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Dedication 

 

 

For my unborn daughter, Amelia. To make peace with this world is the greatest 

achievement one can strive for. Being your father will always triumph over all earthly 

accolades. 
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Statement of Sentiment 

 

 

 In recent years, I have become increasingly infatuated with American identity. I 

have found American culture to be slippery and elusive when investigating what exactly 

makes something, or someone distinctly American. Creating this series of paintings has 

led me to stop trying to define or dissect what the traits and values of Americans are; and 

start trying to express the experience of being American alongside those who come from 

the same civilization. While the essential “American experience” may exist in a constant 

state of change from generation to generation, and vary vastly among individuals, it is the 

framework through which we analyze our experiences that I believe we have in common. 

The artists that I relate to within this body of work have different experiences with 

American culture than my own, but there is commonality in the way we intake those 

experiences and export our expressions.  

 I have found that there are numerous contradicting truths that constitute the values 

of the American people. From a distance we can appear separate and atomized from each 

other. Despite this I believe we are one American people, and all the proof I need to 

convince myself is visible within our art. This body of work, “ANIMAL NATION”, has 

been restorative to my sense of national identity. These paintings have helped me 

understand those who are different from me, as well as helped me sincerely express my 

differences to others. Right now, it is not uncommon for Americans to describe our 

culture as polarized, but I desire a future where we feel we can trust each other again. It is 

with that hope that I have made this series of paintings, and it is that sentiment that I have 

tried to stay true to.   
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ANIMAL NATION 

 

 

 

Figure 1 ANIMAL NATION (2022, Prati, acrylic and oil on nylon flag, 3x5') 

ANIMAL NATION (2022) is a painting of little pictorial content, there is no 

narrative or any depiction of a protagonist. Instead of canvas, I stretched a Green 

Mountain Boys flag, originally an American revolutionary regiment flag, across a 

wooden frame. The flag follows the top left blue square format of the contemporary 

American flag, but there is nothing but green where red and white stripes are expected.  I 

ignored the specific literal regimental context of the nylon flag and transformed the 

surface of the flag into a foundation for my abstract geometric patterning. I painted the 

original colors: deep green, ultramarine and white thickly. When the application of paint 

happens, I have fundamentally changed the flag as an object. I subverted the original use 

of the flag of being flown, and now the flag is merely a surface and culturally charged 

object contained within a frame.  
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A green triangular pattern emerges on most of the flag’s surface. The triangles 

within the pattern consistently have two hard edges and a third soft edge. Some of the 

deeper triangles are painted with an opaque permanent light green, while the front most 

layers have been painted in a transparent veridian. The triangles operate like shards or 

misplaced puzzle pieces. None of them line up or fit together perfectly, many overlap 

others, and the effect is a large swath of chaos throughout the flag. I built up the painted 

texture on the ultramarine square of the flag as well as the white stars to create textural 

surface tension with the large green majority. The stars feel contained from the triangular 

patterning, and the relationship of their placement to the original thirteen stars begins to 

stand out.  

All these visual relationships point at a fraught emotional relationship between 

myself and American symbolism. I look at artist Faith Ringgold who used the American 

flag as a platform to stage complex figurative narratives, air political or social grievances, 

and articulate the American experience. 
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Figure 2 Flag for the Moon: Die Nigger (1969, Ringgold, oil on canvas 36x18”) 

The first time I saw Flag for the Moon (1969) last year at the Glenstone museum, I did 

not immediately register the words within the painting. The first thing that stood out to 

me was the freedom Ringgold gave herself in manipulating the symbol of the flag 

through shape and color. The shapes of red and metallic silvers instantly signaled that the 

symbol was hers to change, the flag was her platform, and she was in control of the 

message. Then I noticed the title and thought of Gil Scott-Heron’s song Whitey On the 

Moon (1970). Ringgold was expressing a legitimate grievance that was shared and 

understood by other black Americans; this nation’s government cares more about 

showboating to other global superpowers than caring for its own people.  
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Figure 3 The Flag is Bleeding (1967, Ringgold, oil on canvas, 72x96") 

I saw The Flag is Bleeding (1967) in the same show as Flag for the Moon (1969), and 

was struck by how different Ringgold’s approach of the symbol of the flag was. This time 

the painting was much larger and contained a vague figurative narrative. The Flag is 

Bleeding (1967) is much more subtle in it’s messaging. There are hints of violence 

through the suggested bleeding on the red stripes of the flag, depiction of a knife, and hint 

of a wound on the African American figure’s torso, But the tone of the painting is not 

immediately clear. The three figures are nearly expressionless, the outfits do not 

immediately point to any kind of class difference. The only obvious distinctions we can 

make are that there are two men, one white, one black, and a white woman between them. 

