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Dear Pulitzer Prize Jurors,

The conventional wisdom is that important art stories happen in New 
York or Los Angeles. That’s true, but not the whole truth. Conventional 
wisdom also says print publications need to be ruthlessly lean and nim-
ble these days, and that something like a full-time art critic at an alter-
native newsweekly in Seattle should be the first extravagance jettisoned. 
The Stranger disagrees. We have the only remaining full-time art critic on 
staff at any newsweekly in America, Jen Graves, and her exceptional work 
makes it obvious that art criticism, in the right hands, is essential, every-
where. Ms. Graves is a distinct and powerful force in this city, and has been 
instrumental in turning the region that gave the world Amazon, Starbucks, 
Microsoft, Boeing, and Macklemore into a site of conversations about fine 
art that ripple across the nation.

In 2013, for example, The Stranger’s art critic Jen Graves reported for 
the first time that Seattle artist Charles Krafft views the Holocaust as “a 
deliberately exaggerated myth,” which collectors, curators, and people fa-
miliar with his Nazi-themed ceramic works were surprised to learn. As you 
will see, Ms. Graves treaded lightly where sensationalism would have been 
easy, inviting a broad consideration of how artists’ personal lives enter as-
sessments of their works. The New Yorker’s blog, WNYC’s Studio 360, the 
local NPR affiliate KUOW, and other outlets reported on Ms. Graves’ reve-
lation and her examination of the issues it brought up. The article also went 
international, discussed in Toronto-based newspaper The Globe and Mail 
and on Rue 89, a news web site owned by the Paris-based weekly news 
magazine Le Nouvel Observateur. Later, Ms. Graves was invited to speak 
about Krafft and the surrounding controversy at the New York Institute 
for the Humanities at New York University. 

At many daily newspapers, the job of art critic is separate from the job 
of arts reporter, but The Stranger doesn’t have that luxury—and, luckily, 
has in Ms. Graves a critic who knows how to report, having spent six years 
as a reporter and critic at The News Tribune in Tacoma, Washington. The 
result is a strong and distinctive voice. Ms. Graves’s criticism often leans 
toward the investigative. Her features are hybrids of several kinds of jour-
nalistic writing: profiles that are also think pieces that are also calls to ac-
tion. One such example is “Shooting and Capturing,” a profile of the artist 
Matika Wilbur, who’s undertaken to photograph every Native American 
tribe in the United States while righting some of the wrongs Edward Cur-
tis perpetrated 100 years ago. Another example is “The Outside Artist,” 
about the celebrated career of a Seattle legend, Buster Simpson, who in the 
1970s was one of the first artists to work on a new model for public art that 
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prioritized site-specificity and integration into the environment—the idea 
that public art can be more than just decoration. As Ms. Graves writes in 
her critique of Simpson’s first museum retrospective, Simpson’s ideas have 
spread across the country and have expanded the notion of what public art 
can be. Simpson’s legacy of shaping downtown Seattle continues as he’s 
working on the largest public art project in the history of City of Seattle, a 
complex restoration and revitalization of the downtown waterfront. 

Though Ms. Graves’ investigative talents are formidable, so is her in-
stinct to understand. When an artist flagrantly lied to her to get publicity, 
Ms. Graves wrote a surprisingly sympathetic analysis of how artists are 
pressured to fabricate their lives and edit their works (“The Lies of the 
Artists”). The piece roamed from a ski gondola in the lobby of the Whit-
ney Museum of Art to a studio on a horse farm in Washington State to the 
trashcans of Chuck Close and Agnes Martin. Ms. Graves chose not to name 
the duplicitous artist, thwarting the publicity-seeking and concentrating 
instead on the multitude of issues that such prevarication raised.

When designer and artist Mark Mitchell created a body of work of ro-
coco funerary clothes and staged a museum art installation with live mod-
els acting as corpses, Ms. Graves reported on the tears of the attendees, 
the impact on the surrounding works in the museum’s existing collection, 
Mitchell’s own survival of the AIDS crisis, and the questions inherent in 
the exhibition itself. In that piece, “Don’t Die,” Ms. Graves eloquently in-
vestigates the very relationship between art and death, locating as she so 
often does the transformative ideas at the heart of the subject matter.

Part of the reason Ms. Graves’s reviews and essays spread so widely is 
that in reading them, art never seems like a niche luxury, a topic of interest 
only to those already initiated, wealthy, or powerful. She summons discus-
sion about the broadest issues, even questioning accepted practices in the 
art world. When a local art museum planned to divest itself of an entire 
collection originally donated to redress the brutal history of Chinese peo-
ple in Tacoma, Ms. Graves asked, “But do art museums have room to value 
factors beyond aesthetics?” She explored the dilemmas in the way perma-
nent collections are shaped, and her writing helped persuade the Tacoma 
Art Museum to withdraw some of the textiles from auction.

With her unique blend of reportorial fearlessness and art-historical in-
sight, Ms. Graves examines single works of art, massive public projects, 
and the conventions and behaviors of cultural institutions. Her writing is 
brave and amiable, reflecting strong but nuanced opinions. Readers trust 
her to provide context, conviction, and pleasure. In her hands, art criticism 
is living, breathing, unruly, majestic, activist; her writing is as powerful and 
surprising as the work it investigates.

We proudly nominate Jen Graves for the Pulitzer Prize in Criticism. If 
you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (206) 323-7101.

Christopher Frizzelle 
Editor in Chief, The Stranger


