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I have been trying to take notes for this talk, but ifl look at the notes
I cannot look at the audience... I was in Rome last year for the first
time. I was walking around and I saw some crows that looked strange
because they were not black, as I know crows to be. They were black
and grey and looked"like very
dressed Italian crows. I just saw
them and did not ask anyone about them. But this winter I was in
Moscow and I was with an ornithologist when I saw the same crows I
had seen in Rome, so I asked the ornithologist what they were. He told
me they were called eastern or hooded crows and that they lived in the
East while the black crows were in the West.
I have a project of trying to become Eurasian. I live on the continent of Eurasia and I am always trying to find the division between
Europe and Asia. So I thought, here is where it is: the division is these
crows. Suddenly at New Year's, I felt very good. But last week I saw
these grey crows in Brussels so, once again, I do not know where
Europe is. If the grey crows can be in Brussels, anything can happen.
I now want to say some scientific things. I often describe myself
as a theoretical biologist - which is not like a theoretical physicist, but
almost the same. I like to think about biology and make up theories
about biology. I do not have to know anything; I just have to think about
things. I think there is no division between art and science. Art and
science are the same thing. There are differences, in the way that there
are different kinds of art and different kinds of science. The problem of
why we think there is a difference is an interesting one. It relates to what
we think science is and what we think art is. We often think that science
is technology or mathematics. But, as an ornithologist knows, you can
do science without any technology. You can do science without any
mathematics. We think science is useful and art is not useful. We also
think that art is not only useless but that it is connected to craft, to painting and sculpture. We believe that these are the bases of visual art. None
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of these things are true and that is all I want to say about it.
But to get back to a theory: for a long time I have been trying to
think about flying- how it comes about in the world. I think, actually,
it is very easy. Almost everything flies, if you imagine the categories of
life. A spider can fly, if we imagine that a fly is a flying spider; and the
way I can imagine this is simple. In English there is a word, 'bug'. It does
not mean 'insect', but any little crawly thing. If we imagine a kind of
platonic idea of'bugs', and we put flies and spiders into this idea ofbugs,
so that the spider is only a theoretical spider, not the actual spider with
eight legs and a bunch of eyes in the front of his face but as a pre-species
spider; then, to become a fly, he has only to take some of his eight legs
and twist them up around his back and flatten them out. Then he would
have to have a different kind of eyes for flight. So bugs can fly very easily
and there is no essential difference between a spider and a fly.
I have to interrupt talking about different flying things because I
want to talk about a man named Dhotsua, a great Cherokee hero who
was killed in 1923 in Oklahoma because of having to fight the oil companies. We lost that f1ght and he was killed. But first I have to tell you about
who he was and then I will get back to the original interruption. Dhotsua ·
is a common name for a Cherokee man, and it is also the name of a
bright red bird that lives with and around us. I also knew the name of this
bird in English when I was a kid. The name is 'cardinal'. Much later in
life, I saw that there were Italian priests that called themselves cardinals
and I thought how nice that they named themselves after the bird.
When Dhotsua was killed his last words were, "I am very proud
of us", and his cousin who was there with him said, "Do you mean us
the warrior society, or us Cherokee?" And he answered, "No, I mean
us mammals". He said, "Look at everything mammals can do. We
can fly, we can swim in the ocean; we can do everything all the other
animals can do, even better". A bat flies better than a bird. We think we
are different because we look different. All mammals look different
because we have to be very specialised for what we do as mammals. We
often have to be reminded that an animal is a mammal although it looks
like a fish and lives in the ocean.
112

UCCELLIIBIRDS

Years ago, I thought birds were birds and I did not think much
about it. Then I was in a restaurant in Mexico and there was a big parrot
chained to a post and he was entertaining himself. And I could see that
he was an intelligent something. It was very disturbing to suddenly think
that a parrot was intelligent. I read an article in an American magazine
about how parrots are intelligent. Now they are teaching parrots to be
stupid capitalists in a strange way, trying to prove they are intelligent by
telling them, "You say this word and I will give you a cookie". This is their
measure for being intelligent. But this is actually forcing the parrot to be
as stupid as the researcher. I did not think that parrots were intelligent
before and I did not think chickens were intelligent. I thought all birds
were alike because they all have .feathers and they all look like birds.
I am trying to imagine
to talk about different kinds of intelligence and it is not going any place, so maybe I will not talk about it.