The painting is spatially flat, and the symbology is immediate, yet the narrative is vague 

and message unclear. Somehow the imagery captures how I feel about my experience in 

America.  
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 I also look at artists like Jasper Johns, who seem to me, to be more interested in 

the geometric qualities of flags, and their potential as foundations for optical mixing and 

texture.  

 

Figure 4 Flag (1955, Jasper Johns, encaustic, oil and collage on fabric 42x24") 

Johns’ use of texture along with his approach to the colors of the flag, speaks to me 

emotionally. I look at Flag (1955) and perceive the image as dirty or used. The colors are 

not pure, and the edges feel shaky. It reminds me of the imagery of war-torn flags that are 

popular as American decorations. One of the most intense lines of questioning I have 

pursued during the creation of ANIMAL NATION (2022), was weather the flag 

represented our governance, or our people. When I see John’s Flags, I perceive them to 

be representative of the American people, and not a comment on governance, and when I 

try to analyze why that is, the color and textures stand out.  
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Figure 5 Three Flags (1958, Jasper Johns, encaustic on canvas, 31x46") 

   In Three Flags (1958), the symbology of the flag can shift meaning due to 

changing size relationships. When I interpret the flags on top of each other, I instead see 

them as flags within each other. I see the largest flag as representational of Governance, 

the second to represent the people within that body of governance, and the smallest flag 

as a smaller group within those people. The work becomes about how smaller groups 

stack on top of each other to create the foundation of a larger hegemon.  

Johns and Ringgold’s flags simultaneously push my understanding of material 

significance as well as cultural symbology. I chose to approach painting a flag with both 

of those modalities in mind. Painting on a flag allowed me to focus on a flat visual 

language and treat the context of American symbolism as a platform to express my own 

feelings. Flags are flat objects that do not need to be heavily rendered to suggest a 
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complex cultural significance, but they are also vague enough to allow simultaneous or 

contradicting narratives.  

The past two years have been chaotic living in America. Americans have 

experienced strife due to a multitude of social/political issues. We have strife in how our 

culture wishes to move forward into an uncertain future. Arguments about racial equality, 

scientific certainty, transparency and availability of information, and sovereignty have 

been unavoidably visible during a time of national crisis brought on by the covid 19 

pandemic. It feels like we are tearing each other apart and allowing chaos to govern our 

decisions and outcomes. While painting this flag and trying to represent my own 

American identity I experienced political and racial tribalism, self-destruction, 

helplessness, dark humor, violence, and inconsolable difference. Those feelings govern 

and dictate the tone of the paintings that followed later in this series. They are the 

feelings and context that I find essential to the contemporary American experience. 

ANIMAL NATION (2022) acts as a key to understanding the context of the paintings that 

followed suit. 
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COME AND TAKE IT 

 

 

 

Figure 6 COME AND TAKE IT (2022, Nate Prati, acrylic and oil paint on canvas, 

8.5x6.5') 

COME AND TAKE IT (2022), a large tapestry like painting, sets a gruesome 

scene. The entire painting is spatially and pictorially flat, the perspective is broken, and 

the speed of the brush strokes is visible.  Six orange beasts congregate around the corpse 

of a decapitated man. Some of them are consuming his flesh, while others play with body 

parts and bicker among each other. The beasts’ bodies are orange with black stripes, their 

faces are surrounded by a bright yellow triangular mane, and their mouths hold large 

sharp teeth. The corpse and the beasts all have exposed male genitals. The background 
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for the entire scene is the same broken green shard patterning from ANIMAL NATION 

(2022).  

