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Painter Robert Bateman (left) and Curator David Wagner at The Whyte Museum of The Canadian Rockies in Banff, 

on the Canadian-American Tour of THE ART OF ROBERT BATEMAN, posing before "Everglades," the artist's largest 

work at 1.7 meters long 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Geoffrey Holland – You are an art historian focused on nature and wildlife art. What drew you 

to those genera as the focus of your life’s work?  
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David J. Wagner, Ph.D.1– My work as a writer is dwarfed by my work as an arts administrator, 

but important because research and writing have grounded me in historical knowledge and 

philosophical thought. These were essential for writing my book, American Wildlife Art, and the 

occasional exhibition I have had the good fortune to curate. My first interest in nature and wildlife 

art can be traced back to my childhood. I was reared in a family of hunters and fishermen. Like 

them, I was a hunter and a fisherman, though I grew away from hunting as an adult. As a young 

boy, I enjoyed the romance of outdoor sportsman magazines, their stories, and the illustrations. 

My junior high school biology teacher steered me to join The Izaak Walton League and attend 

Trees for Tomorrow Camp in Wisconsin’s north woods. In high school, I worked at The Wisconsin 

Youth Conservation Camp (akin to FDR’s CCC) for two summers, and then went off to attend the 

University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point, which is well known for its College of Natural Resources. 

I didn’t excel in the sciences, so I fell back to my natural ability and enrolled in The School of Fine 

Arts. While working a summer job in northern Wisconsin following my freshman year in college, 

I spotted an ad for an art show at a gallery in Minocqua. It featured work by Owen Gromme. 

Some would say he was the dean of wildlife art in this state. It was his work that introduced me 

to wildlife art. In graduate school, I majored in arts administration and focused on museum 

management. Upon graduation, I was offered a job at the ridiculous age of 24, to be the director 

of a new art museum in Wausau, Wisconsin. The founders of the Leigh Yawkey Woodson Art 

Museum who hired me had an interest in a subset of wildlife art—bird art. So much so that it was 

the chief focus of the museum, and that’s where my career really began. In my 20s, I was able to 

work with leading A-list wildlife artists of the day and get to know them personally, and exhibit 

 
 

 

1 The first half of my career was as a museum director. The second half has been as President of David J. Wagner, 
L.L.C., a limited liability corporation established in the state of Wisconsin for the principal purpose of producing and 
managing traveling exhibitions for display at museums and related art, cultural and scientific institutions in North 
America and abroad. I have also occasionally served as adjunct faculty at several colleges and universities. 
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their work. The list includes Owen Gromme, Roger Tory Peterson, George Miksch Sutton, Guy 

Coheleach, Don Eckelberry, Arthur Singer, J. Fenwick Lansdowne, Peter Scott, Keith Shackleton, 

Kent Ullberg, and an up-and-coming artist named Robert Bateman. 

Early on, I started organizing tours of the museum’s exhibits. One of the first venues I toured for 

the museum’s annual bird art exhibit was The National Collection of Fine Arts (since renamed the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum). Other venues followed throughout the lower 48 states, 

Alaska and Hawaii, and overseas including The Royal Scottish Academy in Edinburgh; The British 

Museum (Natural History), now The Natural History Museum, London; and The Beijing Museum 

in China. 

During these formative years, I realized that I didn’t know much about the subject that I was so 

involved in. So, I decided to go back to graduate school to learn all I could. While I was a young 

museum director, I enrolled in the American Studies Ph.D. program at the University of 

Minnesota in Minneapolis, which I felt was the best academic fit for my subject. The Board of 

Directors of The Leigh Yawkey Woodson Art Museum supported me by generously giving me 

release time and paying my tuition. I felt a real-life connectedness between my pursuit of a Ph.D. 

and my professional career. So it was natural for me to write my dissertation on the history of 

wildlife art, wildlife art prints to be exact. Over the years, I got to know the founders of The 

National Museum of Wildlife Art in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, Bill and Joffa Kerr. Thanks to them, 

the William G. Kerr and the Robert S. and Grayce B. Kerr Foundation funded a sabbatical for the 

research and writing necessary to transform my dissertation into my book, American Wildlife Art. 

