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John Agnew was born in Dayton, Ohio in 1952. His parents were both artists, so he had an early exposure to the arts 
and spent a lot of time drawing dinosaurs and modern reptiles as a kid. He began his career as an artist of natural his-
tory as a teen in the late 1960s, working after school in the Dayton Museum of Natural History. His first attraction to the 
museum was their live reptile collection, which he cared for as a volunteer. When his artistic talents were recognized, he 
got a paid position in the museum’s exhibits department, where he constructed his first professional museum diorama 
at age 17.  He went to college anticipating a career in museum exhibit design, since it married his interests in art and 
natural history. He got his degree in Fine Art, but took electives in the natural sciences so that he could communicate 
with scientists in museums. After graduation, he got a job as Curator of Exhibits at the Science Museum of Palm Beach 
County (Florida), an excellent location to satisfy his interest in herpetology while pursuing his career in museum work.  
He eventually left his position in the museum, realizing that what he really wanted to do was to paint natural history 
subjects, especially reptiles. At that time, he made his first trips abroad to study tropical forests, eventually traveling all 
over the world in search of subjects for his artwork. He began in Yucatan, and went on to Guatemala, Belize, and Costa 
Rica, then Peru, Malaysia, Thailand, Russia, Turkey, and Tanzania. In addition to traveling extensively in the U.S., John has 
published numerous limited-edition prints of his reptile art.

In addition to painting for gallery sales, he has continued to do museum exhibit work under contract, primarily mu-
rals. He has produced thousands of square feet of murals for museums and zoos in his hometown of Cincinnati and as 
far away as Moscow. His smaller paintings of reptiles are in collections worldwide. His exhibit of his scratchboard art 
about crocodiles, “Crocodilian Scratchboards,” which toured U.S. museums in 2016–17, and will again go on the road in 
2018–2022.  John was designated a “Master Scratchboard Artist” by the International Society of Scratchboard Artists in 
January 2015.  He is also a member of the Board of Directors of the Society of Animal Artists, an international organization 
of the top wildlife artists in the world.  He has won numerous awards for his work, including the Grand Prize of “Paint the 
Parks,” a national juried show (2007), and is a four-time winner of the “Award of Excellence” from the Society of Animal 
Artists, their highest award.  John’s works have been published in numerous magazine articles and books. His book on 
his painting techniques, Painting the Secret World of Nature, was published in 2001 by North Light Books. Concerning 
the pieces shown here, “Shadow Dragons” is based on a visit to a croc farm in Samutpakan, Thailand, and are probable 
Crocodylus siamensis × porosus hybrids. “Florida Red-bellied Turtles” depicts Pseudemys nelsoni (also known as Florida 
Red-bellied Cooters).
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“Shadow Dragons”
11" × 14" scratchboard



Herpetological Review 49(1), 2018

 ART IN HERPETOLOGY     157

©JOHN N AGNEW 2017

“Florida Red-bellied Turtles”
12" × 9" acrylic


