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Literary  
  Doubles
This past year I made a trip to the Beinecke Library 
at Yale where I consulted the archives of American 
poet Susan Howe, winner of The Bollingen Prize 
for Poetry in 2011, and subject of my DPhil thesis. 
The trip was an exhilarating experience—not only 
because of the materials I found but because I got 
to meet and work with Ms. Howe herself.

My aims in the archives were mostly to see the 
artwork she made before transitioning from visual 
arts to poetry—something that no critic to has yet 
been able to do as the artworks were only recently 
made available to the public. These water-colors, 
or what Howe calls ‘word drawings’, are beauti-
ful collages that illuminate many of the aesthetics 
in her mature poetry. In both media she presents 
and reflects on the materiality of historical docu-
ments, investigating the possibilities of retrieving 
unwritten histories and unrecorded voices. On the 
drive from the train station to her house, along the 
winding roads nestled between a granitic shore and 
densely wooded forest, she told me of her very deep 
sense that places such as these are inhabited by dis-
tant voices of the past and that poetry consecrates 
an acoustic space that ‘almost captures them’. 

Working on and with a living poet continues 
to be a richly rewarding experience for which I am 
very grateful. How many people get to dine with 
their DPhil subject!  But I also feel this comes with a 
special responsibility. Knowing that my author will 
see and perhaps be affected by my work makes me 
conscious of criticism’s potential to bring an impor-

tant vision of an individual to a deserving body of 
readers. As a poet myself (and one who shares my 
author’s first name), it is natural for me to see her 
as a role model as well as an artistic companion. 
And yet the rapport has necessary and built-in 
distances. Being slightly estranged from an au-
thor allows a critic to give a fuller, more gener-
ous response. That leaves us in a constant dance, 
always a bit on tip-toe. I recognized this clearly 
while I was unwinding over a hot tea one day at 
Booktraders, Yale’s local cafe and used bookstore. 
I was bleary-eyed from ten straight hours of read-
ing through Susan’s drafts and manuscripts when 
a title from the cinema shelves jumped out at me: 
Intimate Strangers. Such intellectual connections 
are rare, and – as with the the lyric poem itself – 
the final gift is in how they render us both more 
and less strangers to ourselves.
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