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“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find that it is bound  
fast by a thousand invisible cords that cannot be broken, to everything 
in the universe.”

 —John MuIr

“’Grandfather monk, what color is that tree’s bark?’ ‘It is the color that 
you see,’ I told her.”

—The heart of the Buddha’s Teaching
  ThIch nhaT hanh

 
“You can know the name of a bird in all the languages of the world,  
but when you’re finished, you’ll know absolutely nothing whatever about 
the bird . . . So let’s look at the bird and see what it’s doing—that’s what 
counts. I learned very early the difference between knowing the name of 
something and knowing something.”

—rIchard FeynMan (theoretical physicist)

“Seeing is forgetting the name of the thing one sees.”

—roBerT IrwIn

James Prosek’s work questions accepted notions of how we understand 
and interpret the natural world. Examining the ways in which we  
name and order nature, the systems we use to try to harness nature, our 
classifications and taxonomies, and the limitations of language in 
describing biological diversity, Prosek invites us to reflect on what these 
systems say about our culture, our priorities, and our values. 

Ranging from the compellingly realistic to the inventively fanciful, and 
referencing the artist’s extensive travel, collecting trips, and biological 
expeditions to distant and diverse places, Prosek’s provocative paintings, 
watercolors, taxidermied specimens, and wall murals explore realms 
that science cannot quantify or define—those spaces between fact and 
folklore, science and myth, real and imagined.

“
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opposite: row of sugar maples in easton, cT forest (the tree on the left 
is the one depicted in Easton, CT on the back cover)
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James Prosek possesses a strong sense of place. The son of a 
Brazilian father and a Czech mother, he has lived and worked on the same 
street his entire life. His current house and studio are just two doors 
down the road from his childhood home in Easton, Connecticut. Yet 
while his home remains fixed, Prosek does not. Enthralled by his father’s 
stories from his adventuresome Merchant Marine days, shipping cargo 
from New York to the farthest reaches of the world, hunting tigers in 
India, fishing for sharks in Brazil, and weathering violent storms at sea, 
Prosek developed a sense of wonder for the world’s exotic places at a 
young age. As a result, he became an intrepid traveler himself. 

Looking out of a cave on Pohnpei Island, near highest peak in Micronesia 
and one of the rainiest places on earth (inspiration for Pohnpei, Micronesia, 
2013, p. 26)

As early as his teens, Prosek began to travel far and wide in pursuit of 
his work. While in his 20s, he took an around the world fishing trip that 
followed the 41st parallel—the latitude of his hometown. Leaving in a 
straight line from his home in Easton, he traveled east, circumnavigating 
the globe and fishing in rural streams and urban rivers along the  
way in places like France, Spain, Greece, Turkey, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, 

A Field Guide to the Spaces in Between. . .

Here And THere

The artist working on Tusk, 2013

following spread: African Elephant, 2013, watercolor, gouache, colored 
pencil, and  powdered mica on tea-stained paper, 25 x 33 in., collection 
of donna and Marvin Schwartz

here and there
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Mongolia, and Japan. A performance piece of sorts, this trek was 
simultaneously a journey away from home and towards home, between 
a here and there that was neither here nor there. From expeditions to 
Suriname and research trips in Pohnpei to fishing trips in the North 
Atlantic and safaris in Africa, Prosek is continually drawn to exotic places. 

The artist's rendering of the location of the yale expedition to the central 
Suriname nature Preserve

This wandering between the foreign and familiar has given him an 
unusual perspective. Prosek has described how his “world of home” 
fades as he travels to other locales and develops new friendships and a 
new sense of place. Returning home rekindles old friendships and 
domestic routines, dimming the glow of his recent travels, yet his heart 
and mind continue to wander between home and his various ports of 
call. This is evidenced in the artist’s garden. Like most of Prosek’s works, 
it is a hybrid, a fusion of many cultural influences—the cabin is an 
homage to Thoreau’s at Walden; the plants, like trillium and bloodroot, 
are native to New England; while the circuitous path, the moss, the 
Japanese maples, and the sound of water show the influence of his visits 
to Kyoto, Japan, and Japanese temple gardens. In the same way, 

above: Prosek painting a Green Tree Viper (Bothriopsis bilineata) collected 
on a yale Peabody Museum expedition to Suriname, South america
  
below: completed painting of the Green Tree Viper
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his sculptures of an ostrich egg and elephant tusk are inspired by trips 
to Zimbabwe, yet crafted out of wild cherry wood culled from his 
backyard. 

