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The Gordon Burn Prize 2019:
winner announced
The Gordon Burn Prize 2019 was awarded this evening at Durham Book Festival to a
writer who has used fiction to reveal elements and angles that otherwise may have not
come to light. This book brought to readers one of the most controversial and
inflammatory periods of history that is still in touching distance: the Troubles. The winner
is:
• For the Good Times by David Keenan (Faber)
Very much in the sensibility of Gordon Burn, this selection continues the prize’s tradition
of recognising brilliant and unique work that audaciously dares to take both writer and
reader to territories that shake their edges and repositions foundations. Now in its seventh
year, the Prize salutes Keenan’s daring to venture into the past. In For the Good Times
Keenan recreates Belfast and the Troubles in the 1970s with an almost hallucinatory feel,
recreating the undocumented lives, the murders that took place, the families that were
bereaved.
For the Good Times was selected from six shortlisted titles, all compulsive, all audacious
and chimerical. Between them were addressed race, violence, exclusion, safe spaces, and
alternate history.
Miranda Sawyer, one of the judges, commented:
“David Keenan’s For The Good Times is the story of Sammy, a foot soldier for the IRA in the
months leading up to the hunger strike. We hear from him in the Maze, as Bobby Sands is on
hunger strike, and he tells tales about how he ended up there. But this is not a straightforward
telling. Keenan takes Sammy’s Troubles and turns them into a wild ride of hyper-violence,
stupid consequences, comic book heroes, fantasy women and bad paddy jokes. It’s about myth
and war and masculinity and belief. For The Good Times seems hallucinatory, but this fearless
book reveals the truth about our recent history in a way that documentary can’t and so, the
judges found this title to be the worthy winner of the Gordon Burn prize.”
David Keenan grew up in Airdrie in the late 1970s and early 1980s. He is the author of
This Is Memorial Device (Faber), To Run Wild In It: A Handbook of Autonomic Tarot
(Rough Trade Books) and England's Hidden Reverse: A Secret History of the Esoteric
Underworld (Strange Attractor). He lives in Glasgow. The winning book, For the Good
Times, immediately glowed in praise such as “simultaneously repellent and
brilliant” (Sunday Times) and “occult, transformative, difficult, fantastic: Keenan is
…2/ continued & Notes for editors
For all media enquiries, please contact: Nikki Barrow at Mander Barrow PR Ltd
nikki@manderbarrowpr.com; 07813 806297

smashing through so many borders in this novel” (Suzanne Moore, New Statesman) as
well as with “demented brilliance . . . reminiscent of Roberto Bolaño” (Scotsman).
The prize was established in 2012 to celebrate the legacy of one of literature’s great
innovators, Gordon Burn. This year, 2019, is the tenth anniversary of his death. Gordon
Burn’s writing was precise and rigorous, and often blurred the line between fact and
fiction: it often explored murky and ambiguous territories. He grasped, intuitively, how
supposedly 'fact-based' reportage can warp the truth just as fiction can aspire to reveal it.
In this respect much of his writing has the ring of contemporary relevance to it.
He wrote across a wide range of subjects, from celebrities to serial killers, politics to
contemporary art; his works include the novels Fullalove 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.
The Gordon Burn Prize, run in partnership by the Gordon Burn Trust, New Writing North,
Faber & Faber and Durham Book Festival, a Durham County Council 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.
___________

Notes for editors
Durham Book Festival is a Durham County Council festival produced by New Writing
North with funding from partners Durham University and Arts Council England.
About For the Good Times:
David Keenan’s second novel plunges the reader into the dark night of Belfast in the 1970s: an
era of military terror and sectarian violence, of occult visions and religious intensity.
Sammy and his three friends live in the Ardoyne, an impoverished, predominantly Catholic
area of North Belfast that has become the epicentre of a country intent on cannibalising itself.
They love sharp clothes, a good drink, and the songs of Perry Como - whose commitment to
clean living holds up a dissonant mirror to their own attempts to rise above their
circumstances. They dream of a Free State, and their methods for achieving this are
uncompromising, even as they fully indulge in the spoils of war.
For the Good Times shouts and sings with visionary depth and power. It is not just a book
about the IRA, but an exploration of what it means to 'go rogue', of the heartbreak and
devastation that commitment to 'the cause' can engender, of ideas of martyrdom, fatherhood,
and self-sacrifice. It unpacks any dewy-eyed romance associated with the Troubles while revisioning it as a time of psychological and spiritual intensity where the nature of day-to-day
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reality itself was up for grabs. And through a dizzying amalgam of modernist prose,
roughhouse vernacular and hallucinatory Irish humour, it establishes David Keenan as one of
our most fearless literary stylists.

