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HISTORY
In 1996, Linda Breneman, Andrea 
Lewis, and Frances McCue—three 
Seattle writers—began to research an idea 
that Linda proposed: creating an urban 
writer’s retreat with readings and services 
for readers and writers. Although Seattle 
was already a place known for its writers 
and bookstores, no central “hub” existed 
for writers and readers to meet and build 
audiences for new work. 

Linda committed start-up funds to get 
the place off the ground and the team in-
vited experts from the arts, business, and 
education to forums on the viability of a 
new center. They were committed to an 
entrepreneurial vision; they wanted to use 
business-like practices to build a strong 

institution that would remain flexible and risk-taking in its programming.

The writers center was named for Richard Hugo, a poet who attained national recognition. Hugo wrote about over-
looked places and people who struggled with poverty and adversity. Hugo House made a place in Seattle for writers 
much as Hugo made a place in his poems for unlikely places and people.

In October 1998, Richard Hugo House officially opened to the community. Since then, Hugo House has seen 
thousands of writers and readers come through its doors and has become a hub for a swelling community—one that 
is producing some of the nation’s most dedicated writers through classes, fellowships, and events. Jonathan Lethem, 
Amy Bloom, Billy Collins, Sharon Olds, Jonathan Raban, Sherman Alexie, and Maria Semple are just a handful of 
the writers that have taught, read, and participated in panels and discussions at Hugo House. And, more recently, 
Charles Baxter, Kay Ryan, David Shields, Dean Young, Maggie Nelson, Karen Russell, Mary Gaitskill, Terrance 
Hayes, among others, have visited. 

As the neighborhood around Hugo House gave way to rapid development, pressure from rising property values 
mounted, and the aging Victorian began to increasingly require costly repairs, the original founders and property 
owners decided to raze the house and build a new mixed-use development in its place. Committed to the long-term 
success of Hugo House and the cultural vitality of the neighborhood, they offered the organization space in the new 
building at significantly below market value. 

In May 2016, Hugo House moved to a temporary space with the generous assistance of The Frye art museum while 
awaiting the completion of their brand-new facility, funded in part by the City of Seattle, King County, Washington 
State Building for the Arts, Amazon, 4Culture, and many other generous foundations and individual donors. 
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PRESS COVERAGE
NEW HUGO HOUSE

A Hopefully Great New Home (in the Same Spot) for Hugo House 
by Paul Constant, The Stranger
“‘Nonprofits belong to the community so I believe that the community has to be involved in the decisions,’ [Execu-
tive Director Tree Swenson] says.”

An update on Hugo House’s new home 
by Mary Ann Gwinn, The Seattle Times
“The movement to secure a new home for Hugo House, Seattle’s center for writers, is about to reach some mile-
stones.”

Hugo House Makes a Good Move—To First Hill, Temporarily 
by Rich Smith, The Stranger
“...unlike the soon-to-be-bulldozed house, [the] new building will embody what Hugo House has been for the last 
few years: a sophisticated literary organization designed to support Seattle’s writing community.”

Half price books: Hugo House offered space in new development below market value 
by Kaylee Osowski, Capitol Hill Seattle Blog
“Purchasing the property would ensure Hugo House has a space on [Capitol] Hill, a place where many arts organi-
zations have been priced out.” 

EVENTS

Hugo House Unveils an Outstanding 2015-16 Season 
by Darren Davis, Seattle Met Magazine 
“The center for creative writing outdoes itself with a new reading lineup featuring unmistakable voices in fiction, 
poetry, and essay.”

Sheila Heti’s Short Story in the New Yorker This Week Only Exists Because of Hugo House 
by Christopher Frizzelle, The Stranger
“A little trivia for you literary nerds: Sheila Heti’s first-ever piece in the New Yorker, a short story called “My Life Is a 
Joke,” was originally written for a February event at Hugo House.”

Say Goodbye to Hugo House’s Old Capitol Hill Home with Party Where You Can Write on its Walls 
by Justin Carder, Capitol Hill Seattle Blog
“Your 2016 calendar is filling up but make sure to leave a mark for the going-away party for an old friend.”

GENERAL

Hugo House Executive Director to Judge Poetry for 2016 National Book Awards 
by Capitol Hill Times staff
“Swenson, who joined Hugo House in 2012 after a decade as executive director of the Academy of American Poets 
in New York, joins a distinguished panel of judges.” 
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Good Writing Matters: A Conversation with Tree Swenson, the Director of Seattle’s Hugo House 
by Russell C. Smith and Michael Foster, Huffington Post
“If we’re not tending the language, if we’re not learning to use it precisely, and if we’re not communicating in a way 
that cuts through the bullshit, we’re in trouble.” 

18 Places to Go in 2018
by Lora Shinn, AFAR
“Take a one-day writing workshop at the stunning new home of the non-profit Hugo House writing center and see 
why Seattle was named a UNESCO City of Literature.” 
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Executive Director
TREE SWENSON | tree@hugohouse.org | (206) 456-4007

Tree Swenson came to Hugo House in early 2012, bringing a wealth of 
nonprofit literary arts and leadership experience. From 2002–2012, she 
served as the executive director of the American Academy of Poets in New 
York City, where she provided inspirational leadership, vision, strategy, 
and management of the national organization. While there, Ms. Swenson 
launched the Poem-a-Day program and started the annual Poetry & the 
Creative Mind event at Lincoln Center. 

