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Freelance Writer

Anisfield-Wolf  Award Founder  
Championed Diversity a Century Ago

hen she founded the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award 
(AWBA) in 1935, Edith Wolf was so far ahead 
of the Civil Rights Movement curve that there 
was no curve. Rosa Parks’s arrest and the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott were still two decades away. Wolf’s 
innovative award was the first — and it remains the only — prize 
recognizing “books that have made important contributions to 
our understanding of racism and our appreciation of the rich 
diversity of human cultures.”

“She bet the family fortune that this would improve our civic lives, that we would be 
less racist and more humanistic, if we were better readers,” says Karen Long, former 
book editor for !e Cleveland Plain Dealer. Long manages the award program for the 
Cleveland Foundation, which has administered the prize since Wolf’s death in 1963. 

PBS superstar Henry Louis Gates Jr., the Alphonse Fletcher University Professor and 
Director of the Hutchins Center for African & African American Research at Harvard, has 
served as jury chair since 1996. Internationally known writers and scholars Rita Dove 
(University of Virginia), Joyce Carol Oates (Princeton University), Steven Pinker (Harvard 
University), and Simon Schama (Columbia University) comprise the rest of the jury.

“Thoughtful, provocative writing about cultural identity has been rare in this 
country, so that makes it even more remarkable that in 1935 — 20 years before the 
landmark Supreme Court decision, Brown vs. Board of Education — a Cleveland poet 
with a strong sense of social justice created a book prize to honor writers who have 
contributed to our understanding of race and racism,” Gates wrote of the prize.
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AWARD FOUNDER  
EDITH WOLF ESTABLISHED 
A JURIED AMERICAN 
BOOK PRIZE FOCUSING 
ON WORKS THAT ADDRESS 
RACISM AND DIVERSITY.

ANISFIELD-WOLF AWARD

AWBA’s Canon Powerful  
R!ource for Writers

Today, award winners from 86 years are a valuable resource 
for students, scholars, diversity professionals, teachers, and 
writers. Winners include many significant poets, playwrights and 
authors of fiction and nonfiction, including Langston Hughes, 
Ralph Ellison, Zora Neal Hurston, Maxine Hong Kingston, and 
Andrew Solomon. Seven recipients have also won Nobel prizes: 
Ralph J. Bunche, Nadine Gordimer, Martin Luther King Jr., Toni 
Morrison, Gunnar Myrdal, Wole Soyinka, and Derek Walcott.

!e awards are presented in Cleveland’s historic Playhouse 
Square every fall. However, because of the pandemic, PBS for the 
past two year instead produced documentaries hosted by Gates.

Long, who manages the award program, said the Cleveland 
Humanities Collective, a joint venture between Case Western 
Reserve University and Cuyahoga Community College, has 
applied for funding for the past few years from !e Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation to convene faculty from throughout the U.S. 
who teach from that year’s AWBA winners. Last year, there was 

so much interest they had to schedule several Zoom sessions 
instead of one. It was also the first year that Historic Black 
Colleges and Universities faculties began incorporating the 
AWBA books into their curricula.

Honoring Edith Wolf
Lisa Nielson, who became Case Western’s first Anisfield-Wolf 

SAGES Fellow in 2011, is writing a biography of Wolf and a 
history of her groundbreaking book award. She is a historical 
musicologist specializing in women’s studies, and her classes 
focus on the AWBA’s mission of fostering cultural tolerance and 
diversity as well as her own research. 

!is year, Nielson has employed Ilya Kaminsky, the hearing-
impaired author of Deaf Republic, a 2020 Anisfield-Wolf Book 
Award winner, to teach her students that you don’t have to speak 
to communicate and that silence can wield its own power. 

“When is it important to be silent in a penetrating fashion?” 
Nielson asks her students. “What is the power of withholding, 
such as withholding your money or voting with your dollars? 
What is the power of simply showing up and being silent? We 
don’t have to constantly yap and shout.”

Why Wolf  Created the  
Award “Still a Mystery” 

“The history of the awards is a history of America and the 
history of our struggle to understand what Edith termed ‘race 
relations’ in her will,” Nielson says. “She was a deliberate woman 
and a woman of few words, very private, so any notes she left 
were pithy and written on little notecards.” 