Much of Prosek’s work is about being in this liminal area—in transit—
restless with wanderlust, venturing forth with a backward glance, not 
quite here, not quite there, but somewhere in between home and abroad, 
at the decisive tipping point between imagining the place that lies 
beyond what is known and then setting out to experience it firsthand.

above: The artist’s cabin and circulating stream he built in his back woods

opposite, clockwise: Abstract Fish II, 2013, black walnut, bronze rod,  
and limestone base, 19 x 4 x 12 in., private collection; Egg, 2013,  
wood on limestone base, 9 ½ x 4 ½ x 4 ½ in.; sheet at night with moths, 
central Suriname (the large moth in center is a white witch Moth)
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Similarly, as Prosek often points out, nature is neither here nor 
there; it is constantly changing—perpetually in the process of becoming 
or fading away, in the process of evolution and extinction. Names are  
a tool for human communication as they try to pin things within a precise 
moment in time, their characteristics and essence frozen within a single 
form, aspect, or time period. They also limit the vast and complex 
continuum and broad context within which the creature, the object, exists. 
Between the naming units we create to make sense of the world there are 
spaces, the un-nameable that binds the continuum together, the invisible 
dark matter that exists between, surrounds, underlies, overlays, connects, 
elides, and obscures the objects and beings that constitutes the vast 
majority of what we view as the created world. As the artist has written, 

“Names answer the question ‘What is that?’ But how do you identify a 
moving target?” By naming things we lose fluidity. We cut up nature into 
digestible pieces to understand it. When we name it in order to commu-
nicate it, we must also remember that these names are sometimes,  
as evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins writes, “a convenient fiction.” 
What happens in that space that science and language may not be able 
to quantify or explain is fertile ground for Prosek’s work.

left: Prosek at 5 years old with a Magnolia warbler that flew into a 
window and died

right: Bird drawing made about the same time 

Although as a child, he spent countless hours in forests, meadows, 
marshes, and streams experiencing the natural world firsthand, the 
young Prosek preferred to make art not through direct observation, but 
by looking at nature already processed by other artists and reproduced  
in books. The works of Winslow Homer, Louis Agassiz Fuertes, and Prosek’s Animal Classification project from fourth grade

nAmInG And KnowInG
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of wildlife around the country asking what native trout they might have 
in their streams. He received letters back from biologists who shared 
their knowledge and opinions with him about trout via papers they had 
published as well as photographs. In compiling the responses and 
creating a list of names of all the trout he could find, he soon learned that 
no two biologists could agree on how many varieties of trout there were 
exactly. They argued over whether to call a particular population of fish  
a species, subspecies, variety, or strain, about whether a certain segment 
of diversity was different enough to be named something distinct.

Prosek’s interest in the problem of how to name and order nature, how 
to communicate the endless forms that nature sets in motion through 
evolution, and his realization that taxonomy is not a perfect science grew 
out of this early passion for trout diversity. The trout project, which 

above: Prosek at 11 years old with stringer of Largemouth Bass from 
Kachele Pond in easton, cT

opposite: Black Sea Bass, 2011, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil, and 
graphite on paper, 25 x 32 in., private collection, connecticut 