About the judges:
A.A. Dhand was raised in Bradford and spent his youth observing the city from behind the
counter of a small convenience store. After qualifying as a pharmacist, he worked in London
and travelled extensively before returning to Bradford to start his own business and begin
writing. The history, diversity and darkness of the city have inspired his Harry Virdee novels.
His novels have been selected for Read Regional and World Book Night, and his debut Streets
of Darkness (Bantam Press, Transworld) is currently being developed for screen by a UK
broadcaster. He still works full-time as a pharmacist and writes late at night into the early
hours.
Gary Hume is known for figurative and abstract paintings on aluminium panels, which often
feature startling colour combinations made with paints purchased premixed from a hardware
store. He represented Britain at the Venice Biennale in 1999 and the Bienal de São Paulo in
1996, the same year he was nominated for the Turner Prize. His work was the subject of a oneperson exhibition at Whitechapel Art Gallery, London, in 1999, and in 2001 he was elected to
the Royal Academy. Monographic shows of Hume’s work were organised at the
Kestnergesellschaft, Hannover, and the Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria, in 2004, and Modern Art
Oxford mounted a survey show of his Door paintings in 2008. In 2013, Tate Britain presented
a focused survey spanning Hume’s career. Since then numerous gallery exhibitions have taken
place as well as installation of public art projects and participation in museum shows
worldwide.
Miranda Sawyer is an English journalist and broadcaster. Besides her features and radio
criticism for the Observer, her writing has appeared in GQ, Vogue and the Guardian. She is a
regular arts critic in print, on television and on radio. Her recent book, Out of Time, was
published by Fourth Estate/HarperCollins. She is currently writing her third book, entitled
Long Term, about long-term relationships. She broadcasts on Radio 4 and for The Culture
Show (BBC TV). She is on the board of Tate Members, the South London Gallery and Sound
Women.
Rachel Unthank was brought up on Tyneside by Teeside parents, and is a member of The
Unthanks. The Unthanks are a folk group known for their eclectic approach in combining
traditional English folk, particularly Northumbrian folk music, with other musical genres.
Their debut album, Cruel Sister, was Mojo magazine’s Folk Album of the Year in 2005; in
2008 they were nominated for the Mercury Music Prize; and their album Mount the Air,
released in 2015, won in the best album category at the 2016 BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards.
Outside of The Unthanks, Rachel has presented television programmes on traditional
dance for BBC4, visited Ethiopia with Damon Albarn’s Africa Express and is currently working
on a project with Maximo Park’s Paul Smith.
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The Gordon Burn Prize 2019 shortlist:
• For the Good Times by David Keenan (Faber)
• Girl, Woman, Other by Bernardine Evaristo (Hamish Hamilton)
• Heads of the Colored People by Nafissa Thompson-Spires (Chatto & Windus)
• Lanny by Max Porter (Faber)
• The Silence of the Girls by Pat Barker (Penguin)
• This Brutal House by Niven Govinden (Dialogue)
Previous winners:
2013 Benjamin Myers, Pig Iron
2014 Paul Kingsnorth, The Wake
2015 Dan Davies, In Plain Sight: The Life and Lies of Jimmy Savile
2016 David Szalay, All That Man Is
2017 Denise Mina, The Long Drop
2018 Jesse Ball, Census
Social media:
@NewWritingNorth
@durhambookfest
@FaberBooks
#GordonBurnPrize
www.gordonburnprize.com
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