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Upsetting the

natural

order

Artist James Prosek goes wild
in his ‘Un-Natural History’ show

BY TRACEY 0’SHAUGHNESSY
REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

It’s not the fox with wings
that gets you.

It should be. In the great
iconography of human mythol-
ogy, there have been horses
with wings, lions with wings
and, lest we forget, monkeys
with wings. But foxes have nev-
er been aerodynamic, outside
of the whimsical pantheon of
Easton artist James Prosek.

In the new exhibit “Un-Nat-
ural History” at the Bellarmine
Museum of Art in Fairfield, it's
not Prosek’s fox, curled in a
rigid slumber, a sleek pair of
ebony wings sprouting from its
shoulders, that catches the eye.
Instead it’s the sixth-century
mosaic, “Separation of the
Sheep and Goats,” which greets
viewers immediately entering
the gallery.

The reference is to the
Gospel of Matthew, in which
Jesus separates humanity “as a
shepherd separates the sheep
from the goats™ Both i infer:~
ence and in media, the mosaic
is a fitting preamble into the
work of Prosek, whose breath-
takingly innovative work is all
about taxonomy and hierarchy.
Since biblical times, it insists,
we have been categorizing the
natural world to suit our own
needs and fancies, even to the
point of saving the sheep and

damning the goats.

But in the wild and woolly
world of James Prosek, the
sheep and goat merge, morph-
ing not so much into a hybrid as
into a confrontation. Prosek’s
work is about the limitations of
annotation and the imposition
of classification. Who says that
this breathtaking malachite-
green bird with the cobalt crest
should be labeled a parrot, a
cockatiel, or, for that matter, an
Atlantic cod? Naming, says
Prosek, incarcerates creatures
that would otherwise defy de-
piction. Classification, the pop-
ular pastime of the 18th
century, implies dominion. You
name, therefore you own. Or,
better yet, you destroy.

With its lapidary precision
and riotous colors, Prosek’s
work bridges the gap between
16th-century Dutch still life
and 18th-century scientific il-
lustration. Prosek plays with
those iconic works, wryly anno-
tating them with the technical
descriptions written in hasty

He places nearby flora and fau-
na — beach roses with rose hips
or Eastern mussels — below his
painstakingly articulated wa-
tercolor and gouache illustra-
tions. These sorts of
compositional illusions play
with our ideas of order, riffing

See PROSEK, Page 2E

R T T
BELLARMINE MUSEUM OF ART

- ®

Clockwise from top, James
Prosek’s ‘Peacock,’ ‘Cockatool’
and ‘Flying Fox,’ all on display
at the Bellarmine Museum of
Art in Fairfield.

IF YOU GO

“James Prosek: Un-Natural
History” continues at the Bel-
larmine Museum of Art, Fair-
field University, 1073 N.
Benson Road, through Jan. 27.

is free. For details,
visit www.fairfield.edu/muse-
um or call (203) 254-4000
ext. 4046.