particularly John James Audubon were early inspirations. Professing  
a lifelong “love of order,” Prosek found great satisfaction in learning  
the names of birds and would scrawl the common and scientific names 
of each creature beneath his drawings. By nine years old, he was 
drawing fish obsessively, in particular the trout, a creature he describes 
as “a beautiful fish of cold clear streams.” At the ripe old age of eleven, 
unable to find a volume devoted to the trout of North America equivalent 
to what he knew of Audubon’s book of birds, he set out to make one. 
Prosek began to research in libraries and write letters to state departments 
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these destinations were hotbeds of political unrest and hostility, including 
the Balkans, southeast Turkey, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. In the first 
book on North American trout, he painted a trout only if someone had 
given it a name. An additional nod to the voice of “authority” was the  
fact that many of his watercolor paintings were created from descriptions 
in old books or from photos that others had taken. With the second 
book, Trout of the world, Prosek decided he would not paint to the names, 
but rather to what he knew from personal and direct experiences with 
individual fish. 

In an effort to expose language’s failure to account for all of nature’s 
variety, Prosek painted over forty specimens of the brown trout, a fish 
deemed by science to be a single species, Salmo trutta. According to 
the artist, not only did brown trout populations from different streams 
look wildly different from each other, but so too did every individual 
from a single stream, proving that classification of creatures as a species 
left out an enormous amount of diversity and variation and “gave a 
false impression of the natural world.”

As author Edward Abbey writes in his book desert Solitaire,

Through naming comes knowing; we grasp an object, mentally, 
by giving it a name -hension, prehension, apprehension.  
and thus through language create a whole world, corresponding 
to the other world out there. or we trust that it corresponds.  
or perhaps, like a German poet, we cease to care, becoming more 
concerned with the naming than with the things named;  
the former becomes more real than the latter. and so in the end 
the world is lost again. no, the world remains—those unique, 
particular, incorrigibly individual junipers and sandstone 
monoliths—and it is we who are lost. again. round and round, 
through the endless labyrinth of thought—the maze.

For Prosek, “the maze” is the gap between the named and unnamed 
worlds, between naming and knowing, the space into which all of the 
beings and creatures unaccounted for or mis-accounted for by an 
inadequate nomenclature fall. 

culminated in the publication of his first book, Trout: an Illustrated history 
(Knopf, 1996), as a nineteen-year-old junior at Yale, showed him that 
divisions in nature were largely arbitrary, and the process of deciding 
which creatures should be named and which simply given another related 
creature’s name—when they perhaps arguably deserved their own 
distinct one—was a powerful determinant in shaping the way we look 
at and even treat nature. The history and methodology of their naming 
became as interesting to him as the physical diversity of the fishes 
themselves.

Prosek’s next project was to document the diversity of trout and char  
in Europe, Asia, and North Africa. In order to do so, he traveled on and 
off for six years to remote parts of the northern hemisphere. Some of 

opposite: Nassau Grouper, 2012, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil, 
and graphite on paper, 29 x 34 in., Jones wajahat Family collection, 
connecticut
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The space between air and water is another liminal zone 
that engages Prosek and informs his work. His love for birds and fish led 
to a fascination with the realms in which they live, and especially with 
what happens in the space between them—the horizon. Reflections  
and abstractions. He describes the surface of water as a translucent skin 
with infinite lenses that offer distorted views of the world above and 
below. The water’s surface abstracts both the earthly world seen by the 
fish from below and our downward-looking view of their watery world. 
Upon the wavering surface of the water, our own world is reflected back 
to us in abstracted form, giving us a view of what we feel certain we 
know from a new, disorienting, and transformative perspective. As a 
child, the water’s surface was a source of wonder and mystery for Prosek—
an in-between space in which anything was possible: 

ABove And Below

Koi in circulating stream in artist’s back woods, easton, cT Prosek painting a Motmot in Suriname
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. . . especially when peering into the dark waters of the reservoir, 
a short walk through the forest from my home. There could have 
been monsters there, some remnant dinosaur, but there were 
real things too, that played with the imagination. one night I 
saw two otters, one’s head to the other’s tail, undulating through 
the surface, like one long serpent. of course, fishing was also a 
big part of my childhood and that was a way to physically connect 
through the line, with something that lived in the mysterious 
deep. when the fish on the line first broke the surface . . . that was 
always magical. and still to this day, that is the moment, when 
the fish first leaves its element and enters ours, crosses that space 
between, that I try to capture when I paint them. The fish is the 
hybrid of my imagination of what it is below the surface and what 
I actually see when it is out of the water, lit by the sun.

