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Dear MFA Program for Writers Community,

With great sadness, I write to announce the passing of Ellen Bryant Voigt, the great poet, educator,
and architect of our MFA Program for Writers. In the mid-1970s while she was working at Goddard
College, which was developing its experimental and experiential liberal arts curriculum, Ellen proposed
creating the low-residency MFA Program for Writers, a new pedagogical model that would transform
graduate education in the arts and especially serve a wide range of nontraditional students to provide them
with greater access to graduate education in creative writing and the fine arts.

With her vision, Ellen created a highly egalitarian space where writers could come together, to
produce and debate ideas, to discover and present on the latest craft topics in their fields, and to share their
work within a community of artists who valued this work. From its inception in 1976 at Goddard College to
its move to Warren Wilson College in 1981, the MFA Program for Writers has always centered artistry,
rigor, community, and the possibilities of the imagination. The MFA Program for Writers is a place where a
diversity of communities can study the craft of literature and build the confidence to embark on a lifelong
career of writing. This is a program that values each and every individual from students to faculty to staff to
alumni and sees the value of each of these writers as artists, thinkers, and essential members of our diverse
and polyphonic community.

Or, as Jeremiah Chamberlin notes in his essay “A Lifetime to Write: Warren Wilson and the Origins
of the Low-Residency MFA,” the MFA Program for Writers’ “ethos of collaboration” and Warren Wilson
College’s values of “academics, service, and study” “complemented Voigt’s philosophy that the practice of
writing need not be divorced from life and from one’s commitments, but should rather be integrated into and
enriched by those things” (8).

Creativity, craft, critical thinking, community, and possibility are values that Ellen Bryant Voigt
instilled in the program and which we continue to celebrate in the work of each of our Wallies. Throughout
her lifetime, she served as a dedicated mentor to generations of students and writers. When Ellen welcomed
a new student into the MFA Program, she saw the potential that each had to blossom into artists, critical
thinkers, and literary citizens. In an interview with MFA Alumna Sharon Gelman, Ellen notes the power of
dedicating oneself to a lifetime of writing and the study of craft. She states:

There’s nothing more exhilarating than to be absolutely in the middle of that—the point at which the
language on the page is speaking to you. It’s not that you are putting down what you already thought
[such as] all of your opinions, which are worthless. Then the moment at which the language on the
page, and for poetry, the music of the language, the arrangement, [come together], those two things
then can make you discover something that you had not known about the world, about yourself,
about poetry. [It’s] absolutely exhilarating.

Born on May 9, 1943 in Danville, VA, Ellen Bryant Voigt was raised on her family’s farm in
Virginia. As a child, following the footsteps of her older sister, she excelled as a pianist and was inspired by
“the ensemble nature of making music” before turning to the study of poetry. In 1964, Ellen Bryant Voigt
received her B.A. from Converse College in South Carolina, and in 1966, she earned an M.F.A. in Creative
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Wiriting from the University of Iowa. During her M.F.A. at the University of Iowa, she met her husband
Francis Voigt, who would go on to co-found the New England Culinary Institute. The couple moved to
Vermont in 1969 when Francis accepted a teaching position at Goddard College. Ellen Bryant Voigt’s
poetry collections include Claiming Kin (1976), Forces of Plenty (1983), The Lotus Flowers (1987), Two
Trees (1992), Kyrie (1995), Shadow of Heaven (2002), Messenger: New and Selected Poems, 1976—
2006 (2007), Headwaters (2013), and Collected Poems (2023). Her essay collections on poetic craft include
The Flexible Lyric (1999) and The Art of Syntax (2009), and her co-edited volumes include Poets Teaching
Poets (1996) and _Hammer and Blaze (2002). In 1976 at Goddard College, Ellen founded and served as the
director of the MFA Program for Writers, which moved to Warren Wilson College in 1981. She served as
MFA faculty at Warren Wilson College from 1981-2018 and previously taught at Iowa Wesleyan College
(1966-1969), Goddard College (1970-1978), and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (1979-1982).
In 1991, Ellen Bryant Voigt co-founded the philanthropic foundation Friends of Writers with Louise Glick
and MFA alumni Joan Aleshire and Martha Rhodes. An elected member of the Fellowship of Southern
Wiriters, Ellen Bryant Voigt also served as the Vermont State Poet from 1999 to 2003 and was a chancellor
of the Academy of American Poets from 2003 to 2009. Ellen’s honors include Pushcart Prizes, an award
from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Poets’ Prize, the 2001 Fellowship from the Academy
of American Poets, and the O. B. Hardison, Jr. Prize from the Folger Shakespeare Library; grants from the
Vermont Council on the Arts and the National Endowment for the Arts; and fellowships from the Lila
Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund, as well as a Guggenheim Fellowship. In 2015, she received the MacArthur
“Genius” Award for her literary work, mentorship, and literary citizenship, and in 2016, she participated in
200 Women Who Will Change the Way You See the World. Ellen Byrant Voigt passed away on October
23,2025 in Vermont. She is survived by her daughter Dudley Voigt, her son Will Voigt, and her
grandchildren and extended family.

In her wide-ranging oeuvre, Ellen Bryant Voigt composed poems about family, marriage,
motherhood, weather, war, influenza, grief, farm life, mentorship, and the Blue Ridge Mountains of
Western North Carolina. In honor of her passing, we wanted to share one of her poems “Liebesgedicht”

trom Collected Poems (2023) with you:

Liebesgedicht

I love you as my other self, as the other
self of the tree is not the pale tree

in the flat hand of the river, but the earth
that holds, is held by, the root of the tree.
This is how the earth loves the river,

and why its least fold solicits each
impulsive stream until the gathered water
makes of earth a passage to the sea.

I'd like to draw a lesson from this figure,
and find some comfort in the way the larger
world rings with such dependencies.

But if I see ourselves in earth and water,

I also see one taken from the other,

the rivening wind loosed against the tree.
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During our Winter 2026 MFA Residency, which will take place from January 3-13, 2026, we will be
hosting a reading honoring Ellen Bryant Voigt featuring our MFA Faculty. This reading will take place in-
person at the Blue Ridge Assembly and will also be live-streamed online, and more information about the
reading will be posted in December 2025. Please join the MFA Program for Writers in celebrating Ellen’s
incredible life and legacy.

Next year, the MFA Program for Writers will celebrate the 50 Anniversary of its founding in 1976.
And at the 2026 AWP Conference in Baltimore, MD, we will host a slate of 50" Anniversary readings and
panels including “A Lifetime to Write: 50 Years of the Warren Wilson MFA Program for Writers”
celebrating Ellen Bryant Voigt’s legacy and the history of the MFA Program for Writers and its faculty,
student, and alumni community. The Yale Review has published a beautiful tribute to Ellen Bryant Voigt
this week, and Debra Allbery’s edited Festschrift As a Mountain: In Celebration of Ellen Bryant Voigt is
torthcoming. We welcome any testimonials or stories which students, faculty, staff, and alumni of our MFA
Program for Writers would like to share with us, and over the months and years to come, we will continue to
honor and celebrate Ellen Bryant Voigt’s career, mentorship, and literary legacy, as well as the remarkable,
ensemble future that she created for others.

Sincerely,

K& Do

Dr. Rita Banerjee (she/her)

Director, MFA Program for Writers
Assistant Professor of Creative Writing
Warren Wilson College

rbanerjee@warren-wilson.edu
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