The beasts in the painting resemble lions or tigers, but they have inconsistencies 

that indicate that they are imagined. The animal-like beasts have different numbers of 

fingers and sometimes toes, they have features of lions and tigers and the exposed skin on 

their chests, faces and genitals match the hues of the corpse they are consuming. Some of 

the beasts are posed towards the viewer and gaze beyond the picture plane, while others 

turn away seemingly preoccupied. 

I positioned the beasts this way for the viewer to feel acknowledged by, or even 

involved in their tribe. I painted the beasts in large flat orange shapes with triangular 

elements throughout their bodies. The repetitive use of the triangle throughout the chaotic 

green patterning enters and inform the beasts’ coats. This makes the beasts feel like they 

belong in this environment, they look like they are where they should be. The cuts with 

exposed bones throughout the dismembered corpse mirror the triangular pattern that the 

lions and background share. In an ironic way, through the corpse’s dismemberment, he is 

beginning to also become one with the triangular existence. The corpse lies on his back 

with his hands and arms spread out and relaxed. There is no indication that there has been 

a struggle. It’s as if the man has given up, laid down, and accepted his fate willingly. I 

made this painting with feelings of helplessness and anger in mind. These kinds of 

feelings paired with bombastic slogans like “come and take it” represent how I feel as an 

American. Like a paper tiger in a paper jungle, roaring loudly and still fighting for scraps.  

When I think of the state of America’s culture and society, I think of Irony. I think 

of the Irony of a patriotic identity with a foundational focus on individual freedom 
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contrasted against a global imperialistic military and deteriorating civil rights in an 

unrecognizable homeland and culture compared to how I grew up just a few decades ago. 

There is a dark humor to that kind of disconnected identity that I wanted to invoke 

throughout this series of paintings. This is where I have used color and flatness to help 

make violent societal issues more palatable. Stylistically, American Artists like Jacob 

Lawrence, Faith Ringgold, and Kara Walker, among others, have been using flatness to 

describe grim realities of American historical events and cultural struggle for decades.  

 

                    Figure 7 Panel 19 (1956, Jacob Lawrence, private collection) 

In Panel 19 (1956), you can see that Lawrence does not disregard modeling 

completely, but instead completely relies on contrast of color as well as a structured 

composition.  
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Figure 8 Untitled (1996, Kara Walker, cut paper, watercolor, graphite on canvas, 

69x66") 

This untitled work by Kara Walker is not unlike her larger installations where she works 

entirely in silhouette. Walker is an artist of particular interest for me because of how she 

seems to nail the element of American cultural contradiction within her works. Somehow, 

I perceive her work as unmistakably American, yet she uses very little signifiers to 

achieve that. Her work always establishes a narrative very quickly through bold figures 

interacting with each other, but more nuanced details throw my understanding of the 

story off from the expected. In Untitled (1996) we can establish that a woman is carrying 

an alligator by the neck, and then we notice that the alligator has the head of a small girl. 

There is no explanation or title to give a reference to this, and the figures features just 

barely hint at the idea that the figures in this scene come from African descent. Perhaps 

the larger figure’s clothes along with the alligator suggest this as an American scene, but 

one can argue that they do not exclusively suggest that. The audience is left to fill in the 

blanks after the initial impact of the imagery has set in.   
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Figure 9 American People Series #20: Die (1967, Faith Ringgold, oil on canvas, 

72x144") 

Like Lawrence, Ringgold nearly abandons modeling completely in favor of large 

contrasting shapes of color such as the orange dresses or white button up shirts, in a 

packed composition. All three artists emphasize what is narratively happening in their 

images by utilizing large flat sections of color. In these selected works, Lawrence’s takes 

on the subject of slavery, Walker suggests her subject as dehumanization and lynching, 

and Ringgold emphasizes casualties of racial violence. All three subjects are 

heartbreaking realities of the “American experience” and American history made a bit 

easier to digest through spatial flatness, color, and chaotic composition. They all utilize 

the flat aesthetic to slow their viewer down and create areas of rest and reflection, and 

they never give the viewer a chance to mistake beauty for subject matter.  

