Burn cared deeply about writing style, and he also cared 
deeply that those people who aren't obvious subject matter should be written about. This 
strange and beautifully written book is perfectly matched to the aims of the prize.”  
 
Cllr Ossie Johnson, Durham County Council’s tourism, culture, leisure and rural 
issues, said: “The Gordon Burn Prize honours a remarkable author and it’s clear that the 
winner of this year’s award is well-deserving of being recognised in his name. Census was 
a popular choice with the judges and I can’t wait to start reading it myself.” 
 
The Gordon Burn Prize was established in 2012 to celebrate the legacy of one of 
literature’s great innovators. Gordon Burn’s writing was precise and rigorous, and often 
blurred the line between fact and fiction. He wrote across a wide range of subjects, from 
celebrities to serial killers, politics to contemporary art; his works include the novels Alma 
Cogan and Born Yesterday: The News as a Novel, and non-fiction including Happy Like 
Murderers: The Story of Fred and Rosemary West, Best and Edwards: Football, Fame and 
Oblivion and Sex & Violence, Death & Silence: Encounters with Recent Art.  
 
Durham Book Festival is a Durham County Council festival produced by New Writing North 
with funding from partners Durham University and Arts Council England.  
 
 

 
 

NOTES FOR EDITORS 
 
The Gordon Burn Prize, run in partnership by the Gordon Burn Trust, New Writing North, 
Faber & Faber and Durham Book Festival, seeks to celebrate the work of those who follow 
in his footsteps: novels which dare to enter history and interrogate the past; non-fiction 
adventurous enough to inhabit characters and events in order to create new and vivid 
realities. The prize is open to works in English by writers of any nationality or descent who, 
at the time of entering, are permanently resident in the United Kingdom or the United 
States of America.  
 
The shortlist for the Gordon Burn Prize 2018 was: 
• Census, Jesse Ball (Granta Books) 
• H(a)ppy, Nicola Barker (William Heinemann) 
• In Our Mad and Furious City, Guy Gunaratne (Tinder Press, Headline) 
• Crudo, Olivia Laing (Picador) 
• The Cost of Living, Deborah Levy (Hamish Hamilton) 
• I'll Be Gone in the Dark, Michelle McNamara (Faber & Faber) 
 
Previous winners: 
2017 Denise Mina, The Long Drop 



  

   
   

2016 David Szalay, All That Man Is 
2015 Dan Davies, In Plain Sight: The Life and Lies of Jimmy Savile 
2014 Paul Kingsnorth, The Wake 
2013 Benjamin Myers, Pig Iron 
 
 
Judges’ biographies: 
 
Alex Clark is a critic, journalist and broadcaster who lives in London, and the current 
Artistic Director for Words and Literature at the Bath Festival. She writes on a wide range 
of subjects for the Guardian, the Observer, the Spectator and the Times Literary 
Supplement. She has judged many literary awards, including the 2008 Man Booker Prize. 
She regularly chairs live events, appears on radio and is the host of a monthly podcast for 
Vintage publishing.  
  
Kei Miller is a poet, novelist, essayist, short-story writer, broadcaster and blogger. His 
many books include the novel Augustown (W&N, 2016) and poetry collection The 
Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion (Carcanet, 2014), which won the Forward Prize 
(Best Collection, 2014). In 2010, the Institute of Jamaica awarded him the Silver Musgrave 
medal for his contributions to literature. He has been an International Writing Fellow at the 
University of Iowa and a Vera Rubin Fellow at Yaddo. He has a PhD in English Literature 
from the University of Glasgow and is currently a Professor of English and Creative Writing 
at the University of Exeter.   
 
Gillian Wearing was born in 1963 in Birmingham and now lives in London. She won the 
Turner Prize in 1997 and was awarded an OBE in 2011. An overall theme in her work for 
the last two decades has been documenting the everyday, portraiture and the line between 
reality and fiction. She recently had a solo show opening at the National Gallery of 
Denmark, Copenhagen, 2017/18 and was commissioned to create the statue of suffragist 
leader Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square in 2018. Her solo exhibitions include Behind 
the mask, another mask: Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun at National Portrait Gallery, 
London, 2017; A Real Birmingham Family, Centenary Square, Library of Birmingham, 
Birmingham, 2014; A Real Birmingham Family, Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, 2011; 
Confessions: Portraits, vidéos, Musée Rodin, Paris, 2009; Living Proof, ACCA, Australian 
Centre for Contemporary Art, Melbourne, 2006. 
 
Andrew Weatherall’s extraordinary twenty-five-year career in music has been 
characterised by a series of unique partnerships, with twenty albums, thirty or so EPs and 
singles, plus more than two hundred and fifty remixes under his belt. Bastion of the 
underground, Andrew has set up record labels, remixed in collaboration with artists 
including Paul Oakenfold on Happy Mondays’ Hallelujah, and has brought a distinctive 
flavour to the work of hundreds of other artists. Remixes led to a smattering of production 
duties. Andrew only rarely wears the producer hat but when he does, such as on Primal 
Scream’s 1991 Screamadelica, the results are outstanding. 



  

   
   

 
 
Social media: 
@NewWritingNorth 
@durhambookfest 
@FaberBooks 
#GordonBurnPrize 
www.gordonburnprize.com  
 

For all media enquiries, please contact: Laura Fraine at New Writing North 
laurafraine@newwritingnorth.com / 07411 164 837 


