
Susan Howe has been named the 2011 winner of Yale University’s Bollingen Prize in American 
Poetry. 

Of Susan Howe’s most recent book, the three member judging committee said: “Susan Howe is a 
fierce elegist. That This, prompted by the sudden death of the poet’s husband, makes manifest 
the raw edges of elegy through the collision of verse and prose, visionary lyricism and mundane 
incident, ekphrasis, visual patterning, and the reclamation of historical documents. The book 
culminates in a set of luminous and starkly condensed lyrics moving increasingly toward 
silence.” 

Born in 1937 in Boston, Massachusetts, Susan Howe is the author of numerous previous volumes 
of poetry, including The Midnight (2003), Kidnapped (2002), Pierce-Arrow (1999), Frame 
Structures: Early Poems 1974-1979 (1996), The Nonconformist’s Memorial (1993), The Europe 
of Trusts: Selected Poems (1990), and Singularities (1990). Howe is also the author of two books 
of criticism: The Birth-Mark: Unsettling the Wilderness in American Literary History (1993), 
named “International Book of the Year” by the Times Literary Supplement, and My Emily 
Dickinson (1985). Susan Howe was elected a member of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences in 1999 and a Chancellor of The Academy of American Poets in 2000; she has been a 
fellow at The American Academy in Berlin and a distinguished fellow at the Stanford Institute of 
the Humanities. She held the Samuel P. Capen Chair of Poetry and the Humanities at the State 
University of New York at Buffalo, and has recently taught at Princeton, University of Chicago, 
University of Utah, and Wesleyan University. 

Of Susan Howe’s work, the judges said: “In more than three decades of writing, Susan Howe has 
discovered the ground of a new American poetry, one that combines the most unlikely elements: 
history and mysticism, Puritan New England devotional writing and the Irish folk Ballad, visual 
lyricism and dramatic narrative, scholarship and memoir. Her work has transformed key sources 
from the American literary and philosophical traditions—Dickinson, Melville, Perce, and 
Edwards. ‘More and more,’ Howe writes in That This, ‘I have the sense of being present at a 
point of absence where crossing centuries may prove to be like crossing languages.’ Susan Howe 
has given American poetry a new voice and a new language.” 

The Bollingen Prize in American Poetry, established by Paul Mellon in 1949, is awarded 
biennially by the Yale University Library to an American poet for the best book published during 
the previous two years or for lifetime achievement in poetry. From its controversial beginnings 
in 1948, when the Fellows in American Letters of the Library of Congress awarded the prize to 
Ezra Pound for The Pisan Cantos, the Bollingen Prize has honored the literary accomplishments 
of poets whose work continues to define modern American literature. The prize includes a cash 
award of $100,000. Among the most prestigious prizes available to American writers, the 
Bollingen Prize for Poetry has been a force in shaping contemporary American letters. Early 
Bollingen Prize winners—Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, Marianne Moore, E.E. Cummings—are 
today widely considered to be writers whose work defined a new American literature of the 
twentieth century. More recent winners—John Ashbery, Robert Creeley, Louise Glück, Anthony 
Hecht, John Hollander, Gary Snyder, Jay Wright, and Adrienne Rich—represent exciting 
stylistic diversity in American writing. Throughout its history, the Bollingen Prize for Poetry has 
recognized and celebrated the very best in American poetry. 



This year’s judges were poet Peter Gizzi, literary critic Marjorie Perloff, and poet and playwright 
Claudia Rankine. Peter Gizzi is the author of numerous collections of poetry, including most 
recently The Outernationale; Professor of English at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, 
Gizzi is currently The Judith E. Wilson Visiting Fellow in Poetry at Cambridge University. 
Marjorie Perloff is the author of nearly twenty books about modern and contemporary poetry, 
including most recently Unoriginal Genius: Poetry by Other Means in the New Century. She is 
Professor Emerita of English at Stanford University and currently Scholar-in-Residence at the 
University of Southern California. Claudia Rankine is the author of several collections of poetry, 
including Don’t Let Me Be Lonely: An American Lyric. Her play, The Provenance of Beauty: A 
South Bronx Travelogue, is a 2011 Distinguished Development Project Selection in the 
American Voices New Play Institute at Arena Stage. She is currently the Henry G. Lee Professor 
of Poetry at Pomona College. 

For more information about Susan Howe and her work, please visit the following links: 

Publishers’ Weekly Review of That This 
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/single/163300-that-this.html 

Susan Howe Biography and Poems at The Poetry Foundation 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/susan-howe 

Susan Howe Biography and Poems at Poets.org 
http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/191 

Susan Howe Recordings at PennSound 
http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Howe.php 

For more information about the Bollingen Prize, please visit: 
Yale, A Place for Poetry: Bollingen Prize for Poetry at Yale 

 


