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On Drawing Dead Fish

Deep in the storerooms of the Smithsonian Institution resides a col-
lection of specimens that could aptly be described as “very dead.”
Long forgotten by most scientists—the collection is in fact housed at
an off-site storage facility in Suitland, Maryland, about ten miles
south of the National Museum of Natural History in D.C.—these are
the fish of the US Exploring Expedition, the nation’s first major foray
into the world of global maritime exploration. Encompassing a
squadron of six ships and just over four hundred naval officers and
sailors, the expedition sailed from August 1838 to June 1842, making
anchorages in South America, Tahiti, the Fiji Islands, Australia, New
Zealand, Hawaii, the Pacific Northwest, and Antarctica. Along the
way, the crew’s nine civilian “scientifics”—naturalists culled from the
small but growing coteries of urban elite gentlemen-scientists—col-
lected hundreds of thousands of zoological, botanical, and geologic
specimens (including these fish), many of which made their way into
the foundational collection of what became the Smithsonian.
Preserved in spirits, their vibrant colors now faded, these fish today
are but sinewy versions of their living selves (figure 1).1

There was a time, though, when these specimens were not nearly
so corpse-like, and were instead full of vivacity. My interest in this
essay lies in the time and space between this vibrancy and deadness,
between living being and cadaverous specimen. I recover these tem-
poralities via the field illustrations of Joseph Drayton, one of the ex-
pedition’s two natural history illustrators. Drayton, as this essay will
explain, combined textual description with color illustration to draw
a contrast between the animal as he had portrayed it on the page and
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how it had appeared to him when it was alive. In so doing, he effect-
ively transformed what pictorially appeared to be a living animal into
a recently dead one.2

Never appearing in any published sources, and spending most of
their life stored away in the private file cabinets of Smithsonian zo-
ologists, these illustrations are largely lost to the annals of the history

Figure 1. A cutthroat trout, taken during the US Exploring Expedition from Puget Sound in 1841, as it
exists today as a preserved specimen in the National Museum of Natural History Division of Fishes
collection. Credit: Sandra J. Raredon, National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution.
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of science, much like the specimens they purport to describe.3 But
they are valuable to environmental historians for the questions they
raise about the relationship between observation, temporality, and
representation in nineteenth-century natural history exploration.
Specifically, they point to a tension inherent to, but rarely explicitly
addressed, in the practice of field illustration: At what point in an ani-
mal’s transition from life to death should an artist represent it? At
what point is representation even possible? The techniques of display
commonly associated with natural history—taxidermy, dioramas, or
illustrations published in scientific atlases, for example—are often
cast as depictions of enduring liveliness: they involve the taking of
dead specimens and making them appear as if alive, forever sus-
pended in what Donna Haraway famously described as a “moment of
supreme life.”4 In the name of scientific accuracy or public edifica-
tion, creators of these displays aimed to activate in the viewer an illu-
sion of a direct, unmediated encounter in the wild, often going to
great lengths to mask the actual live encounter with the animal—the
environmental and historical circumstances in the field that led to its
capture—to produce this mimesis of the real.

Drayton’s illustrations constitute a different approach: they docu-
ment the immediate—if ephemeral—way the specimen appeared to
him in the field. Rather than attempt to reanimate, Drayton thema-
tized death and decay, making them central elements to the images
at hand. The effect remains one of immediate encounter, but between
artist and animal rather than specimen and viewer. This essay ana-
lyzes the artistic and discursive strategies Drayton deployed to create
these illustrations to offer a new vantage for thinking through the art
and science nexus with respect to time. It provides a lens onto what it
might look like if, instead of concealing a specimen’s decay and deny-
ing the passage of time, an artist embraced a subject’s process of de-
generation and pursued it as an object of artistic inquiry.

LIVELY IMAGES OF DEATH
At first glance, Drayton’s fish—a salmon taken from the Columbia

River in May 1841—registers as a depiction of vitality: its crisp blue-
green and red-orange color palette, its half-open jaw, and the gleam
of light in its eye all lend themselves to a seeming aliveness in the
painting (figure 2).5 Lest viewers forget what the picture actually rep-
resents, however, Drayton’s annotations, which appear in the lower
left corner of the page, quickly snap them back into awareness. Here,
Drayton noted that the reddish orange streak along the animal’s lat-
eral line appeared brightly only after the fish had died; it had been
visible only “slightly” when alive. In fact, Drayton took great care to
emphasize this visual change, applying a layer of thick gouache paint
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across the body to offset this postmortem trait. Meanwhile, he wrote,
the fish’s hues of blues varied little between life and death.6