Later, James E. Parkman, founder, and Chairman of the Susan K. Black Foundation, generously 

funded the production of the book itself. 
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David Wagner signing his book, American Wildlife Art, at the 2008 Charleston launch 

Of course, I have also conducted research and written as a curator of museum exhibitions 

produced by my company over the years, including America’s Parks, American Birds, American 

Wildlife Art, Andrew Denman: The Modern Wild, Animal Groups, Animals in Art, Art and the 

Animal (from the Society of Animal Artists), Art of the Dive / Portraits of the Deep, Art of the 

Rainforest, Biodiversity in the Art of Carel Pieter Brest van Kempen, Blossom ~ Art of Flowers, 

Brian Jarvi’s African Menagerie, Cory Trépanier’s Into The Arctic, Crocodilian Scratchboards by 

John Agnew, Endangered Species, Flora and Fauna in Peril, Environmental Impact, Feline Fine: 

Art of Cats, Cultivating the Dutch Tradition in the 21st Century – Jane Jones’ Hyperrealist Floral 

Paintings, John James Audubon, Kent Ullberg: A Retrospective, LeRoy Neiman, On Safari, Mick 

Meilahn’s Primordial Shift, Paws and Reflect: Art of Canines, Robert Bateman – A Retrospective, 

Sandy Scott: A Retrospective, Sayaka Ganz: Reclaimed Creations, The National Geographic 

Society Outdoor Sculpture Garden, The Horse In Fine Art (annual exhibition of the American 

Academy of Equine Art), The Sea of Cortez, The Art of Robert Bateman, and Thomas D. 
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Mangelsen: A Life in the Wild. These exhibits and others have toured and continue to tour to 

venues throughout the US and in Canada under the auspices of David J. Wagner, L.L.C. That’s 

essentially the story of how I became focused as a historian on wildlife and nature art. 

GH – The Bee Project is a current exhibit curated by you. Can you talk about what is involved 

in steering an idea like that to a worthy public presentation? 

DW – The Bee Project was developed by artist Elena Smyrniotis while she was a Grant Wood Art 

Colony Fellow at the University of Iowa (UI), in collaboration with the UI Office of Sustainability 

and the Environment. Elena is a Russian immigrant, who like Rudolf Nureyev comes from Ufa 

(NB: the capital of the Republic of Bashkiria). 

For scientific content, Elena partnered with UI Professor Emeritus Steve Hendrix, who earned his 

Ph.D. at the University of California – Berkeley and subsequently focused on plant-animal 

interactions, including reactions of plants to herbivores, and pollination ecology of prairie plants. 

Elena was recommended to me by Japanese artist Sayaka Ganz, whose Reclaimed Creations 

exhibition I tour, and who, like Elena, resides in Fort Wayne, Indiana. After acquainting myself 

with Elena’s oeuvre, I thought her bee project had the best chance of succeeding in the 

marketplace of traveling museum exhibitions because of its timely mission and potential to 

engage audiences. The mission of The Bee Project is first to make a positive contribution toward 

a sustainable future for pollinators; second, to encourage the protection of fragile ecosystems; 

and third, to engage broad and diverse audiences, particularly children. When I was introduced 

to Elena, she had staged The Bee Project locally in Iowa. 
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Elena Smyrniotis, Artist; David J. Wagner, Consulting Curator 

My concept was to export it nationally. I therefore guided her in the creation of a prospectus that 

my company distributed to a massive mailing list of museums and other art, cultural, and 

scientific institutions such as nature and art centers, botanical gardens, and zoos. I am pleased to 

say that institutions in Connecticut, Kansas, New Jersey, and Tennessee signed up to host the 

project. More are pending, which gives me a sense of satisfaction. The Bee Project is an outdoor, 

site-specific installation of modular structures resembling beehives populated by bees creatively 

and often lovingly made by participants from recycled materials, mostly plastics and metals. The 

project’s beehive structures are fabricated from carbon steel mesh in the shape of hexagons and 

painted yellow to resemble a honeycomb. They vary in height from 3 to 6 feet and can be placed 

in any number of configurations, considering the contour of the landscape, buildings, trees, and 

paths of human traffic. 

