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Artist Biography 

The artist biography provides information that might not be found elsewhere in the 

application, such as where the applicant was born or grew up, details about their 

training or work process, career development, etc. The biography is limited to 200 words 

or less and can be written in either first or third person.  

Juan Carlos Reyes (2018 Recipient) 

Juan Carlos Reyes was born in Guayaquil, Ecuador, and immigrated to the United 

States in 1983. He grew up in West New York, NJ, a small congested city across the 

Hudson River from Manhattan Island. He has published the novella A Summer's Lynching 

(winner of Quarterly West’s 2016 novella prize) and the fiction chapbook Elements of a 

Bystander (winner of Arcadia Press’s 2017 fiction chapbook prize). His stories, poems 

and essays have appeared in Ascentos Review, KGB Lit, and Hawai’i Review, among 

others. He has work forthcoming in the Florida Review’s Latinx Contemporary Literature 

Anthology and Asterix Journal. He received his MFA in Creative Writing (fiction) from The 

University of Alabama. During his time there, he taught fiction and creative nonfiction in 

the Alabama Prison Arts + Education Project and with the Black Belt 100 Lenses Creative 

Writing summer camp for underserved youth living in central Alabama. From 2016-2017, 

he served as director of Stetson University’s MFA of the Americas Creative Writing 

Program. He is a 2018 Jack Straw Writers Fellow and is currently an Assistant Professor of 

creative writing at Seattle University. He is the chief editor of Big Fiction magazine, and 

you can find him online at www.jcreyes.net. 

 

E. Lily Yu (2017 Recipient) 

 

E. Lily Yu was born in Oregon and raised in New Jersey, and returned to the Pacific 

Northwest in 2012, then again in 2016. She was selected for the NJ Governor's School of 

the Arts 2007 summer program, attended Sewanee Writers' Conference as a Scholar in 

2012, and attended Seattle's Clarion West on a scholarship in 2013. Her primary medium 

is prose, although she also creates interactive narratives both as part of her job and 

outside of it. Her stories have been anthologized in seven best-of-the-year collections, 

translated into Spanish, Czech, Mandarin, Polish, and Hungarian, among others, and 

are often finalists for awards.  

http://www.jcreyes.net/
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Peter Mountford (2016 Recipient) 

 

When I graduated from the UW's MFA program in 2006 I was 30-years-old, unemployed, 

and unpublished, carrying an additional $28,000 in student loans. That summer I 

directed traffic in a parking lot wearing a bright yellow vest.  

 

I’d written and thrown away two novels, dozens of stories. I very badly wanted to quit 

writing and find a viable path to financial security, but I was incapable of not writing. So 

I wrote yet another novel. Most of what I’ve written since that summer has been 

published—2 novels, and at least 30 stories or essays.  

 

Someone recently told me: “Writing isn't as hard as ditch digging, but at least with 

digging you've got a shovel.” Yes. It’s not easy, but I'm learning. I still fail often, but I fail 

better, as Beckett would say. And if failure is the price for taking risks, I’ll happily fail 

every day.  
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Impact Statement 

The impact statement addresses what the funding, recognition, and boost from the 

LaSalle Storyteller Award would do for you, your practice, and your career. It may also 

describe how your work impacts or inspires individuals and groups around you (i.e. 

artistic communities, educational communities, neighborhoods, etc.). This is used by 

panelists to judge whether and how this award would make a difference both for you 

and your larger world. Limited to 200 words or less. 

 

Juan Carlos Reyes (2018 Recipient) 

In my creative work, I am moved by two things. The first is crafting fiction with strong 

narrative and stylistic intent, fiction that focuses on the characters that shape a piece 

and on the form that shapes how a reader engages with the work. The second is 

creating a platform for writers to publish their work and to be able to impact the literary 

community with their stories, characters, and ideas. As such, I will use the LaSalle award 

to nurture two specific projects. The first is to complete my novel-in-progress Beyond the 

Sun during summer 2019. The story follows the road trip of a family preparing for 

heartbreak. Nora and her husband Albert decide to end her cancer treatments. As 

they travel cross-country saying goodbye to friends and family, Nora must help mend 

Albert’s broken relationship with their two children before it’s too late. The second 

project is the literary magazine Big Fiction. It satisfies a niche in the literary marketplace, 

and as its chief editor, I will continue publishing novelettes while also creating a space 

for essays that explore nationhood as a storytelling process. The award will finance 

printing costs, an online presence, and paying contributing writers. 