But to say what I was almost saying... Cherokees actually do this
a lot; we have long pauses and a lot of silence when we are talking. It
makes other people more nervous than it makes us, I am sorry. We do
not think that a mouse and a human and a bat and a cow would necessarily have the same intelligence and the same kind of intelligence
because we do not think that we are all just mammals. But we do tend
to think that about birds -that they are all just birds. This idea of birds
is a false idea, just as false as saying mammals. It is a classification that
leads us astray and does not help us.
I now want to talk about something else that does not go anyplace
and does not come from anyplace, and only because I was talking about
Mexico. I used to live in Mexico, on a side of a small, deep canyon and
my terrace looked out over the canyon. At the bottom of the canyon
there was a little river and a waterfall, and under the waterfall lived a
colony of swallows that in Spanish are called golandrina. There were
about five hundred birds. They have always lived there and they do not
migrate. In the daytime they go out and fly around like swallows and
at night they come back and live under the waterfall, where there is
actually water pouring on them while they are trying to sleep. In the
same place, there was a little hummingbird that lived on my terrace and
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he also did not migrate. He lived on my terrace for five years and he
became 'territorial' about it. Besides flower nectar, he ate baby spiders
that he would take out of a spider nest. There was also a flock of about
twenty-five or thirty parrots that would come around the canyon and
: have something like a conference and make fun of all the other birds;
you could hear them talking about them, mocking the other birds. In
the canyon there was a bird called the canyon wren, with a very nice
song, and everyday I would watch the canyon wren. Then one day a cat
came to our house and wanted to live with us, so to make friends she
brought me the canyon wren. That is all I want to say about Mexico.
I was going to say something about Dhotsua earlier and I wanted
to say something about kamama, which is not a bird but a butterfly. Someone else was talking about Zerynthia_being a butterfly. In
the Cherokee language kamama means butterfly, but it also means
elephant. Because when we first saw elephants, we saw that their big
flapping ears are the same shape as a butterfly, and that their curled up
nose looks like a butterfly's curled up tongue; so we thought they were
mammals pretending to be butterflies.
I will say some anthropological things now, just because I have said
these two things about the bird and the butterfly in Cherokee. We do
not call ourselves 'Cherokees', and if you want to say generic 'Cherokee'
in Cherokee language you say 'real people' or 'us people'; but we do not
usually say that because we are divided into seven groups and each has
a specific name. There are the wolves, the birds, and five others. The
birds are tsisqua, which means 'birds', and if you are from this group,
this 'clan', in Cherokee, you would not say that you are 'from the bird
clan' as you would in English, you would say, 'Tsisqua': 'I am a bird'. My
clan is the wolf clan, so I say, 'I am a wolf', not, 'I am from the wolf clan'.
But the plural of tsisqua (and of anything that is alive) is indicated by
using ani as a prefix. This means 'people'. So if you say 'one bird' you
say 'bird', but if you want to indicate several then you say, 'those who
are birds', or 'bird people'. So everything that is alive has its plural with
'people'. We call every living thing a kind of people. We are 'us-people',
the birds are 'bird-people', and so on.
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We also have spirits, somewhat like gods. The f1rst one is a grandmother and the second one is a grandfather vulture, the big black bird
that eats dead things. He is very revered because he is the only animal
that does not have to kill to eat. Cherokees have to kill to eat, as
everyone does. But a vulture does not, so he is purer, higher and more
moral than the rest of us. I was telling that to a Swiss friend and he got
very angry and said, "No, vultures are horrible, they get other people
to do their killing for them". And I said, "No, no, that is the Swiss,
you're making a mistake".
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Another interesting kind ofbird is what in English is called a
'lark', a 'skylark'. In Cherokee it is called noqisi and that is also the
word for'star'. So either we are calling birds after these stars or we are
calling stars after these birds. There is another bird, which only has a
Cherokee name. It starts singing in the evening and its song is exactly
its name and it is called cick wal wal.
I recently learned that the French singer Edith Piaf is called Piaf
because that is a Parisian slang word for sparrow. I looked it up in my
French dictionary and did I}Ot find it; but I found the word piaffer,
which means to 'dance', to 1dance like a colt', so maybe that is why the
sparrow is called piafin Paris.
I think the idea ofhaving an eagle with two heads is a strange idea;
and I think carrying eagles around on top of poles is a very strange idea,
especially if you put some cloth under the eagle and carry this pole around.
I was going to talk about how strange it is to come from a people
who are known to wear feathers, but I do not have anything to say
about it. I do not know why we are so serious about wearing feathers,
but it is true and we like to wear feathers more than other groups of
people. We take feathers more seriously for some reason.
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