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Abstract

From 2014-2015, we (Sayler / Morris) exhibited a large-scale video installation
commemorating the extinction of the passenger pigeon at the Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Art (MASS MoCA). This article both describes the
context of that piece and reflects more broadly on the role of the artist as historian.
We argue for a form of history that combines both discursive and affective
elements. Ultimately, we define history not as a scientific process of unearthing
truths, but rather as making a particular claim to immediacy of past events.
We argue that to conceive of the artist as historian is to conceive of history as
a constant negotiation between the imaginary, the symbolic and the real within the
collective psyche. We see artists as important contributors to such a historiography
and see our work Eclipse as an example of this.
Keywords: passenger pigeon, Elizabeth Kolbert, Sayler / Morris, MASS MoCA,
history, collective memory, extinction, ecological crisis, contemporary art,
artist as historian
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The Artist as Historian
Can an artist be an historian? That is to say, can an artwork that treats historical
events be construed as positively ‘doing’ history rather than merely commenting
on it, critiquing it, or undermining it? The answer to this question depends,
of course, on how we define history and how we understand the constructive
capacity of art. The phrase ‘the artist as historian’ was coined by Mark Godfrey in
a seminal 2007 essay by the same title.1 In that essay, Godfrey notes an ‘historical
turn’ in post-1979 contemporary art. Further, he distinguishes between those
recent artists who are actively engaged in the ‘task of historical representation’
and those merely touching on historical topics or else critiquing the very process
of history itself.2 He points out that not too long ago, in the mid-19th century,
historical representation was ‘considered the most serious role of art’.3 Godfrey
surveys an impressive array of contemporary artists who have once again made
such historical representation a central task of their practice before turning to an
in-depth analysis of one those artists, Matthew Buckingham.
However, the phrase ‘artist as historian’ remains provocative. It is one thing
to show contemporary artists such as Buckingham engaged in serious historical
representation, and yet another to assert this activity as equivalent to the
professional function and authority of an historian. In making this claim, Godfrey
relies primarily on the theory of history advanced by two thinkers—Walter Benjamin
and Hayden White—who have a common scepticism for any history that lays
claim to objectivity and truth, as well as a common mission to elucidate the inner
relation between historical narrative and ideology. This particular view of history
allows Godfrey to express the value of several related characteristics of historical
representation as practised by the artists under his purview: a ‘methodological
freedom’ that does not hew to strict academic (i.e. real or imagined ‘scientific’)
standards, but that still employs rigour; a capacity to deconstruct master narratives;
a self-reflexive tendency to expose the historicity and ideology embedded in the
one’s own work (a trait he finds particularly exemplary in Buckingham); and a
willingness to represent previously unacknowledged or underrepresented stories.4
Godfrey’s essay and the artworks of historical representation that he discusses
have been an important influence on our art practice. However, we find two main
shortcomings in his analysis that we mention here to set the stage for our own
argument in this article.
First, Godfrey speaks of each artwork as if it were an argument addressed
to the viewer’s rational mind and does not make a concerted attempt to assess
the affective impact of a work. In our view, an artwork’s inherent appeal to the
affective and the visceral is of more fundamental significance to its role in the
making of history than any of the other valid, but secondary, characteristics
mentioned by Godfrey. Godfrey seems to want to fit his analysis of artworks into
established and familiar strains of theory about the practice of historiography,
such as Hayden White’s, in order to support his main thesis that artists too can
be historians in the full professional sense of the word. Talk of the emotional is
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embarrassing to such professional decorum. In our view, this is a shame and,
further, forsakes the more radical promise of the other theorist of history Godfrey
relies upon in his essay, Walter Benjamin. Any substantive exegesis of Benjamin’s
complicated, even apparently contradictory, theory of history, is beyond the scope
of this essay—if it is even possible at all (!). However, Benjamin remains a popular
source of inspiration for artists such as Buckingham (and us) precisely because
of his enigmatic quality. His writing is expressive, even poetic, more than rigorous,
and so embodies the principles it articulates. For example, in speaking of history
Benjamin famously wrote: ‘to articulate the past historically does not mean to
recognize it “the way it really was”. It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes
up at a moment of danger.’5 Note that the appeal here is primarily emotional—a
recognition of danger and urgency, an operation of empathy—and the method
is primarily visceral—speaking/writing become ‘seizing hold’ through images.
Further, note the relationship between memory and history in this quotation
from Benjamin. Memory, which is here collective, societal memory, constitutes
the mental/cultural environment in which we are inevitably immersed—the sum
total of collective experience. Benjamin is fusing our understanding of individual
memory into an assertion about collective memory and the formation of a societal
psyche. History, then, is a particular willed operation of mining this memory for
a narrative that can help us in the present. History occurs when needed and out of
a position of need. It is the Symbolic/Imaginary rendering of the Real in memory.6
This brings us to the second shortcoming we find in Godfrey—the recognition
of which informs the idea of history and its relation to memory presented in
this article. Godfrey presents a weak case for the affirmative value of an artist’s
work in historical representation. In falling prey to the habit of mind that regards
contemporary art’s primary function as one of critique, Godfrey describes the
impact of Buckingham’s work in terms of its ability to deconstruct and disorient
our established ideas about the past, but insists that the work is positive in the
sense that it can ‘open up new ways of thinking about the future’.7 However, Godfrey
asserts that what this new future looks like is a matter that must be left to each
individual viewer to puzzle out for him or herself. We believe that for the artist to
be truly considered as an historian, there needs to be a greater level of ownership
for the vision and values presented in the work and a greater sense of what the
work does in terms of collectivizing. The impact of the work cannot be merely seen
as deconstructive but must also be constructive. History is the writing of the past,
not the erasure of it. This too is consistent with Benjamin. The point of laying claim
to an image of the past because it has urgent import in the present moment is not to
strengthen the self, but to invigorate the socius. In this way, not only can the artist
be an historian, but the historian too can be (and must inevitably be) an activist.
The following article discusses how we understand our own task as artist
historians in this vein by describing the circumstances and motivations behind
a video installation work called Eclipse that dealt with the extinction of the
passenger pigeon in 1914. Following the symposium title for which we produced
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this article, we will consider what it means to ‘trigger’ a memory given the relation
between memory and history sketched above.

