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Widely known for more than half a dozen exquisitely illustrated 

books on trout, eels, and other fish and wildlife, James Prosek has 

more recently emerged as an adventurous contemporary artist. 

This development unites his interest in the tradition of rendering 

from nature with a turn toward the inner world of fantasy. The 

progeny of this crossbreeding are hybrid creatures: fish-and-

bird, fish-and-human, and, more recently, bird-and-household 

object, such as pencils and drill bits. Prosek’s work has also vastly 

increased in size as the nature of his subjects has expanded; one 

monumental watercolor of a sailfish with scarlet macaw’s wing 

in place of its dorsal fin, now in the collection of the Virginia 

Museum of Fine Arts, measures eleven feet long.

Prosek’s fascination with hybridity has a surrealist edge, but it 

also reflects a strand of the naturalist tradition that dates to its 

beginnings. It recalls a time, some five hundred years ago, when 

the vast diversity of the natural world began to infiltrate northern 

Europe in bits and pieces: pelts and skins and feathers brought 

back by adventurers and merchants from voyages around the 

globe. Trying to reconstitute these limp sheaths of unfamiliar 

creatures, artists used verbal and written reports from the travel-

ers, along with healthy doses of imagination. The strange amal-

gams they dreamed into being — misshapen, ill-proportioned, 

and fancifully endowed — passed for authoritative versions, at 

least for a time. 

In returning to this history, Prosek, in effect, grants himself permis-

sion to play God. He makes new creatures spring from his mind 

and brush, plausible in the seamless way he knits together their 

disparate parts. This act of genesis parallels Prosek’s interest in 

language as the device by which humans master their world. 

More specifically, Prosek relishes the slippage in language, the 

ambiguities, misnomers, and contradictions that reveal it as an 

artificial system mapped onto a world it seeks to render com-

prehensible. One body of Prosek’s work — carefully observed 

and precisely rendered Brook Trout and Striped Bass, Tiger 

Swallowtail Butterflies and Indian Paintbrush — conform to the 

existing classifications, lending them credence through faithful 

Parrotfishe,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on paper, 24 x 33 inches
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forms and accurate details. Painted on tea-stained paper with 

homemade paints enhanced by metallic pigments, these are cel-

ebrations of nature’s bounty by a skilled and committed naturalist. 

But his other body of work, equally ravishing and also based on 

careful observation, subverts this very system. Often inspired 

by the given names of fish and bird that suggest mergers of 

species, such as roosterfish, turtledove, and parrotfish, Prosek 

merely takes the implications to their logical extreme. His hybrids 

question what his naturalistic works affirm, presenting a vision of 

nature that defies our categories and exceeds language’s ability 

to contain it — a vision, that is, of the wonder that is reality and 

imagination united.

John B. Ravenal 
Sydney and Frances Lewis Family Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art 

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts

Striped Bass with Wilson Creek Magnolia, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil and graphiteon tea-stained paper, 37 x 45 inches



read on multiple levels: suggesting forces of movement; alluding 

to the ties that connect the creature to the larger eco-system; and 

referencing the hidden geometries and structures that comprise 

the natural world. Prosek continually negotiates his role as artist 

and naturalist, using his artistic sensibilities to question how we 

perceive the information before us. For his 2007– 08 exhibition 

at the Aldrich Museum, Prosek displayed actual prepared bird 

skins (“stuffed”) laid on bases painted with sweeping line trajec-

tories that, in their lyrical abstraction, heightened the viewer’s 

awareness of the patterning of the bird’s feathers. He also experi-

mented with a tondo format, arranging multiple painted views of 

a single bird type within a circle, as if one were peering through 

a telescope, underscoring the voyeuristic aspect of the “direct 

observation” of nature. 