The phrase “Come and take it” is a reference to the Texas independence flag that 

bears the same motto along with a depiction of a cannon. The story goes in 1835, While 

Americans were expanding their territory south into Texas, just before the battle of 

Gonzales, A Mexican governor asked American militia men and colonists to give up their 

cannon. The Americans responded “come and take it”; even within this story the phrase 
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is a reference to the Spartan king Leonidas and his 300 soldiers reply to the Persian 

emperor Xerxes when asked to give up their swords1. This moment between expansionist 

Americans and the Mexican government is considered to be the start of the Texas 

Revolution. In contemporary American culture it is not uncommon to see the white and 

black Texas “COME AND TAKE IT” flag with its cannon replaced by a modern rifle and 

flown at pro-Second Amendment rallies to protest abuse of the National Firearms Act, 

redefining long standing legal terms, or executive actions that evade the usual pathways 

that bills take to become law. Some Americans view the flag in that context as a threat to 

democracy, while others view the flag as a symbol of defiance, another culturally 

American value. While I was painting COME AND TAKE IT (2022), The University of 

Texas San Antonio, which had used the flag’s motto for its sports teams, decided to no 

longer echo its sentiments after hundreds of “come and take it” flags were seen at the 

2021 capitol riots. The Universities move was criticized but upheld2. The event served as 

a microcosm of a new cultural identity for me. It was about swallowing pride and 

acknowledging a new alternative American narrative.   

 

 

 

 

 
1 Precision Marketing Solutions Inc, “Come and Take Them! The Defiant History of the Molon Labe Flag”, 

Americanflags.com, 5/23/17, https://www.americanflags.com/blog/post/come-take-defiant-history-

molon-labe-flag 
2 Colarossi, Natalie, 2021, “UTSA Facing Criticism Over Remove of ‘Come and Take it’ Flag Over its 

History”, Newsweek, 9/14/21, https://www.newsweek.com/utsa-facing-criticism-over-removal-

come-take-it-flag-over-its-history-1629090  

https://www.newsweek.com/utsa-facing-criticism-over-removal-come-take-it-flag-over-its-history-1629090
https://www.newsweek.com/utsa-facing-criticism-over-removal-come-take-it-flag-over-its-history-1629090
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DON’T TREAD ON ME 

 

 

 

Figure 10 DONT TREAD ON ME (2022, Nate Prati, acrylic and oil paint on canvas, 

6x7') 

DON’T TREAD ON ME (2022) depicts a man being trampled under a stampede of 

horses. Again, the same chaotic green triangular pattern from ANIMAL NATION (2022) 

forms the environment of the painting. Its perspective depicts a path but is so broken that 

space and scale feel bent and unreal. I placed a contorted naked pink man central to the 
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image. He lies in a muddy path that has been stamped with cold blue horseshoe prints. A 

small black horse has already leaped over him, but a much larger black horse is barreling 

towards him and has not impacted yet. On his left, a black horse, partially in silhouette, 

screams across the man’s body at an adjacent brown horse. Both horses have humanoid 

hands and eyelids. The brown horse to the man’s right is laughing or screaming mid 

stride, and behind him more brown horses run across the horizon.  

This painting’s uncanny tone delays the impact of the image more than other 

paintings within this series. The horses are painted within a scope of accuracy that 

emphasizes the absurdity of having human body parts. The semi accurate rendering of the 

brown horse’s mouth brings the viewer within inches of his bizarre eye lids, hands, and 

feet. The horse almost looks like a man in a suit or costume. I wanted to indicate that 

some horses in this group are pretenders, hinting at the possibility of agent provocateurs 

manipulating the herd.  

In America, whenever riots are unfolding there is ever present speculation that 

some members of the crowd are subversive bad actors instigating a desired outcome. 