Swordfish, 2010, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil, and powdered 
mica on paper, 60 x 155 in. 

The fluid (though also momentous and fateful) movement from below 
to above is often also the transition from life to death. As a fisherman 
and a hunter, Prosek has witnessed living things fade to death. The loss 
of color in an organism as it dies—in contrast to its vibrant hues in 
life—is an important theme in his work. Whether it is the kaleidoscopic 
but ephemeral hues shimmering on the scales of a swordfish (or the 
astonishingly vivid yet fleeting colors of a bird’s feathers and beak), 
Prosek strives to capture the natural world in that ultimate borderland 
crossing between life and death—when the fish first leaves its native 
element of the water below, for ours, the air above.

above: Swordfish harpooned on George’s Bank off southern nova Scotia 
 
below: Swordfish on the deck
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An acute observer of nature, Prosek is also a masterful 
manipulator. Increasingly obsessed with the gaps of meaning and 
representation between names and the things being named and frustrated 
with the limitations of our systems of classification, his work moved 
beyond the naturalistic to become more conceptual, beginning with his 
paintings of hybrids. Described as “creatures that became their names  
in protest of being named,” these deceivingly realistic images—a Parrotfish, 
a fish-bird with rainbow-hued gills and a parrot’s head and beak, or a 
Sea Pegasus, a winged sea horse—are literal representations of linguistic  

Parrotfish Nocturne, 2012, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil, and 
graphite on paper, 19 x 24 in. 

constructs aimed at making sense of nature. Simultaneously pointing 
out the representational power of names and the foolishness of our 
attempts to name and neatly classify nature, these meticulously detailed 
yet fanciful creatures also recall earlier times when myth and science 
were more closely aligned—when artists created authoritative images 
of fantastical beasts by piecing together tales both written and oral, 
sketches, and partial specimens collected and brought home by voyagers 
from around the globe. 

reAl And ImAGIned

Flying Squirrels, 2013, taxidermied squirrels, quail and duck wings, 
handmade flowers and moss, and wood, 26 x 17 x 14 in. 
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With his taxidermied animals, Prosek takes the concept of hybridity into 
the third dimension. The product of cross-fertilization between two named 
things, the chainsaw-beaver and the drill-duck are physical manifesta-
tions of that space that exists in between the real and the imaginary. 
Products of the evolutionary fluidity of nature that spills beyond our rigid 
classifications, these seemingly plausible animals playfully posit the 
existence of imaginary creatures and question our assumptions regarding 
what is real. Slyly commenting on man’s relationship to nature, Prosek’s 
creatures have evolved in order to survive. Tool-like appendages have 
provided them with adaptive advantages and enhanced utility, increasing 
their ability to protect themselves from external threats by existing in  
a realm in between living creature and inanimate object. Housed  
in vitrines mimicking those found in exhibitions of exotic and/or extinct 
species in natural history museums, these creatures also reference 
science’s requirement that a specimen be killed in order to be named. 
As the shotgun that appears in the companion painting to the taxidermied 
winged fox reminds us, the gun is one of the scientist’s most utilized 
and devastatingly effective tools. 

real and imagined

above: Flying Fox with Prussian Firearm: The Fox Hunt, 2009, watercolor, 
gouache, colored pencil, and graphite on tea-stained paper, 44 7/8 x 48 7/8 in.