GH – Another exhibit series you have curated is a celebration of the remarkable work of wildlife 

photographer, Thomas Mangelsen. Can you talk about the process and commitment that is 

reflected in Mangelsen’s work? 
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DW – In 2016, Todd Wilkinson (author of Science Under Siege: The Politicians’ War on Nature and 

Truth, Last Stand: Ted Turner’s Quest to Save a Troubled Planet, and Grizzlies of Pilgrim Creek: An 

Intimate Portrait of 399, the Most Famous Bear of Greater Yellowstone, among others) 

recommended me to the management team of Thomas D. Mangelsen, to produce and manage 

a traveling exhibition of his photographs. Mangelsen himself was already familiar with my work 

through traveling museum exhibitions I previously produced for two mutual friends, Canadian 

painter Robert Bateman, and Swedish-American sculptor Kent Ullberg. 

Mangelsen’s exhibit was quick to take off. To date, two simultaneous national tours of his A Life 

In The Wild, each running for over 4 years, have been displayed at about two dozen venues, with 

more to come. But I did not “curate” the exhibit per se. Its forty photographs were personally 

selected by Mangelsen as legacy photographs, meant to showcase his best work so far. My role 

as a curator has been to ensure that the exhibition and its management comply with museum 

best-practice standards. Thomas Mangelsen has traveled to the most far-flung, wild places for 

over 40 years in pursuit of wildlife and their habitat, and produced a body of work second to 

none. In today’s digital age, A Life In The Wild stands as a testament to his achievements and the 

rewards that can come to those, like him, who get close to nature. 

Photographs in the exhibit feature American bison, Arctic fox, bald eagle, Bengal tiger, black bear, 

bobcat, bohemian and cedar waxwings, brown bear, coyote, elephant, flowers including poppies 

and lupine, giraffe, great gray owl, grizzly bear, ground squirrel, kestrel, king penguin, landscapes 

such as the 10-foot wide Alaska’s Denali range and the Great Smoky Mountains, leopard, lilac 

breasted roller, moose, mountain lion, polar bear, Sandhill crane, silverback mountain gorilla, 

groves of trees including redwood and aspen, western tanager, and zebra. 
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‘Catch of the Day’ by Thomas Mangelsen 

Photographs that the public will generally be familiar with are those of polar bears, including 

Polar Dance (1989), and certainly Catch of the Day (1988), which captures the exact moment that 

a spawning salmon, trying to leap over a waterfall along Alaska’s Brooks River, soars right into 

the waiting jaws of a massive brown bear. About Catch of the Day, Todd Wilkinson wrote that it 

is not only one of the most widely circulated wildlife photographs in history but also a 

monumental achievement in photography because it occurred before the advent of digital 

cameras and involves no digital manipulation. And I might add, it has been widely mimicked. One 

of the most prolific nature photographers of our time, Mangelsen has been described as a 

spiritual descendant of pioneering nature photographers such as Ansel Adams, Eliot Porter, and 

Edward Weston. Bill Allen, retired Editor-in-Chief of National Geographic, considered Mangelsen 
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to be one of the most important nature photographers of his generation. In addition, Thomas 

Mangelsen is as much a conservationist as he is an artist. He was named the 2011 Conservation 

Photographer of the Year by Nature’s Best Photography, placing his work in the permanent 

collection at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C. He was 

named one of the 40 Most Influential Nature Photographers by Outdoor Photography, and one 

of the 100 Most Important People in Photography by American Photo magazine. The North 

American Nature Photography Association named him Outstanding Nature Photographer of the 

Year, and the British Broadcasting Corporation gave him its coveted, prestigious award, Wildlife 

Photographer of the Year. 

GH – You have a long relationship with Robert Bateman, who many regard as the greatest 

wildlife artist of all time. Can you talk about what makes Bateman’s artwork so compelling? 

DW – Robert Bateman was born in 1930 in Toronto, the son of an electrical engineer, and 

homemaker. The mother introduced her son to wildlife art when he was eight by enrolling him 

in the Junior Field Naturalists Club at Toronto’s Royal Ontario Museum. There, he learned to 

make field sketches under the instruction of watercolorist Terence Shortt. As a high-school 

student, Bateman took painting lessons from Gordon Payne and spent summers working in 

Algonquin, the largest and oldest Provincial Park in Ontario. This experience enabled him to 

observe animals in the wild and to sketch and paint landscapes in the park just like his beloved 

members of Canada’s Group of Seven began about two and one-half decades earlier. After high 

school, while majoring in geography at the University of Toronto, Bateman took extracurricular 

evening courses in drawing from Carl Schaefer who taught the method of Kimon Nicolaïdes, 

which emphasized draftsmanship, especially for figure drawing (The Natural Way to Draw: A 

Working Plan for Art Study, Houghton Mifflin in 1941). 