Prosek continually pays homage to and deviates from natural 

history conventions and art historical references in his work. As 

skeptical as he may be of the audacity of the human urge to clas-

sify nature into neat systems that fail to capture its true diversity 

and constant change, even he cannot fully escape the compulsion 

to order as the pyramidal formations in his recent work suggest – 

the fish are placed at the apex with a pair of smaller images (flora, 

fauna, insects or other creatures) shown beneath, betraying the 

artist’s personal bias. Seemingly straightforward, these images 

are in fact carefully constructed meditations on his subjects. The 

ancillary images of flora, fauna, sea creature or insect are thought-

fully selected, not only as co-habitants of a particular locality, but 

for their synchronous activities: they might bloom, migrate or 

otherwise act in unison with a recurrent characteristic behavior 

of the featured fish. Prosek plays upon the aesthetic similarities 

in color and patterning among the subjects he arranges within 

the composition to hint at their underlying connections.

The scribbled notes on his drawings usually identify his sub-

jects (sometimes including their Latin names) recalling the field 

notes naturalists make in their sketchbooks, and one could easily 

gloss over them. Upon closer inspection some inscriptions reveal 

personal insights or innocently address the viewer, imparting a 

James Prosek is a remarkable artist, not only for his seemingly 

innate mastery of the watercolor medium, but also for his keen 

and inquisitive observations of the natural world. As a young 

boy, Prosek began to make faithfully rendered watercolor draw-

ings of trout that he caught in the streams near his Connecticut 

home. His passion for fish, as both angler and artist, eventu-

ally led to an extensive series of watercolors and several highly 

praised illustrated books and articles, earning him the moniker 

the “Audubon of Trout,” in reference to the famous 19th-century 

naturalist, John James Audubon and his lavishly illustrated pub-

lication, Birds of America.

Prosek’s early drawings follow the specimen format commonly 

used in botanical and other forms of natural history illustration: 

the featured subject appears isolated against a neutral back-

ground to focus the viewer’s attention on the characteristic details 

of the specimen without distractions. However, in the course of 

his artistic practice, Prosek’s multivalent persona as writer, taxider-

mist, fisherman, naturalist, and environmental activist, impelled 

his increasingly critical analysis of the taxonomic tradition in which 

he was participating. His frustration with the inadequacies of the 

construct of “species” to describe the extraordinary variety of 

type within one such category (as he discovered during research 

for his book Trout of the World ) and his curiosity with regard to 

humankind’s compulsion to name and classify every element in 

our surroundings inspired Prosek to re-examine the role of this 

kind of “documentary” imagery. With the growing concern for 

the damage that human civilization has inflicted on the earth, the 

motive for producing such imagery has shifted from the impulse 

to authoritatively catalogue the world to an urgency to record 

aspects of nature before they are lost to us forever. Prosek’s 

approach to his work has expanded conceptually to explore the 

meaning and effect of the mode of presentation of his subjects 

in addition to the descriptive information about the fish or fowl 

he is portraying.

In his watercolors from 2004–06, dynamic, lyrical lines emanate 

from specific points on the contours of the subjects that can be 
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Prosek’s fascination with natural history illustration and taxonomy 

is shared by contemporary artists such as Walton Ford, Mark Dion 

and Thomas Grunfeld. Ford employs classic images of birds and 

animals to address a range of political and ecological issues; 

Dion produces a wide range of conceptually-based works and 

installations that question the authoritative role of the scientific 

voice in contemporary society; Grunfeld makes taxidermy sculp-

tures by skillfully combining parts of unrelated animals to create 

fictitious hybrid forms that suggest genetic experiments gone 

awry. Unlike these artists, Prosek also draws upon the work of 

mainstream 19th-century painters such as Winslow Homer, evi-

dent not only in his similarly skillful manipulation of watercolor, 

but in the position of his Duck Trout which recalls the birds shot 

in mid-air in Homer’s famous painting Right and Left (National 

Gallery of Art, Washington).