below: Flying Fox with Lady’s Slippers, 2011, taxidermied red fox, sea 
duck wings, handmade flowers and moss, 17 x 16 ½ in., Jones wajahat 
Family collection, connecticut

left: Drill Duck with Pitcher Plant Flowers, 2009, watercolor, gouache, 
colored pencil, and graphite on tea-stained paper, 20 1/8 x 15 5/8 in.

right: Drill Duck with Pitcher Plants, 2009, taxidermied hooded merganser, 
handmade flowers, and moss, 18 x 22 x 14 in.
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Among biologists, there are two distinct points of view 
regarding order. One states that all we are trying to do is uncover or 
perceive an already existing order. This is what Linnaeus thought. In his 
mind, he was simply investigating and revealing God’s intended and 
expertly created order. The other view is that we—in our attempts at 
classification, at naming, at ascribing meaning and organization to what 
we perceive around us—impose order on a disordered world, because 
we just cannot accept that messiness, or, worse yet, meaningless  
randomness, is the rule, not the exception. Despite these differences, 
scientists in both camps desire an ordered world—one that can be known, 
identified, defined. Artists, on the other hand, revel in not knowing;  
they draw inspiration from the spaces in between, in the unnamed and 
undefined gray areas and muddy waters that teem with creative and 
interpretive possibility. 

order And dISorder

Pohnpei, Micronesia, 2013, acrylic and vinyl paint on birch plywood,  
103 x 52 ¾ in. 

below: Two views of Metamorphosis II, 2012, bronze on marble base,  
12 x 10 x 12 in.
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In his wall murals of bird silhouettes created for the Addison exhibition, 
Prosek once again unnames nature. In six panels, flora and fauna from six 
regions—Zimbabwe, Pohnpei, Suriname, the North Atlantic, Easton, CT, 
and Andover, MA—are depicted in the form of black silhouettes paired with 
numbers and set against a stark white background reminiscent of those 
used in the endpapers of Roger Tory Peterson’s famed 1934 a Field Guide 
to Birds. However, unlike Peterson’s iconic guide, the viewer of the murals 
is denied a key to the numbered birds. Free of language’s rigid walls  
that impose a distorting and limited knowledge and understanding while 
insisting upon its absolute truth, Prosek places us in a field of not knowing 
that actually encourages the pursuit of a more complete understanding, 
forcing us to relinquish our obsession to know what a thing is called and 
focus instead on the thing itself. Offering new perspectives on the familiar, 
Prosek’s work challenges us to look beyond the name, beyond the world as 
sanctioned, described, and narrowly circumscribed by so-called experts,  
to experience things for ourselves and, in admitting our perceptual and 
intellectual limitations, to more genuinely see, know, and understand.

Spoonbill, 2006, watercolor, graphite, and colored pencil on paper,  
18 x 24 in.

Great Blue Heron, 2006, watercolor, graphite, and colored pencil on 
paper, 25 3/16 x 27 7/8 in.

One of Prosek’s favorite short stories is Ursula Le Guin’s She unnames 
Them, in which Eve goes through the Garden of Eden unnaming  
everything Adam had named. When she’s done, she hands her own name 
back to Adam and walks out of the garden in protest. Employing both 
direct observation and imaginative manipulation, Prosek similarly 
unnames our world. In a series of watercolors depicting birds such as the 
Great Blue heron, Prosek replaces the scientific name that traditionally 
appears below the depicted animal with a new taxonomy consisting of 
graceful lines that radiate outwards from the subject and off the page. 
Drawing our attention to the subject and the space around it that we might 
have otherwise missed if distracted by the name, these delicate lines 
also serve as symbols of the invisible threads that connect all living things, 
of the ways we both influence and are influenced by one another. In 
Spoonbill, blocks of color nestled between intersecting lines suggest the 
manifestation of new entities made possible by this exchange. 
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like the eel, a creature that has long fascinated the artist with  
its hybrid nature, its ability to slip between fresh and salt water, fish and 
snake, myth and reality, James Prosek cannot be easily categorized. 
Artist, naturalist, writer, explorer, filmmaker, outdoorsman, and environ-
mental activist, to name just a few of his roles, Prosek straddles many 
worlds—and many eras. His menagerie of (and delight in) exotic and 
fantastic creatures evokes the wonder of 17th-century curiosity cabinets. 
His expeditions to unexplored and unmapped regions conjure visions of 