It not only grounded Bateman in traditional fundamentals of art but many of his generation: “He 

taught us to work with boldness, to have power and rhythm in the main structure of the painting, 

and brushwork that showed vitality.”[2] 

After graduating from college, Bateman set aside the lessons he had learned from Terry Shortt 

and Carl Schaefer, and the influence of Canada’s Group of Seven, to struggle with other idioms 
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of artistic expression. This resulted in a body of work over the next ten years that Bateman 

himself characterized as eclectic and trendy: “I became interested in the work of Picasso and 

Braque and I found myself using these techniques of perspective and distortion to depict my own 

world. During this whole period, though I painted in many different styles, I generally chose 

subjects in nature, as opposed, say, to wine bottles or the interiors of rooms . . . My admiration 

for the way Oriental painters could capture things in a few strokes led to my excitement with the 

work of Borduas and some of the abstract expressionist painters of the New York School in the 

1950s—people like Franz Kline, who is one of my great heroes, and Motherwell, Rothko, and 

Clyfford Still. . . . In a sense, I didn’t know who the real me was. ” 

An end to his search for an artistic identity came in 1963, when, after attending a retrospective 

exhibition of the work of Andrew Wyeth (born 1917) at the Albright-Knox Gallery in Buffalo, New 

York, Bateman rediscovered the possibilities of representational painting, so much maligned by 

the art world in the 1940s to 1960s. 

Andrew Wyeth possessed a style that had evolved not from the genre of American wildlife art 

but from literary illustration—a style taught to him by his father, N. C. Wyeth, a renowned book 

and magazine illustrator who had apprenticed in Wilmington, Delaware, with Howard Pyle, one 

of America’s earliest and most influential illustrators. By adapting Wyeth’s style and technique 

for the portrayal of nature, Bateman would go on to produce a body of work that I would 

characterize as “classic Robert Bateman”. This endeared him to admirers and collectors in 

Canada, The U.S., and The U.K. from the mid-’70s throughout the ’80s and beyond. After Bateman 

found his artistic identity, he advanced the story of American wildlife art in yet another way. 

By the end of the 1980s, Bateman had also aligned his art with the Environmental Movement. An 

early example of this integration is Mossy Branches—Spotted Owl, painted in 1989 and published 

as a print for a wider market by Mill Pond Press in 1990. The spotted owl had become a potent 

symbol in the Pacific Northwest because a traditional cornerstone of economic life in the 

region—logging—was not only affected by but actually impinged upon the bird’s status under 

the Endangered Species Act. 
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As portrayed by Bateman in Mossy Branches, the owl is on one hand a portrait of a seemingly 

benign bird in its native habitat; on the other hand, it is a powerful symbol of a highly charged 

issue for a region in which logging threatens old forests and images of spotted owls are 

themselves threatening to loggers. To convey the interdependence of the owl and its habitat, 

Bateman backlit the bird with raking sunlight and used this compositional device to set off rich 

mosses that, like the owl itself, rely on the ecosystem of old-growth forests for sustenance. A still 

background of dense forest darkened and flattened through a scrim of gray fog, provides 

contrast. Although Bateman hid the owl behind branches heavy with mosses, he also placed it 

front and just left of center for compositional impact. To heighten this effect, Bateman cropped 

the composition tightly, giving it the appearance of a snapshot and the shy owl an enigmatic 

expression that begs interpretation.  

 

‘Mossy Branches’ by Robert Bateman 

Taking advantage of the opportunity that his commercial success brought him, Bateman pushed 

the limits of wildlife art even further by creating controversial paintings such as Carmanah 
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Contrasts. It grew out of a collective effort by artists who gathered on Vancouver Island in British 

Columbia in 1989 to document the clear-cutting of the Carmanah Forest, an old-growth area. 

They agreed to collectively publish their work and create awareness and resistance. And it 

contrasted old-growth and clear-cut forest imagery in a style that foreshadowed a new stylistic 

movement in wildlife art known as postmodernism. The first in what Bateman called his 

“environmental series”, Carmanah Contrasts consisted of contrasting images in contrasting styles 

layered in meaning. At one level, Carmanah Contrasts portrays imagery representationally; at 

another, it overlays traditional representational style with an abstract style known as color-field 

painting, which had its roots in the 1960s in the part of the abstract art movement known as 

minimalism. As its name suggests, color-field painting consists of large fields or blocks of color. 