 

Peter Mountford (2016 Recipient) 

 

This award would be a huge benefit to me, financially, and as a very high-profile 

validation of my work. Despite applying everywhere, in the last four years I’ve only 

received one paying fellowship/grant/award, and my work has never been supported 

by Artist Trust. My resume looks "fancy," so panelists might assume I’m just fine. In fact, I 

earn less than $10,000/year from my writing, and I’m a single parent of two daughters 

(that's $15,000+ in childcare expenses). I "sold" a screenplay to James Franco, which 

sounds glamorous, except I was paid 25 cents. Literally. My income is unpredictable 

(e.g. at the MFA program where I teach, I make $1200/student. This semester I got zero 

students).  

 

The majority of my income comes from an unreliable patchwork of part time gigs, 

mostly as a teaching artist, but also as the part-time events curator at Hugo House 

(where I'm salaried, but average $10/hr).   
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Essay 

The LaSalle Storyteller Award recognizes artists who demonstrate excellence in 

storytelling. In the essay, describe how your work demonstrates excellence in 

storytelling. Consider how you are using narrative, form, diction, dialogue, and other 

elements of craft as evidence for your storytelling skills and techniques. Limited to 400 

words or less. 

 

Juan Carlos Reyes (2018 Recipient) 

I don’t mince words about craft. I stylize my prose to blur lines between exposition and 

dialogue. A narrator can be riding along merrily when, separated by a comma, 

characters will start saying what they have to say. One character’s speech is separated 

by another’s by only a comma, and for the sake of comprehension, only two 

characters talk at any one time. This narrative blend, paired with sentence lengths that 

either fragment or span a page, intentionally creates a reading experience like actual 

movement, even toggling motion. This style dramatizes events, keeps the narrative 

breathless, and very much mimics our increasingly social media-oriented world. Online, 

everybody talks at once. Online, the boundaries between people, places, and feelings 

blur. I’ve been honing this style for a decade, and it’s matured me as a writer. Literarily, 

this style emerges from my readings of José Saramago, Roberto Bolaño, and Toni 

Morrison, all of which jump readily from exposition to dialogue without skipping a beat. 

On the page, the form asks a reader to keep pace with the characters’ lives, to step 

into their experiences as if running a marathon. Personally, this style and its world view 

comes from the neighborhoods that raised me. Even though the town has changed, 

grown even more congested than the 80s and 90s of my youth, West New York, NJ, is till 

my literary birth place, a place full of contradictions. The town steals its identity from its 

namesake across the Hudson River. Like New York City’s outer boroughs, West New York 

is heavily populated by immigrant cultures that blend into each other to comical 

effects but also to conflict. Central American, Caribbean American, and South 

American stories collide with each other and with Middle Eastern, Southeast Asian, and 

Far East Asian stories. Accents turn common languages into dialects, and regional 

idioms lead to uncertainties, insults, and tenuous listening. All these different peoples 

talk past each other, understand what they’re already inclined to understand and little 

else, and, like the Israelites of old whose stories cross-pollinated with the collective 

stories of others, blend national identities so interchangeably that one has to argue for 

individuality, especially in this new country that values the individual above all else. My 

literary and personal backgrounds fuel my writing experiments daily, and they compel 

me as much to produce new works as to support venues for the similarly minded 

experiments of others. 
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E. Lily Yu (2017 Recipient) 

 

If you took Byatt, and Russell, and Díaz, and Rushdie, and mixed them up and boiled 

them down in the so-called American melting pot that is a polite way of saying 

Superdome that is a polite way of saying Tent City that is a polite way of saying there 

are rooms with darkened glass and hard chairs in every airport—you would not get me.  

 

If you set McKillip’s dragons underneath, and blew MacDonald’s fever vapors over top, 

and added Pratchett’s compassionate laughter—you would not get me.  

 

If, after the water charred and fumed, you shouted into that burned-out cauldron and 

listened for an echo and heard the sea—that would be me.  

 

I write to break borders. I write to dis-order. I was born in one tongue and (Philomela’d, 

Lavinia’d) baited and cozened into trading it for another that I mastered to a masters 

and still am assumed not to know. I was raised in the literature of the English countryside 

until I could name every plant I saw on a walk along the Ouse but not the plants and 

the waters in the Northwest, where I was born, or in the landscapes of Inner Mongolia 

that give me my bones. Even now I can’t name the fragrant herb they pick from the 

hills for stuffing pillows in any language, but at sixteen I taught myself Latin, and at 

seventeen I taught myself to sing the Child Ballads, and at eighteen I could recite the 

opening to the Canterbury Tales. You see where the love of my language, this ever-

pliable, Cicero-kissing language, lies. You see where the rage springs.  