Consider another example, an illustration of a trout caught in June
1841 at the base of Willamette Falls on the Willamette River, a tribu-
tary of the Columbia (figure 3a). This fish, with its cooler color palette
of muted browns, pinks, and violets, does not lend itself to such a vis-
ceral image of vitality when compared to the fierce reds and oranges
in figure 2. But certainly nothing about the animal, again with its
gaping jaw and slight gleam to its eye, a light shadow behind its gill
to create the impression of depth, suggests to the viewer that the idea
Drayton aims to convey is one of death. And yet, his notes demand
exactly this interpretation: the fish’s colors, Drayton noted, here ap-
pear more muted and less “brilliant” than when the animal was alive
and swimming in water (figure 3b).7

In both illustrations, Drayton’s juxtaposition of annotation and
image has the effect of simultaneously vivifying and embalming the
animal in the eyes of the observer: by being made aware of how it ap-
peared in life via text, the viewer is immediately cognizant of the fact
that the illustration at hand must of course represent a dead animal.
The annotations send the viewer back to the beginning to read the
picture again, this time equipped with knowledge about the precise
moment in the life—and death—history of the animal it describes.

Figure 2. Joseph Drayton, illustration of a salmon caught in the Columbia River near Fort Vancouver,
June 1841. Notice how Drayton used a matte gouache paint to offset the streak of orange against the
more luminous watercolors used to paint the rest of the body. Credit: Smithsonian Institution Archives.
Image SIA2011-1210.
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Color, then, comes to operate as a device that challenges the view-
er’s expected relationship between form and meaning, between
image and content. Figure 3a depicts a dead fish, whose appearance is
duller, less “brilliant” than in life. But figure 2 is a dead fish that is
more vibrant than its living self. In fact, death for this animal intro-
duced an entirely new set of features, as demonstrated by the

Figure 3a. Joseph Drayton, watercolor illustration of a trout caught at the base of Willamette Falls,
1841. Credit: Smithsonian Institution Archives. Image SIA2016-008656.

Figure 3b. The complete annotation reads, “Caught near the falls from below with a hook. The only
one taken in several days fishing. These are very numerous in spring. The colors above are not quite as
brilliant as it [sic] was when in the water alive.” Credit: Smithsonian Institution Archives. Image
SIA2016-008656a

Environmental History 21 (July 2016)546



appearance of the salmon’s red lateral line. We might think of these
pictures, then, as lively images of death, particularly vivid depictions
of mortification on the page. To be sure, these images of death are of
the most benign sort: there are no elements of the macabre or refer-
ences to the fetid scent of rotting fish found here. And yet, through
these references to the animal’s former appearance in life, Drayton
strikes a counterpoint between the vibrancy of the picture and the
decay his words evoke.

ACCOUNTING FOR THE OBSERVER
As Drayton’s annotations indicate, these illustrations were made in

the spring and summer of 1841 during the expedition’s stay in
the Willamette Valley region of Oregon Country, in the Pacific
Northwest. The United States and Great Britain had jointly occupied
Oregon Country since 1818, but the region was largely administered
by Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), a major British fur trading com-
pany. By the early 1840s, though, American homesteaders and traders
had begun to rapidly populate the area; part of the expedition’s goal
in its overland explorations here was to take stock of the extent of
HBC’s influence and assert an American presence that would lend le-
gitimacy to any later claims of entitlement to the territory.8

Additionally, the Exploring Expedition arrived at the end of what had
been a particularly deadly decade for Native Americans in the
Willamette Valley: as a result of the “intermittent fever” (later recog-
nized as malaria), their numbers had been reduced dramatically from
about 13,900 in 1830 to about 1,175 in 1841.9 In the context of these
complex geopolitics and imperial rivalries, Drayton’s sensitive artistry
and fastidious attention to detail become all the more striking.

To produce these illustrations, Drayton relied on several tools: a
camera lucida (a small lens-and-mirror tracing instrument commonly
used by natural history illustrators), a color reference book—likely
Patrick Syme’s 1821 edition of Werner’s Nomenclature of Colours—and
a set of gouache and watercolor paints.10 His process was to first draw
several black-and-white preparatory sketches, making detailed notes
about the colors and marking where on the body each shade ap-
peared (figure 4). He then made an illustration in color.11

