
KLMNO
1150 15TH STREET, N.W.

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20071-5502

(202) 334-6000

MARCUS W. BRAUCHLI
EXECUTIVE EDITOR

(202) 334-7161

brauchlim@washpost.com

December 31, 2012

To the Judges,

For Washington Post critic Phil Kennicott, there’s little distinction between art and social 
criticism. Whatever the aesthetics of the art, his readers come away thinking about the sweeping 
forces that underlie it. He not only interprets art for his readers, he makes it relevant, urgent and 
deep.

He confronts genocide, abuse and war in a review of a Taryn Simon photographic project, 
witnessing the art through the lens of a “mid-level bureaucrat authorizing the use of trucks for 
ethnic cleansing, or a military leader signing off on a little collateral damage as the bombs begin 
to fall.” What her art does, he writes, is show how often we “look past the humanity in an image 
when some higher power — political, religious, scientific — tells us it’s necessary.” 

He confronts the nature of corporate America in an exhibit on architect Kevin Roche. “If the end 
of corporate America is a dystopian hell of environmental catastrophe, vast economic inequity 
and social instability, the corporate architects of our age will not be remembered fondly. But if 
our age yields to a better one, just as the tyrannies and kleptocracies of past centuries sometimes 
yielded (perhaps temporarily) to more enlightened, democratic societies, then Roche’s work 
might have the charm of baroque palaces, Egyptian pyramids and Parisian avenues.”

He confronts the strange and dark allure of violence and misfortune in a powerful, post-Newtown 
essay, “Why do we stare?” He examines how our age-old, perverse delight in others’ woes is 
amplified by social media. He forces us to consider the unthinking act of forwarding, say, an 
image of Saddam Hussein on the gallows: “Is it ethical to take and exhibit this kind of image?” 
Kennicott asks. 

In essay after essay, review after review, with a voice that ranges from dryly arch to deeply 
sympathetic, Kennicott holds us all to account. He sets the highest standards not only for art 
criticism but for our society. The Washington Post is proud to nominate Philip Kennicott for The 
Pulitzer Prize in Criticism.

Sincerely,