As such, it was conceived to focus the attention of viewers on art elements and principles purely 

for their own sake. Many more avant-garde paintings by the artist followed. For my Ph.D. 

dissertation, I conducted a survey of wildlife artists to track the influence of one artist upon 

another. Robert Bateman was said to be more influential than any other at the time. 

Robert Bateman became North America’s most influential living wildlife artist because his 

aesthetic went beyond the didacticism of natural history image making, impression, and 

illustration, and also because it was purposefully integrated with the ecological ideology of 

environmentalism. 

GH - In the 18th century, artistic expression flourished. What does that expression reveal about 

the human view of nature and what does it tell us about the emergence of women as a cultural 

force? 

DW - Female artists did not usually play a prominent role in wildlife art until the Twentieth 

Century. They did, however, play a known role in botanical art. Rachel Ruysch (1664-1750) 

enjoyed a long career and is regarded by many as one of the best  artists during the golden age 

of floral still-lives in The Netherlands. Her passion for flowers is  understandable considering that 

her father was a professor of anatomy and botany and that her art instructor, Willem van Aelst, 

was one of the most prominent still-life painters of his generation. Ruysch possessed exceptional 

technical mastery which she effectively used to create vibrant floral still-lifes that went further 
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than most, featuring, for example, wilting leaves or leafage cut by insects. In the 18th Century, 

botanical illustration was transformed in England with the publication of The Lady's Drawing Book 

and The Compleat Florist, a "how to" book that established botanical drawing as a proper 

vocation befitting genteel women. Botanical drawing quickly took root and subsequently 

climaxed in popularity during the Victorian Age. In the early 19th Century, Maria Martin, sister-

in-law of Reverend John Bachman who collaborated with Audubon to produce The Viviparous 

Quadrupeds of North America, contributed botanical imagery to many plates of Birds of America.  

The quintessential female painter of early American modernism incorporating floral imagery has 

to be Georgia O'Keeffe (1887-1986), for it was she who synthesized abstraction and floral 

representation. In 1924, O'Keeffe painted her first large-scale flower painting Petunia, No. 2. 

O'Keeffe contoured her floral imagery in subtle tonal transitions, and in the process transformed 

her subject matter into powerful abstract images, though in the case of flowers, with not-so 

subtle sexual overtones. 

A contemporary of O'Keeffe's who actually produced wildlife art was Anna Hyatt Huntington 

(1876–1973). But her medium was not oil on canvas. It was clay cast primarily in aluminium. And 

with her, women in The Twentieth Century would gradually play a role in American wildlife art, 

though, without question, their numbers would be slow to grow. 

Hyatt's father was a palaeontologist and professor of zoology at Harvard. Like the French "Les 

Animaliers," she sculpted uninhibited actions and postures of domesticated and wild animals. 

She wed Archer M. Huntington whose stepfather was railroad industrialist Collis P. Huntington. 

Together, they founded Brookgreen Gardens, which contains a vast collection of important 

outdoor monuments in South Carolina. 

A spark that ignited greater participation of women in wildlife art was the founding of The Society 

of Animal Artists in New York City in 1960. It was founded by Patricia Bott and Guido Borgi as a 

result of enthusiastic responses to an exhibition entitled Animals in the Bronx Zoo, held at Burr 

Galleries. Bott was the daughter of George Burr, the gallery's founder, and owner. The first 

President of The Society of Animal Artists was another woman, Elisabeth Rungius Fulda, sister of 
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internationally renowned wildlife artist Carl Rungius. The Society of Animal Artists held its early 

meetings at the Salmagundi Club on Fifth Avenue, where it later established its headquarters. 

The purpose of The Society of Animal Artists was to promote and foster animal art, maintain the 

highest standards of artistic excellence, develop the highest levels of artist achievement, and 

strive for recognition of this art as a contemporary art form. The Society of Animal Artists 

subsequently evolved into an organization over the past few decades, from about 500 

professional members to 1,000 today, of which, I guess, more than half are women. 