 

I am determined to shake the pillars upholding literature until a better house shakes itself 

upward from the earth. There are no good words to sufficiently describe a new praxis 

except the practice and this document must by necessity fall short. See the master’s 

tools in my hands (citation, theory, pedigree). So. This is what I’ve done:  

 

- Taken chaos as my premise (millions of players infected with a snippet of code) and 

braided a story that ticked down like a clock, eating live, incoming data, re-ordering 

and telling itself in ways that I could not predict.  

- Involuted literary fiction (a portrait of a marriage) into fairy tale to say what could not 

otherwise be said.  

- Ground sentences into scalpels.  

- Told the truth. 
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Peter Mountford (2016 Recipient) 

 

W.H. Auden said: “Great art is clear thinking about mixed feelings.” The pursuit of a 

literary space plagued by my own “mixed feelings,” or what I like call my “passionate 

ambivalence,” is absolutely central to my writing life.  

 

Everyone knows that a good story will have a struggle within it—often protagonist vs 

antagonist—but that’s not necessarily artful, it might just be a Bruce Willis movie. I like 

action movies a lot, but they usually don’t infect my mind and heart with something 

that I find difficult to forget. And I very badly want to infect the minds and hearts of my 

readers with something that they can't easily put aside.  

 

How do you accomplish that? You go after mixed feelings.  

 

Plot is also needed, absolutely, but I think stories require a struggle on the level of the 

idea. And it needs to be a fair fight. I can’t write a book about why killing journalists is 

bad for democracy because the argument is too straightforward. I can write a 700-

word op-ed on that subject—in fact, I have—but it gets pretty redundant if you stretch 

that message over 70,000 words. There’s just no moral ambivalence.  

 

I recently finished a rough draft of my third novel after six years of working on it (I started 

writing it before my first book came out). The delay was because for years I didn’t have 

mixed feelings about the subject. The book takes place during the climax of the Sri 

Lankan Civil War in 2009, and I only felt outraged at the injustice of what happened. But 

outrage isn't interesting. I needed to get close enough to the characters to find more 

nuanced problems.  

 

In her introduction to “Against Forgetting,” Carolyn Forché argues that successful 

“political” literature erases the boundary between personal and social inquiry. Yes. And 

this, I'd argue, is how it’s done: you go so close to the subject that you can’t see the 

politics anymore, where you can only see more difficult problems, the stuff that you will 

remember, whether you want to or not.  

 

Anca Szilagyi (2015 Recipient) 

 

A yearning for something lost or just out of reach continually recurs in my fiction. But, on 

the other side of that, my fiction celebrates movement, serendipitous change, and 

fleeting magic. I see the world as both treacherous and marvelous; elements of the 

macabre often creep into my work, and, in response, flight recurs as a motif. My 

aesthetic ranges from a realism gone slightly askew to more fully realized encounters 
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with magic or wonder. This is motivated by attempts to catch those lost or fleeting 

moments.  

 

Storytelling offers so many possibilities for capturing the ephemeral. I strive to explore 

multiple voices in my work. Each voice in each story conveys a particular place and 

moment in time, a particular mood or charged atmosphere. In my zeal for capturing 

such moments, I aim for a lighter touch, erring on the side of subtlety. Italo Calvino’s “Six 

Memos for the New Millenium” lauds quickness, lightness, and multiplicity in writing. 

Maintaining these qualities is key to my approach. My short stories are quite short, and 

my novels hover around 200 pages. I rather cut to the bone than pile it on. Life is short. 

And it would be shorter without telling the many stories needing to be told. 

 

Myth and fairy tale, in their quickness and multiplicity, have long influenced my writing. 

Fabulists Angela Carter, Gunter Grass, and Salman Rushdie have been major 

contemporary influences on my work. Studying with Maya Sonenberg at the University 

of Washington also led me to Kate Bernheimer and Joy Williams. The realists Anton 

Chekhov and Mavis Gallant help me think of the highly specific and selective intimate 

detail – a vision for storytelling and for conjuring the mysterious that has its own special 

powers. All of these writers illuminate my sense of an elastic realism. By playing with 

these gradations, I hope readers will see, from time to time, glints of magic in their own 

lives. 
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Artist Résumé 

The artist résumé includes dates and locations of exhibitions or presentations of work; 

dates and titles of publications that have included your work; recognition or awards 

received; bibliography; education; etc. Assume that panelists are unfamiliar with you 

and your past work. Résumé must be a .pdf file and must be no more than 5 pages 

long. 

  



Samples taken from previous LaSalle Storyteller Award grant recipients’ applications. 

Samples based on 2018 guidelines and application. 

 
 

 
  

Juan Carlos Reyes (2018 Recipient) – first two pages 
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E. Lily Yu (2017 Recipient) – first two pages 
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Anca Szilagyi (2015 Recipient) 
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