These types of events are referred to as “false flag operations”, the phrase refers to a 

group intentionally bearing a standard that does not represent them as they commit an 

organized violent or criminal act. In recent years, I watched racial equity protests and 

election transparency protests devolve into riots, and both were accused of this kind of 

foul play by bad actors. The U.S. government even publicly accused Russia of attempting 

to stage a false flag attack on the border of Ukraine to justify military action3. Whenever I 

 
3 Bertrand, Natasha, 2022, “US alleges Russia planning false flag operation against Ukraine using 

‘graphic’ video”, CNN, 2/3/22, https://www.cnn.com/2022/02/03/politics/us-alleges-russian-false-flag-

ukraine/index.html  

https://www.cnn.com/2022/02/03/politics/us-alleges-russian-false-flag-ukraine/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/02/03/politics/us-alleges-russian-false-flag-ukraine/index.html
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try to analyze current events in America, I am confronted with the possibility of false 

flags. Awareness of the false flag concept creates a state of distrust in what I see, and 

confusion in what I hear. These feelings loom over events and cast social uncertainty and 

division.  

Animal stampedes happen when a large group perceives a threat, act recklessly as 

a group, and cause more damage than whatever it is they are running from. Sometimes 

stampedes can occur over something as simple as a tumbleweed blowing into a herd4. 

Recently a human stampede of unknown origin left concert goers as young as nine years 

old fatally crushed or asphyxiated5. As a phenomenon, stampedes represent consequential 

chaos, and reckless group mentality to me. It has become hard for me to think of my 

experience as an American without giving it the context of panic, chaos, and shadowy 

forces that direct and benefit from it all. Within this series of paintings, I have tried to 

limit contextual signifiers beyond the use of American flags and mottos; but in this 

painting it was important for me to add an earpiece, typical of a secret service officer, to 

one of the horses. It drives home the presence of subversion, or at least tips the viewer off 

that the scene is not as obvious as it appears.  

Kara Walker’s use of silhouette and small out of place details have undoubtably 

been an influence on me within this painting. There is something about how quickly she 

establishes a narrative, and then delays the impact of the more nuanced details. This 

 
4 Ward, Fay E., 1987, The Cowboy at Work: All About His Job and How He Does It” University 

of Oklahoma Press 
5 Flynn, Sheila, 2021, “What happened at Astroworld? Everything we know about deadly crush at 

Travis Scott’s music festival”, INDEPENDENT, 11/15/22, 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/astroworld-what-happened-travis-scott-

b1958007.html 
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delayed impact allows the viewer to understand something quickly, and then understand 

something slowly. One of the struggles of this body of work was easing the content onto 

the viewer. Content about social strife can be very abrasive, and I do not want to leave 

the impression that the paintings are only airing grievances. Like Walker, I wanted to 

create an image that is open to interpretation but is still guided by contemporary 

American social context.  

The phrase “Don’t tread on me” is a nod to the Gadsden flag. The flag typically 

depicts a rattlesnake. There are interesting quotes attributed to Benjamin Franklin about 

the rattlesnake and its shared traits with Americans.  In December 1775, Benjamin 

Franklin wrote this passage describing the rattle snake as a symbol for Americans in The 

Pennsylvania Journal, “I recollected that her eye excelled in brightness, that of any other 

animal, and that she has no eye-lids—She may therefore be esteemed an emblem of 

vigilance.” And “She never begins an attack, nor, when once engaged, ever surrenders: 

She is therefore an emblem of magnanimity and true courage” 6. The rattlesnake was an 

animal he felt represented the people of America, where now I feel that Americans can be 

represented by a stampede of herbivores. The title DON’T TREAD ON ME, hints at the 

irony of our conflicting identity and tribalistic actions in the face of adversity. 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Ruppert, Bob, 2015, “THE RATTLESNAKE TELLS THE STORY”, Journal of the American 

Revolution, 1/14/15, https://allthingsliberty.com/2015/01/the-rattlesnake-tells-the-story/  

https://allthingsliberty.com/2015/01/the-rattlesnake-tells-the-story/
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AN APPEAL TO HEAVEN 

 

 

Figure 11 AN APPEAL TO HEAVEN (2022, Prati, acrylic and oil on canvas, 7.5x6.5') 

The final painting in this series is an aquatic scene where a corpse’s head, chest, 

and fingers bob along a body of water’s surface, and the rest of his body floats 

underwater. He has drowned in a thicket of green triangular seaweeds and kelp, while red 

and orange crabs pick at his body. The crabs are not the only aquatic animals that exist 

within this scene, schools of fish crowd the pink corpse’s right and left sides. His body is 

beginning to ascend above the sea line towards an orange and red sun that is setting 

across the picture’s horizon line. I painted the sun and crabs with the same colors to 

connect the environment with the animals living within it. I did this to emphasize that the 

crabs are acting within their nature, just as the beasts depicted in COME AND TAKE IT 
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(2022). In that way the crabs represent a natural order or progression, as opposed to a 

force of conscious evil. 