3000-year-old rock art in Zimbabwe, africa, 2013

Western explorers traveling to foreign lands to collect specimens. Prosek’s  
little cabin in the woods behind his studio channels Thoreau’s on Walden 
Pond, as well as the poet’s desire to “live deliberately” while trying to 
make sense of his changing world. 

Largely self-taught, Prosek’s artistic influences similarly span time, with 
inspirations as diverse as animal depictions by prehistoric cave painters 
to those by Albrecht Dürer, John James Audubon, and William Blake, 
from the living landscape of Monet’s gardens at Giverny to the realist 

THen And now

Abstract Nature, 2012, ink on paper, four panels, 96 x 120 in.,  
addison Gallery of american art, Phillips academy, andover, Ma, 
museum purchase, 2013.78a–d
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in contrast to Wilson and Dion, whose work critiques institutional  
practices of collecting and exhibiting physical objects, Prosek focuses 
on something more intangible—the intellectual systems we create to 
impose order upon, and thus make sense of, our world.

Prosek himself is the embodiment of the in-between that so engages 
and inspires him. Solidly present, he navigates old and new territories, 
the specific and the speculative, the definite and the amorphous, the 
matter-of-fact and the fantastical, the near and the far, the past, present, 
and future.

aLLISon KeMMerer

Mead Curator of Photography and Curator of Art after 1950

Addison Gallery of American Art

landscapes of Gustav Courbet and Winslow Homer. Yet while Prosek 
draws from the “then,” he is firmly rooted in the “now”—in 21st-century 
Easton, Connecticut. As the artist points out, in contrast to the early 
explorers who roamed the earth, collecting from a natural world that 
seemed infinite, we are now losing nature faster than we can discover 
whatever remains undiscovered. His reference to the tradition of natural 
history painting and his interest in environmental issues align him  
with painters such as Walton Ford and Alexis Rockman, while his critical 
approach to notions of classifying and organizing more closely allies 
him with artists such as Fred Wilson and, even more so, Mark Dion. Yet, 

below: Eel, 2005, graphite on paper, 19 x 24 in.

right: Prosek working on Abstract Nature, 2012
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Seahorse, 2005, graphite on paper, 24 x 19 in. 
Sea Pegasus Nocturne, 2011, watercolor, gouache, colored pencil,  
and graphite on paper, 23 ¾ x 19 ¾ in., private collection, Greenwich, cT
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above: Prosek painting Zimbabwe, Africa at the addison, fall 2013 

All photographs are courtesy the artist. Unless otherwise noted, all works 
are courtesy of the artist and Schwartz • Wajahat, New York

Endowed in 1982 through the generosity of Phillips Academy alumnus 
Edward E. Elson, the Addison’s Elson Artist-in-Residence program has 
energetically supported contemporary art by bringing established and 
emerging artists to campus to create and exhibit work as well as engage 
with students. Participating artists have included Frank Stella, Robert 
Frank, Alison Saar, Joel Shapiro, Robert Hudson, Richard Shaw, Kerry 
James Marshall, Dawoud Bey, Glen Seator, Tony Feher, Jose Bedia, James 
Casebere, Anna Gaskell, Andrea Zittel, Jessica Stockholder, Lee Mingwei, 
Trisha Brown, Fred Wilson, Wendy Ewald, Jim Hodges, Sue Williams, 
Terry Winters, Alexis Rockman, Type A, William Wegman, Jackie Saccoccio, 
Tristan Perich, and Laurel Nakadate. In 1996, a studio and an apartment 
designed by artist David Ireland were constructed to accommodate this 
growing program.
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