Judging only by these tools, Drayton would seem to be striving for
an image of objectivity. The tracing device, the standardized language
of color, his choice to draw from a dead fish out of water that can be
subjected to the sustained attention of an illustrator—these are all
techniques meant to occlude the artist’s subjective perceptions from
seeping into an image and instead effect a form of what Lorraine
Daston and Peter Galison call “blind slight:” an illustration seemingly
free from prior knowledge or aesthetic judgment.12 And yet, by
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including these annotations, Drayton has forgone this authorial eras-
ure. In fact, in describing the animal’s former self, a version explicitly
not depicted visually on the page, Drayton reveals an aspiration to cap-
ture a kind of artistic subject he knows to be impossible: a living, swim-
ming fish. This is a version of the animal accessible only in fleeting
impressions and partial glimpses, mediated by the distortive effects of
light refracting in water, the fish’s flittering body, and the dynamic play
of shadow and light in a swiftly churning river environment. Rather
than suppress all trace of himself, Drayton, in pursuit of this elusive sub-
ject, becomes a presence in the picture. His subjective experience of the
animal—as a transient and capricious subject—becomes constitutive of
the image itself. These annotations, then, inflect the illustration with a
tinge of deflation. They reveal an artist conceding to the futility of pic-
torially conveying the animal as he immediately encountered it, to the
limits of a purely visual mode of representation.

CONCLUSION
Ultimately, Drayton’s illustrations raise more questions than they

answer: Why did Drayton choose to portray these animals in a state

Figure 4. Joseph Drayton, sketch of a salmon caught at the mouth of the Columbia River, north of
Baker Bay, October 1841. The annotations include notes such as “shaded part black, rest yellowish
white,” “shaded part blackish, rest lakey purple,” and “back edge of scales gold, general tint slate
blue.” After composing a basic sketch like this one, Drayton would have drawn from the camera lucida
to ascertain the correct forms of the animal’s different body parts and the exact proportions between
them. He would have then traced the forms onto the final drawing. Credit: Smithsonian Institution
Archives. Image SIA2016-008657
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he knew to be transitory? In what way did he imagine these artistic in-
vestigations of life and death to be useful to the future naturalist who
encountered these illustrations? As historical artifacts, though, they
offer a window onto the particular artistic challenges of field illustra-
tion that are otherwise unacknowledged in the historical record. In
these lively images of death we find an artist grappling with the limits
of the pictorial in the face of the passage of time. Drayton’s illustra-
tions are a reminder that even the most seemingly timeless of natural
history representations are always encountered in time; that is, they
represent the convergence of multiple temporalities: the time it takes
to produce an image cast against the decay of a recently caught speci-
men, and the present-day time on the part of the viewer of identifying
and interpreting these historical temporalities. It is in the interstitial
time between enduring depiction and ephemeral impression, be-
tween observation and representation, that these remarkable images
seem to lie.

Leah Aronowsky is a PhD candidate in the Department of the History
of Science at Harvard University. Her current research focuses on the history
of the concept of the biosphere in late twentieth-century earth and environ-
mental sciences, especially as it related to new ideas about “life” as a bio-
geochemical phenomenon and process.

Notes
This essay has benefitted greatly from the close reading and insightful comments

provided by Finis Dunaway, Cindy Ott, Neil Maher, and an anonymous reviewer.

Thanks are also due to Peter Galison and Sophia Roosth, who generously provided

feedback on multiple drafts. An earlier version of this essay was presented at the

2015 symposium, “Writing Fieldwork,” at Princeton University, and I am grateful

to the participants for their astute observations and feedback.

1 The expedition is also known as the Wilkes Expedition, so named for its com-

manding officer, Lieutenant Charles Wilkes (1798–1877). The expedition’s gen-

esis was the result of a complicated mix of commercial and political interests.

For the purposes of this essay, suffice it to say that its primary aim was to survey

and chart the landforms of the Pacific and Antarctica and to broker favorable

trade agreements with island nations in the South Pacific to establish supply

outposts for passing American whaling ships. More broadly, the expedition was

meant as a conspicuous display of American maritime strength. At a time when

Britain and France dominated the global imperial land- and seascape, the sight

of the American flag roaming foreign waters made for a powerful statement of

political and martial prowess. For more, see Nathaniel Philbrick, Sea of Glory:
America’s Voyage of Discovery: The U.S. Exploring Expedition, 1838–1842 (New

York: Viking, 2003); Aaron Sachs, The Humboldt Current: Nineteenth-Century

Exploration and the Roots of American Environmentalism (New York: Viking,

2006); William Stanton, The Great United States Exploring Expedition of 1838–
1842 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975); and Herman Viola and

C. Margolis, eds., Magnificent Voyagers: The US Exploring Expedition, 1838–1842
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1985). For more on the
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expedition’s imperial undertones, see Graham Burnett, “Hydrographic
Discipline among the Navigators: Charting an ‘Empire of Commerce and
Science’ in the Nineteenth-Century Pacific,” in The Imperial Map: Cartography
and the Mastery of Empire, ed. James R. Akerman (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2009).

