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 “Mark Catesby’s America” at the Smithsonian’s Freer Gallery of Art  

Rare, beautifully illustrated 18th century books—the first to depict the plants and animals of 

Britain’s American colonies and describe their environmental relationships—will be on view on 

Monday, June 9 at the Smithsonian’s Freer Gallery of Art for one day only at the Washington 

premiere of “The Curious Mr. Catesby.” 

The acclaimed documentary film is a highlight of “Mark Catesby’s America,” an afternoon 

symposium hosted by Smithsonian Institution Libraries.  

Decades before the American revolution, and more than a century before Audubon became 

America’s best-known wildlife artist, the English explorer-naturalist-artist Mark Catesby (1683-1749) 

created remarkable water color sketches as the basis for 220 hand-colored etchings illustrating his 

“Natural History of Carolina, Florida, and the Bahama Islands.” The monumental two-volume work 

published between 1729 and 1747 with the support of elite “encouragers” on both sides of the 

Atlantic, became the foundation for 18th and 19th century British and American nature illustration.  

“As we move forward into a new world of opportunity to share and extend knowledge of 

biodiversity around the globe, it is appropriate for the Smithsonian to bring scientists, historians, and 

art historians together to focus on the legacy of Mark Catesby as an early environmental thinker,” said 

Cristián Samper, Acting Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.  

 “We are delighted to invite the public to view our two rare copies of the first published study 

of the flora and fauna of North America,” said Nancy E. Gwinn, director of Smithsonian Institution 

Libraries. “This is one of the first American books that supports biodiversity research. Access to the 

entire literature of biodiversity is critical in identifying new species. In developing the Biodiversity 

Heritage Library, headquartered at our Smithsonian Libraries, we are applying state of the art 

taxonomic intelligence to this literature and making it available to everyone online.” 

Catesby Symposium  
The symposium “Mark Catesby’s America” on Monday, June 9, features a panel of experts 

discussing Mark Catesby’s legacy from the perspectives of science, art, and history at the Freer 

Gallery of Art, Jefferson Drive at 12th St. S.W., Eugene and Agnes E. Meyer Auditorium.The 
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symposium and screening are free and open to the public. (Reservations are requested; call (202) 633-

2875.) The presentations by interdisciplinary scholars will focus on Catesby’s work as a scientific 

explorer, naturalist, artist, experimental horticulturalist, ornamental gardener, environmental thinker, 

and entrepreneur, in the context of the overlapping 18th century transatlantic communities in which he 

participated. 

The symposium is supported by the Joseph and Joan Cullman Conservation Foundation. 

Program Schedule 
• 2:00 p.m., Keynote address, “Mark Catesby and his Natural history of  Carolina…: An 

introduction and perspective,” by Catesby scholar and author Dr. Alan Feduccia 

• 2:45 p.m., Panel discussion moderated by Nancy E. Gwinn, featuring talks on 

o “Mark Catesby, pioneering naturalist of the Bahamas” by Storrs Olson, a leading paleo-
ornithologist and senior scientist and curator at the National Museum of American History; 

o “Mark Catesby and the Art of the Garden” by Therese O’Malley, National Gallery of Art, 
associate dean, Center for the Advanced Study of the Visual Arts; 

o “The printing, distribution, and binding of Catesby’s Natural History” by Leslie K. Overstreet, 
curator of natural history rare books at Smithsonian Institution Libraries.  

• 4:30 p.m., “The Curious Mr. Catesby” - Film screening introduced by executive producers David 
J. Elliott, executive director of the Charleston, South Carolina-based Catesby Commemorative 
Trust, Inc., and multiple Emmy Award-winning producer Cynthia Neal.  

Smithsonian Institution Libraries 
The Libraries is a 20-branch system containing more than 1.5 million volumes, with 50,000 

rare books, 10,000 historic manuscripts and nearly 1600 electronic journal titles. Researchers, 

Smithsonian staff and the general public are able to use the collections in library branches located in 

Washington, Maryland, New York and the Republic of Panama. The Libraries is a member of the 

Association of Research Libraries, the Chesapeake Information and Research Library Alliance and the 

Federal Library and Information Center Committee. 
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