Prosek’s work invites broader questions about how we obtain and 

process information today. With the abundance of technological 

modes of communication and accompanying blogs, sites for 

posting photographs and other internet resources, what lends 

an image its power of authority? The order and structure of its 

composition? The seeming authenticity of precisely rendered 

forms? Does a photograph necessarily trump a meticulously 

hand-wrought image or is there insight to be gained through 

the filter of the interpretive hand? James Prosek skillfully 

navigates the line between fact and fiction, real and imagined 

as he continues to probe our perceptions of nature and the 

inherent subjectivity of the constructs we devise in our attempt 

to comprehend it. 

Shelley R. Langdale 
Associate Curator of Prints and Drawings 

Philadelphia Museum of Art

greater intimacy to the image as a shared experience with the 

artist. For example, on the Brook Trout with Yellow Lily Flower, 

“I showed you what was inside the petals hoping you could find 

beauty in its complexity...” This intimacy is subtly enhanced by 

the artist’s use of tea-stained papers (inspired by the practice 

frequently used for Indian miniature painting) which provide a 

warmer, earthier background than stark white paper. He has also 

recently begun to explore atlernative staining agents such as 

beets as in Brook Trout with White Lily.

keenly aware of the history of nature illustration and the fact 

that early examples were often based on written descriptions —  

Albrecht Dürer’s widely copied 16th-century woodcut of a rhi-

noceros comes to mind — Prosek continues to explore the vital 

role of the imagination as the interpretive filter through which 

“directly observed” images of nature are created and systems 

of classification are devised. Unlike Audubon’s elephant folios 

of life-size depictions of birds, Prosek’s images vary widely in 

scale, from a modest 19 x 24 inches to over 5 x 10 feet, following 

artistic inspiration rather than adherence to accuracy in his choice 

of size for a given subject. But it is through his hybrids that he 

most fully embraces his imaginative side. The meticulously ren-

dered, married fish and bird forms in his Parrotfishe and Twilight 

Sailfishe, seduce the viewer through their vivid colors, textures 

and patterns — seemingly plausible creatures that are none-the-

less completely fictional. The rich, mottled blue/purple back-

grounds of the Sea Pegasus (Nocturne) and Hummingbird 

Moth dramatically heighten their otherworldly dimension. 

Prosek’s notations on these works are likewise playful, stream-

of-consciousness imaginings, oscillating between descriptive 

reports and intimate personal thoughts. For example, the inscrip-

tion on Duck Trout reads:

Loves to play in the pickerel weed especially when flow-

ering ... one of the most ........................... to be able to 

look across the room at someone ..... exquisite living 

creatures ... I cried when I saw it .................................. and 

give that knowing smile that you belong with each other. 



Brook Trout with Tiger Swallowtail  Butterfly ,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite 
on tea-stained paper, 21 x 26 inches



Flying Fish,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on tea-stained paper, 18 ½ x 21 inches



Brook Trout with White li ly,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on beet-stained paper, 18 x 22 inches



Brown Trout with Colorado Columbine, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on tea-stained paper, 45 ½ x 56 inches



duck Trout, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on tea-stained paper, 30 ¼ x 25 ½ inches



Bluefish with American lobster, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil and graphite on tea-stained paper, 37 x 45 inches



Hummingbird Moth,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on paper, 23 ¾ x 19 ¼ inchesSea Pegasus (nocturne),  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on paper, 17 ¾ x 22 inches



Brook Trout with Bunchberry, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on tea-stained paper, 45 ½ x 56 inches



Brook Trout with Yellow lily Flower, 2009 ,  watercolor, gouache, colored pencil and graphite on beet-stained paper, 20 x 25 ¾ inches



Westslope Cutthroat Trout with Indian Paintbrush, 2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil and graphite 
on tea-stained paper, 45 ½ x 56 inches



False Albacore ,  2009, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  and graphite on tea-stained paper, 37 x 45 inches



Twil ight Sailf ishe, 2009
Watercolor, gouache, colored pencil  
and graphite on paper 
54 x 96 inches
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