2 There is, unfortunately, scant trace of Drayton in the historical record. From
the records that do exist, we know that Drayton was born in England in 1795
and immigrated to Philadelphia around 1812. By the early 1820s, his engrav-
ings of Scottish landscapes had appeared in several Philadelphia-based publica-
tions, but how or when he was trained in natural history illustration remains
unknown.

3 After the expedition concluded, renowned Harvard ichthyologist Louis Agassiz
was commissioned to write the fish report and a new artist was hired to pro-
duce the illustrations. Because of a severe lack of funds and, later, the outbreak
of the Civil War, the publication process suffered a series of delays and the re-
port was never published (although a manuscript exists in the Smithsonian
Institution Archives).

4 Donna Haraway, “Teddy Bear Patriarchy: Taxidermy in the Garden of Eden,
New York City, 1908–1936,” Social Text 11 (1984–85): 20–64, 25. Haraway de-
scribes taxidermy as a science “dedicated to the prevention of decadence, of
biological decay.” More recent scholarship that attends to questions of materi-
ality and artistic practice in natural history displays includes Lorraine Daston,
“The Glass Flowers,” in Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science, ed.
Lorraine Daston (Cambridge: Zone Books, 2002); Lukas Rieppel, “Bringing
Dinosaurs Back to Life: Exhibiting Prehistory at the American Museum of
Natural History,” Isis 103, no. 3 (2012): 460–90; and Stephen Christopher
Quinn, Windows on Nature: The Great Habitat Dioramas of the American Museum
of Natural History (New York: Abrams and American Museum of Natural
History, 2006). See also Rachel DeLue, “Art and Science in America,” American
Art 23 (2009): 2–9. On the art of early American natural history exploration
and representation, see Kenneth Haltman, Looking Close and Seeing Far: Samuel
Seymour, Titian Ramsay Peale, and the Art of the Long Expedition, 1818–1823
(University Park: Pennsylvania State Press, 2008); Robin Kelsey, Archive Style:
Photographs and Illustrations for U.S. Surveys, 1850–1890 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2007); Rebecca Bedell, The Anatomy of Nature: Geology and
American Landscape Painting, 1825–1875 (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2001); Ann Blum, Picturing Nature: American Nineteenth-Century Zoological
Illustration (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993); and Sue Ann Prince,
ed., Stuffing Birds, Pressing Plants, Shaping Knowledge: Natural History in North
America, 1730–1860 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2003).

5 All illustrations discussed in this essay can be found in the US Exploring
Expedition Collection, RU 7186 [hereafter US Ex Ex], Smithsonian Institution
Archives, Washington, D.C. [hereafter, SIA]. During the expedition, Drayton
produced the majority of the zoological illustrations while his colleague, Alfred
Agate, was responsible for the botanicals and illustrations that documented the
day-to-day events of the voyage. Many of these ethnographic illustrations were
later published as engravings in Wilkes’s five-volume account of the voyage.
See Charles Wilkes, Narrative of the United States Exploring Expedition, 5 vols.
(London: Wiley and Putnam, 1845).
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6 The full annotation reads, “Caught with a hook Columbia River at [Fort]
Vancouver—The red streak appears bright only after death—it is visible slightly
while living—the dark streaks are not bright or bluer during life.” US Ex Ex, Box
5, Folder, 14, SIA.

7 The description reads, “The colors above are not quite as brilliant as it [sic] was
when in the water alive.” US Ex Ex, Box 5, Folder 30, SIA.

8 See Matthew Klingle, Emerald City: An Environmental History of Seattle (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), and Joseph Taylor, Making Salmon: An
Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 1999). The United States eventually claimed the region by
treaty in 1846.

9 Taylor, Making Salmon, 41. As Taylor notes, these numbers constituted a death
rate of more than 85 percent.

10 Syme made several key changes in nomenclature between the first and second
editions. What had been termed “cherry red” in the first 1814 edition, for ex-
ample, was changed to “brownish purple red” in the second edition. “Smalt
blue” became “greyish blue,” and “sky blue” was now “greenish blue.”
Drayton’s vocabulary largely matches the names in the second edition. For
more on the use of camera lucidas in natural history illustration, see John
Hammond and Jill Austin, The Camera Lucida in Art and Science (Bristol: Adam
Hilger, 1987).

11 US Ex Ex, Box 5, Folder 30, SIA.

12 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2010),
17. As Daston and Galison explain, to be objective in the early and mid-nine-
teenth century was to aspire to a kind of knowledge that “[bore] no trace of the
observer.”
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