The phrase “an appeal to heaven” is a reference to the flags flown on George 

Washington’s naval fleet. The motto comes from an exert of John Locke’s Second 

Treatise on Civil Government, “and where the body of the people, or any single man, is 

deprived of their right, or is under the exercise of a power without right, and have no 

appeal on earth, then they have a liberty to appeal to heaven”7. There is an intentional 

irony of George Washington placing the phrase “an appeal to heaven” on his six cruiser 

ships while up against the largest and most powerful navy on earth8. Washington knew 

that if his fleet were to face the full force of the British navy, only an appeal to the divine 

could save his worthy cause. I view fighting a losing battle for the sake of it as a patriotic 

value, but only in the absence of ignorance. When I try to analyze what this nation, and 

our people need most urgently; I find that we must shake the ignorance of small, 

compartmentalized causes, and see the greater picture in order to create real cultural 

progress.  A floating corpse Is at least still rising, is the mood of this painting in words, 

but it is also the mood that resonates within me when I think of the status quo in the 

United States.  

Crab mentality is a reference to when crabs in a bucket pull each other down to 

climb to the top, even though they are all doomed to be eaten. I feel the presence of this 

mentality as an artist, but also simply as an American. Everyone’s social or political 

 
7 Locke, John, “OF THE STATE OF WAR”, in SECOND TREATISE OF GOVERNMENT, 

Indianapolis and Cambridge, Awnsham Churchill, 1690 
8 Richardson, Edward W., “Standards and the colors of the American Revolution”, Philadelphia, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982 



20 
 

aspirations come at the expense of another’s, and we can’t seem to rise together even 

within our own political tribes. When I think about societal issues that perennially rise, I 

think of police reform, social programs, immigration reform, economic instability, and 

foreign military involvement. For whatever reason progress in one area feels as though it 

comes at the expense of another, and like crabs, they all hold each other down or have 

short existences at the top of the American to-do list. This hierarchy of priority is 

frustrating to watch and feels to me like watching a corpse float to the surface of a body 

of water and saying, “at least it’s still rising”.  

 Another element within this painting That I decided to highlight was the 

factionalism or tribalism that exists within wider dichotomies of American culture. I used 

the umbrella of aquatic creatures to include species that are connected environmentally 

yet exist vastly different from one another. There are marlin, trout, sea bass, among 

others, that are not participating in the consumption of the corpse. Some of them have 

expressions of shock and others of dismissal, indicating that they do not all act or think 

alike. It would be unfair and absurd to judge the flounder for the actions of the crabs. 

Even within the crabs, there are few who are off on their own, uninvolved with 

consuming the man’s corpse. Too often we treat opposing ideologies as monolithic 

hegemons, and I wanted to express that there are people within our own political tribes 

that disagree with each other about how to achieve their goals.  
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IN THE END 

 

 

American identity will always be in a constant state of change, and because of 

this, creating symbolism that defines it will always be a challenge. My place as an artist is 

to express myself honestly through the context of my social environment, and identity. I 

have made this series in acknowledgment of the evolution of the American experience 

and dream. To some, the paintings may feel critical, and to others a relief, but when I try 

to examine American identity, it is confusing contradictions and battling narratives that I 

find.  

Perhaps these paintings reflect my own tribalism, a beast always consuming 

someone, another horse in a stampede, or another crab in a bucket. Or perhaps I am the 

atomized individual subjected to the whims of exterior causes. Hopefully these are just 

feelings of now, and they will change with time as all American symbols have. In the end 

the paintings are about the consumption of one at the behest of another, they are about 

assimilation and group mentalities in the context of a nation who is starving for unity and 

rattled with strife.  
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