Edith Wolf’s father, John Anisfield, immigrated to Cleveland 
at 16 from a German-speaking region of Poland near Krakow. 
He earned his fortune in the garment industry and real estate. 
!ough Jews faced discrimination at that time, he became such 
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a beloved figure in the broader business community, Nielson 
says, that he was invited to join several Christian business 
organizations. He also became a respected philanthropist and 
started Anisfield Camp for Jewish women; today, the camp is 
part of Cleveland’s Mandel Jewish Community Center. 

After retiring early to manage his charitable work, Anisfield 
taught his daughter to administer his philanthropic pursuits and 
manage the family estate. A published poet and civic activist, 
Wolf “used literature as a means to explore radical prejudice and 
celebrate human diversity.” She was active with the Cleveland 
Public Library for 20 years, ensuring that the library had books 
from all cultures and served as a forum for citizens to debate the 
issues of the day.

After Anisfield died in 1929, Wolf’s husband, Eugene Wolf, ran 
Anisfield’s businesses until his death in 1944, when Wolf herself 
took them over. During that time, her New York friend, Amy 
Loveman, one of the founders of !e Saturday Evening Review, 
consulted with her about starting the book prize. !e Review 
served as the first administrator of the award.

“When she started the prize, Edith was clearly thinking about 
what was going on during the 1930s, one of the worst times for 
the abuse and murder of black people,” Nielson says, adding that 
although Wolf declined to serve on the jury, she was consulted 
about the winners. “She was very good at business, and even 
though she seemed kind of shy and retiring, everyone was 
terrified of her in a good way.”

 

An"field-Wolf’s M"sion of  Diversity
Since taking the reins in 2013, Long has continued to expand 

the prize’s reach. In 2017, she helped Case Western add a second 
Anisfield-Wolf SAGES Fellow, Gabrielle M.W. Bychowski, the 
university’s only transgender faculty member. Bychowski, who 
holds a doctorate in the English language and literature with 
a concentration in transgender and disability studies, teaches 
seminars on diversity, ethics, and social justice. 

Wolf used literature as a means 
to explore radical prejudice and 
celebrate human diversity.
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“Gabby is the first person to teach transliterature in our 
region,” Long says. “She is an exemplary, brilliant human being 
who keeps her doors open to anyone, and I know she has saved 
lives just from talking with people during her office hours.”

Nielson says Long has built the AWBA canon into other 
institutions’ curricula, from a network of Northeast Ohio schools 
to the HBCU institutions. She hired a digital communications 
manager, Tara Pringle Jefferson, and added fellows at Cleveland 
State University (Kamden Hilliard) and !e Cleveland Foundation 
(Zachary !omas). She also hosts the Anisfield-Wolf podcast, 
!e Asterisk*.

“!e AW canon allows me to read, reflect, and reckon with 
race,” says Derrick L. Williams, a Cuyahoga Community College 
professor of communication studies. “In addition, it encourages 
me to wrestle with and write about race.” Williams is a member 
of the Anisfield-Wolf Symposium, a group of faculty, writers, and 
others who meet throughout the year.

“Created at the height of the Great Depression, when America was 
still in the grip of Jim Crow segregation, the prize shows that there 
were good, sensitive people across the color line who recognized 
that through art, scholarship and literature a contribution could be 
made to racial harmony,” Gates concludes in a recent interview. 

For journalists or writers with questions about AWBA’s canon for 
any racism, diversity, equity, or inclusion stories they are researching, 
Nielson says she is happy to advise or connect to the best resources. 
Her email is: len12@case.edu.

ANISFIELD-WOLF BOOK AWARD WINNERS 2021

Nonfiction 
Co-winners Vincent Brown, Tacky’s Revolt:  

The Story of An Atlantic Slave War  
and Natasha Trethewey, Memorial Drive

Poetry 
Victoria Chang, OBIT

Fiction 
James McBride,  

Deacon King Kong

Lifetime 
Achievement 

Samuel R. Delany

Today, award winners 
from 86 years are a 
valuable resource for 
students, scholars, 
diversity professionals, 
teachers, and writers.