Ms. Swenson also co-founded Copper Canyon Press in Port Townsend, 
Washington, the nationally recognized literary press devoted to poetry, 
and served as its executive director and publisher for 20 years. The Press 
produced books from poets including Nobel Laureates and Pulitzer 
Prize-winners, and garnered numerous national awards. 

Ms. Swenson also served as director of programs at the Massachusetts Cultural Council in Boston and is a former 
board president of the Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP). She has volunteered on countless arts 
grants and fellowship panels, taught classes at universities and writing centers on both coasts, and was a 2016 Na-
tional Book Award judge in Poetry. She holds an MPA degree from the Kennedy School at Harvard. 

Contacts
Available for interviews about Hugo House: 

SHERMAN ALEXIE | agent: wendy@fallsapart .com | (206) 322-2287

Sherman Alexie is the author of numerous books of poetry and fiction, including The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fist-
fight in Heaven (winner of the Hemingway Foundation/PEN Award), the young adult novel The Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-time Indian (winner of the National Book Award), and the recent memoir You Don’t Have to Say You 
Love Me. His long history with Hugo House includes filming The Business of Fancydancing (2002) in the original 
house, leading workshops, attending workshops, and many readings and events. He lives in Seattle.

CLAUDIA CASTRO LUNA | luna.heron@gmail.com 

Claudia Castro Luna is the 2018-2020 Washington State Poet Laureate and served as the inaugural Seattle Civ-
ic Poet from 2015-2017. She is the author of two collections of poetry and has participated in a number of Hugo 
House events. She lives in Seattle. 

MARIA SEMPLE | maria@supermaria.com

Maria Semple is the author of bestselling novels Where’d You Go, Bernadette and Today Will Be Different. Semple has 
been a participant in Hugo House events since 2010 and has taught novel-writing and scene-writing workshops. She 
lives in Seattle.
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BARRY LOPEZ | bhlstudio@hotmail.com

Barry Lopez is the author of award-winning books of fiction and nonfiction including the National Book 
Award-winning Arctic Dreams, Home Ground: Language for an American Landscape, and Outside. In 2017, Hugo 
House began administering the Barry Lopez Fellowship at Playa, which honors Lopez’s humanitarian and environ-
mentally focused work. He lives in Oregon. 

PETER MOUNTFORD | peter_mountford@yahoo.com | (240) 277-2092

Peter Mountford is a former Hugo House writer-in-residence and currently serves as the events curator as well as a 
frequent writing instructor. His novel A Young Man’s Guide to Late Capitalism won a 2012 Washington State Book 
Award. His second novel, The Dismal Science, was published in February, 2014. He lives in Seattle.

SONYA LEA | sonyalea@gmail.com | (206) 913-3752

Sonya Lea is the author of the award-winning memoir, Wondering Who You Are (Tin House). Until she took a class 
at Hugo House, she was struggling to write a fictionalized version of the book. Her teacher helped her find a struc-
ture and voice to tell her story, which chronicled her experience with her husband’s amnesia. She currently teaches at 
Hugo House. She lives in British Columbia. 

JAMILA JOHNSON | jamila.a.johnson@gmail.com | (206) 351-1133

Jamila Johnson was an adjunct professor at Seattle University’s School of Law and a shareholder and constitutional 
litigator at the Seattle office of a regional law firm. She twice served on the Hugo House Board of Directors. Ms. 
Johnson credits Hugo House with helping her process the momentous changes that occured in her life as a young 
single mother. She later went on to become one of only a handful of black female law firm partners in Seattle. She 
now lives in Alabama and works at the Southern Poverty Law Center.

LAURA VAN DEN BERG | vandenberg8@gmail.com

Laura van den Berg is the author of the novel Find Me and the story collections What the World Will Look Like 
When All the Water Leaves Us and The Isle of Youth. Hugo House commissioned new work from Ms. van den Berg for 
the Hugo Literary Series. She taught a class on imagination in fiction while visiting. She lives in Brooklyn. 

LAURA DA’ | da.laura.l@gmail.com | (425) 306-2272

Laura Da’ is a poet and public school teacher and enrolled member of the Eastern Shawnee Tribe of Oklahoma. She 
was awarded a 2014-2015 Made at Hugo House fellowship, a program that supports emerging writers, and her first 
full-length manuscript, Tributaries, was published in 2015 by the University of Arizona Press. She lives outside of 
Seattle.

RAY STOEVE | rstoeve@gmail.com | (206) 434-6095

Ray Stoeve is a queer transgender poet and performer born, raised, and based in Seattle. They were awarded a 2016-
2017 Made at Hugo House fellowship and are currently working on a young adult novel about a genderqueer teen. 
When they were in high schooo, Stoeve participated in Hugo House’s summer intensive writing program for teens, 
Scribes. 