You ask, "What does that tell me about the emergence of women as a cultural force in art?" For 

one thing, at least in the realm of contemporary wildlife art, it tells me that they have become 

players competitively producing and selling their artwork in a global market that previously had 

been dominated by men. Case in point: This past Fall, when the Society of Animal Artists held its 

Annual Exhibition at Turtle Bay in Redding in northern California, I was struck by the fact that the 

number of female artists attending exceeded the number of male artists. I suppose the next 

question could be, "What kind of prices are women getting for their artwork compared to men?" 

To that, I do not know the answer. 

GH - Are the arts over the ages simply a reflection of the times, or are they now or have they 

ever been a cultural driver? 

DW - I would say both is the correct answer. Many contemporary wildlife artists portray wildlife 

in their paintings and sculptures in idyllic, romantic ways, where wildlife is pictured in pristine 

settings, posed in paradise on planet earth. On the other hand, sometimes some artists go the 

other direction and portray wildlife in endangered or threatened predicaments, or worse. 

Environmental paintings by Robert Bateman, for example, come to mind. In his painting, Driftnet 

(1993, Acrylic on Canvas, 36 x 36) he portrays a Pacific White-sided Dolphin and Lysan Albatross 

caught in a fishing net of an industrial fishing vessel to show viewers the grim reality of how 

countless species are ensnared, killed and discarded as mere bycatch. He’s painted many more, 

including Tiger Trade (2008, Acrylic and Gold Leaf, 36 x 36) which portrays a tiger skin rug to bring 

attention to the illicit trade in endangered species and drive the point home that the world needs 

laws, regulations, and enforcement to achieve conservation. Contrast that to the other side of 
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the spectrum, where artists portray wildlife in pristine beauty. Both approaches are valid. 

Bateman himself has employed both approaches and is no doubt better known for his beautiful, 

classic wildlife imagery. I’d add that the romantic approach sells better and that the 

environmental approach requires courage. 

GH - You wrote a wonderful book, American Wildlife Art. What does it reveal about how 

humans have related to animals and nature over the centuries? 

DW - It reveals the big arc of history from my point of view. Early on, in 1585 and the years 

immediately after, when artist, John White participated in expeditions sent by Raleigh to scope 

out The New World, Roanoke was established in what is now Virginia to give England a foothold 

for colonization. The English were set on colonizing the continent and benefiting from it 

financially. A prospectus was created to lure investors to invest in the colony, with the potential 

for profits from colonizing natural resources, be they flora or fauna. So that beginning was about 

colonization and consumption. More than two centuries later, between 1729 and 1747, Mark 

Catesby published his Natural History of Carolina, Florida, and the Bahama Islands to serve 

English interests in science and exploration. In it, he documented New World birds and other 

classes of animals and plants. He collaborated with The Royal Academy in London to publish his 

art and writings in two volumes, for educational pursuits. Fast forward to the second half of the 

19th century, when Arthur Tait, the chief wildlife artist for Currier and Ives, celebrated wildlife as 

a target for fishermen and hunters for sport. This transformed the arc of wildlife art history from 

colonization to enlightenment science to consumption celebrated as recreation. In the 20th 

Century, during the Dust Bowl years of the U.S., when ducks, geese, and other waterfowl 

populations were decimated in the 1930s, the federal government reversed course by restoring 

wildlife and habitat with funding from something called the duck stamp, which featured wildlife 

art imagery. The duck stamp was a form of tax hunters had to pay if they were going to legally 

hunt waterfowl. This tax-funded game management included habitat acquisition and law 

enforcement of rules and regulations. In the 1960s, artists began using their art in other ways to 

promote conservation and get out the message that we need to be thoughtful as stewards of the 

land and wildlife. 
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GH - Over the past forty years, you have worked with some of the most distinguished art 

luminaries in North America. What have you learned from that experience? 

DW – For one thing, I’ve learned that there’s no end to talent in the arts. But I've also learned 

that only a tiny percentage consistently create the highest-quality art that will be remembered 

in the long haul. And that’s key for me. Is it lasting? I mean, you might have some artists who 

produce a lot of work and make a lot of money, and sell like crazy for a while. But they're here 

today, gone tomorrow. On the other hand, there are artists whose work is so excellent, so 

wonderful, that it compels people to appreciate and enjoy it, pay big money for it, and 

subsequent generations of collectors to do the same, which ensures that it remains valuable and 

valued in the long haul. In the world of wildlife art, I think Robert Bateman’s work, for example, 

is in that place. And I can think of quite a few more, such as Swedish-American sculptor, Kent 

Ullberg, whose many monuments endure as public sculpture worldwide. A corollary to this line 

of thinking has to do with the secondary market. If demand exceeds supply once an artist is no 

longer active or alive, then prices can be driven up by auction houses like Sotheby’s or Christie's 

or whatever, which increases collectability and contributes to longevity. Take Audubon’s Birds of 

America for example: when I was young, you could buy a classic Audubon print for maybe $2,500. 

