
James Prosek is primarily known for his faithfully rendered watercolor paintings of birds and fish. In this exhibition, he 
has ventured into new mediums and formats to expand the conceptual underpinnings of his work. Paintings in oil on 
wall-mounted wooden boxes depict bird specimens as if they were just pulled from a collection drawer. And actual 
taxidermic birds, cleaned and prepared by the artist, are presented as works of art in Plexiglas boxes supported by metal 
posts. 
 
The murals of birds shown in silhouette that confront the viewer at the start and close of James Prosek’s exhibition may 
seem familiar. The images are adapted from the endpapers Roger Tory Peterson created in 1934 for his A Field Guide 
to the Birds.1 In Peterson’s Guide, a variety of birds in black and white are shown perched in trees and in flight. A 
numbered key names each species, and presumably helps us to identify birds in the real world by their profiles. 
 
In Prosek’s version, painted in large-scale directly on the wall, the key is gone and we are left to examine the numbered 
silhouettes devoid of reference. Without the exercise of going from key to image, or image to key, we are in the less 
comfortable position of not knowing. While the endpapers in Peterson’s Field Guide frame the contents of his book—a 
book about the identification and naming of birds—the murals in Prosek’s exhibition frame a body of work imbued 
with mystery, and the potential inherent in letting go of names. 
 
Prosek’s practice as an artist is broadening and changing each day, and it is not immediately obvious how he will orient 
himself to his colleagues in the art field. As a person, Prosek is not a follower—he has very much carved out his own 
space. 
 
James Prosek is both naturalist and artist—this marriage of convictions makes him a keen observer and potent 
translator of the natural world. However, we get the impression that Prosek’s attention to realism and detail in his 
paintings is born less out of a commitment to naturalistic accuracy, and more from a desire to pay respect to a world he 
finds seductive and mysterious. As a self-taught artist, rendering an animal in great detail is also an exercise of skill. 
Painting and drawing birds from life, with discipline, Prosek has trained himself to be an artist of great technical ability. 
 
In Untitled (Wood Duck), the artist has drawn lyrical lines from the bill of the duck up to the top edge of the paper. The 
lines anchor the bird to an array of points around the page, like compass points on a chart. With Untitled (Oldsquaw), 
the lines radiating from the animal are more extensive, with various colors extending from the beak, the tail feathers, 
and the webbed feet. One line appears to cradle the duck’s breast as if providing steadying support. 
 
The radial patterning gives the space around Prosek’s birds a structure that commands our attention. A space we might 
normally overlook is ripe territory for the artist’s creative mind. He envisions a kind of architecture that stands in for 
the web of interrelationships that we cannot see with our human eyes. Perhaps information sent out into the world by 
living things leaves a trail. 
 
In a brand-new painting, Untitled (Blue-Headed Parrots), Prosek has changed the quality of the lines extending from 
the birds. Here, they are less lyrical and more fraught with emotional tension. The line quality gives the painting an 
eerie and unnerving atmosphere, as if there were some urgency in the frenetic collaborative gesture of the creatures. 
This is one in a series of round paintings—a new format for the artist—meant to remind us that the tools of human 
observation often crop the world in a circle—binoculars, a microscope, or a Petri dish. 
 
Birds are mysterious and captivating—a reality that Peterson’s Field Guide, despite its breadth and scholarship, cannot 
address. Attaching a name to a silhouette in a tree, while helping us to identify the species, may also impede our skills 
of observation and inhibit our imagination. How do we begin to answer questions like, What does the bird’s presence 
impact? What relationships is it in? . . . And how would its loss be felt? In his work, Prosek frees our imagination from 
the constraints of naming and defining nature too narrowly. From this new perspective, perhaps we can begin to 
understand the system of which we are a critical part. 
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1 A Field Guide to the Birds: Giving Field Marks of all Species Found East of the Rockies, second revised and enlarged edition (1934; 
reprint, Houghton Mifflin, 1967).	  


