
James Prosek is a talented artist. James Prosek is a celebrated author who has published eight books by his early 
thirties. James Prosek is a superb flycaster, a master at catching trout. James Prosek is a son. James Prosek is a 
taxpayer. James Prosek is the driver of a beat-up Subaru. James Prosek is a mammal. James Prosek is a Gemini. 
All of these things are true, and any one of these facts could color your opinion of Mr. Prosek—Jimbo, Jimmy, James, 
Jim, JP. 
 
And who am I to point this out? The director of the Museum. Curator of the exhibition. Lousy fisherman. Registered 
voter. Father. Driver of a beat-up Subaru. Biped. Libran. 
 
The point is we are all complex individuals who can each be classified in a variety of ways. And the process of 
classification limits us, capturing only a portion of our complexity and uniqueness. The person doing the classifying is 
generally perceived as being in a position of power relative to the person—or creature, or thing— being named. Parents 
name babies, companies name cars, scientists name insects and elements. 
 
Yet each of these named things is likely to outlive whoever is doing the naming. Some Studebakers keep on running 
long after the company is gone; with grace most children outlive their namers; and who can doubt that the insects will 
be here long after we are extinct? And those elements and minerals and gasses we identify, classify, and name—they 
are us; we are not them. A lack of oxygen would spell the end of humans; the lack of humans would mean little to the 
supply of oxygen. 
 
To identify and to name something is in some ways to limit your understanding of that thing. If you think of your child 
only as your daughter, as opposed to a fully-fledged human being, she is diminished in your eyes, even if you don’t 
realize it. Who among us does not have someone important in our lives who we wish could really understand us, know 
how special we are, know all that makes us unique? 
 
Columba livia or Common Pigeon or Rock Dove; one sounds august, one is a nuisance that craps on my windshield, 
the other sounds like a romantic cliff dweller. Each name refers to the same bird. Our naming obscures the complexity 
of our interaction with a bird, whose habits and habitats are formed by ours, and vice versa. The act of naming and 
classifying can gloss over the complexities of artists as well; American painter Barnett Newman is famously credited 
with having said, “Aesthetics is for the artist as ornithology is for the birds.”1 An amateur ornithologist, Newman’s 
point was that while scientists study and assign value to birds’ behavior, just as philosophers and critics study and 
assign value to artists’ work, in neither case does the observer, or namer, truly affect the bird or artist. That being said, 
certainly the bird has a profound impact on the individual ornithologist. 
 
While this is true in the short term, over time the system of naming, classification, and the structure we create to 
interact with birds, or artists, has a profound impact on their behavior as well as ours. We welcome songbirds in New 
England and encourage them to overwinter at our bird feeders. Our changing interests and depictions of the real 
America, by the 1960s we rewarded, through exhibitions and sales, artists who celebrated popular culture. We place 
individual artists into movements, critics and historians name the movements as they go along: Ash Can School or Pop 
art. 
 
And now James Prosek is the (unwilling? appreciative? aghast?) subject of my analysis, and his work is labeled by the 
Museum, classified and categorized by media, size, and title. While useful for keeping order, these labels actually may 
well keep you, the viewer, from really looking at his work. 
 
Prosek’s specimen birds, carefully displayed in neat cases, are classified not by genus but by the artist’s signature, 
claimed as his own, seemingly in an act of great hubris. Perhaps the artist’s point, that to claim any dominion over 
Nature is an act of hubris, applies to your relationship to the artist as well. The relationship between ob- served and 
observer is complex. 
 
James Prosek illuminates this reality, with great acuity, and the results are here to challenge you. His Parrotfish mocks 
you with its beautiful rendering and ham-fisted linguistic accuracy. His version of Roger Tory Peterson’s endpapers do 
just the opposite, confounding your sense that you know what you are looking at—ornithological guide transformed 
into minimal art. 
 
Simply put, we need to move beyond labels. We need to truly look, really ob- serve, and perhaps most importantly, 
realize that we both influence and are influenced by the creatures, objects, and structures around us, whether they be 
birds or museums. 
 
Harry Philbrick, director  
The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum 