These days, the value of the Flamingo or Turkey is astronomical. No doubt, there will be artists 

from the generation now whose work will appreciate in value and endure. 

GH - Do artists of all persuasions have a role in helping to shape the human future? 

DW - Some artists do feel a sense of responsibility because they possess a strong ethic and want 

to apply their talent and vision to help society. Of course, your question is a bigger question than 

just one of art applied to artists. I guess you could apply it to everyone. In my opinion, I'd say that 

intelligent artists and compassionate artists generally feel a sense of responsibility, at least those 

concerned with the environment that I've been associated with. I've been blessed with 

opportunities to work with the very best in the world of wildlife AND environmental art. And 

based on that experience, I can personally say that all of the artists who have participated in the 

exhibition series, ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT, which began in 2013 and will continue through 

2024, certainly possess a strong ethic and sense of responsibility. I admire artists like that. 
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Examples of David Wagner’s Environmental Impact exhibition 

 

GH - Do you have a bit of wisdom you can share with young emerging artists about using their 

creative expression to support the natural world? 

DW - First of all, strive for excellence. There are lots of artists out there. And there's no shortage 

of talent. If you're going to be competitive and rise above the rest, you can only accomplish that 

by consistently producing excellent works of art. You really have to know your craft and that 

means practice, practice, practice. For wildlife artists, it means getting out in the field and 

drawing from life, and understanding habitat, anatomy, behavior, migrations, etc. In other words, 

you have to know your subject; and you have to have skills. But there's one other ingredient in 

addition to knowing your subject and having the skill: you have to be creative. Creativity plays a 

big role because it can establish an artistic identity that will enable an artist to rise above the rest. 
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The other ingredient is enterprise -- being entrepreneurial or collaborating with someone who 

knows how to market and sell artwork. There are plenty of talented artists out in the world; many 

of whom are great but might never become known by the public or collectors, or appreciated to 

the degree that they deserve because they didn't know how to market themselves and their 

work. For me, that comes down to entrepreneurship. It's not just having talent, it's not just 

producing great work, it's also being able to promote and sell artwork. Some artists, like Bob 

Bateman and Kent Ullberg, are naturally gifted and are their "own best salesmen." They don’t 

have to try; they’re just naturally effective. They possess personal charisma, knowledge, skill, and 

passion. If you don't have passion, good luck. An artist has to know how to draw, how to paint, 

and how to sculpt. But great artists also possess passion which emerges through interpersonal 

relationships and their art. At least, in my opinion, it does for the really great ones. I see that as 

essential. But success in the marketplace also requires enterprise.   

______________________________________________________________________________ 

David J. Wagner is the founder of David J. Wagner, L.L.C., a limited liability corporation 

established in the state of Wisconsin for the principal purpose of producing and managing 

traveling exhibitions for display at museums and related art, cultural and scientific institutions in 

North America and abroad. He earned his Ph.D. in American Studies at The University of 

Minnesota and previously served as a museum and art center director for 20 years. His book, 

American Wildlife Art, grew out of his Ph.D. dissertation thanks to a Post-doctoral Fellowship 

funded by The Robert S. and Grayce B. Kerr Foundation, and publication funding from James E. 

Parkman, Chairman, Board of Directors, Susan K. Black Foundation, with additional support 

provided by The Newport Wilderness Society, Inc. from a grant from the Peninsula Art 

Association and the Wisconsin Arts Board. In addition to having served as President of his own 

company which he began in 1998, David J. Wagner has conducted lectures and book signings, 

served as consultant and guest curator, and adjunct faculty at several colleges and universities. 

Further information is available at: davidjwagnerllc.com 

Find out more: 

https://davidjwagnerllc.com/ 
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https://www.mangelsen.com/ 

http://robertbateman.ca/ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The MAHB Blog is a venture of the Millennium Alliance for Humanity and the Biosphere. Questions 

should be directed to joan@mahbonline.org 