An Invitation to Memorialize an Extinction
In January 2014, the writer Elizabeth Kolbert asked if we could create a meaningful
commemoration of the extinction of the passenger pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius),
which was once the most abundant bird in North America, possibly in the entire
world.8 In the 19th century, a single flock could number two billion birds,9 and
Figure 1. A drawing of
passenger pigeons in flight
for Eclipse, digitally adapted

in 1813, the naturalist James Audobon observed a mile-wide stream of them
flying over his head for three consecutive days.10 At times, the flock that Audobon

from woodblock engraving

observed completely blocked the sun, a phenomenon he described as a noonday

that appeared in The Illustrated

eclipse.11 Despite its apparently inexhaustible numbers, the passenger pigeon

Shooting and Dramatic News,
July 3, 1875.Sayler / Morris,
2014.

rapidly declined as humans began to kill the birds for sport and cheap food and
to destroy its habitat with new development.12
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By 1914, there was just one solitary member of the species alive. Her name was
Martha and she lived in the Cincinnati Zoo. She died on September first of that
year and her preserved corpse now sits in a storage cabinet in the Smithsonian in
Washington, DC. The passenger pigeon had gone from billions to zero in less than
a hundred years.
Figure 2. A specimen cabinet
containing a passenger pigeon
named Martha (named after
Martha Washington), the
last survivor of her species.
Her body was donated to
the Smithsonian National
Museum of Natural History, for
preservation. Mounted in a
display case with this notation:
‘MARTHA, last of her species,
died at 1 p.m., 1 September
1914, age 29, in the Cincinnati
Zoological Garden. EXTINCT’.
Photo: Sayler / Morris

Kolbert’s challenge to us was to design a memorial that could allow viewers to
contemplate the centenary of this final death. What we came up with was
a large-scale video and sound installation, titled Eclipse in reference to Audobon’s
description of a pigeon flock. Eclipse opened at the Massachusetts Museum of
Contemporary Art (MASS MoCA) on 1 September 2014 and remained up for a
year. The installation was accompanied by an artist book that we gave away in the
museum in limited numbers each day until gone.13 What did this work have to with
memory? What did it have to do with history? Could it itself be considered history?
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Page 54-55. Figure 3. Installation
views of Eclipse, Sayler /
Morris with Elizabeth Kolbert.
Massachusetts Museum
of Contemporary Art, North
Adams, MA (left), Berman
Museum, Collegeville, PA,
2016 (right), multi-channel video
loop (7’41”), sound installation
and artist publication. Photo:
Sayler / Morris. The link is
for a 3-minute excerpt of the
full video loop.

https://vimeo.
com/108870516
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How We Feel History
Ostensibly, our task was to ‘trigger’ the recall of a specific event—the death of
Martha, the last individual of her kind. Yet, very few, if any, of our potential
visitors would be aware of these facts previously. Further, not a single visitor
would have an actual individual memory of the event or how it was received by
the world at the time. This was an event that lay at the very edge of cultural
obscurity. Therefore, what would be ‘triggered’ through our form of representation
was not a mechanical recollection—if such a thing is even possible—but rather
certain emotions and attitudes towards something in the past that would be
introduced to the viewer as worthy of her consideration, likely for the first time.
In other words, we would be ‘doing’ history.
What does it mean for an artist to ‘do’ (to write) history? First and foremost,
it means regarding facts in the particular way articulated by artist Walid Raad:
We are concerned with facts, but we do not view facts as self-evident objects
that are already present in the world. One of the questions we find ourselves
asking is, How do we approach facts not in their crude facticity but through
the complicated mediations by which they acquire their immediacy?14
In a previous edition of this journal, Kendall Phillips hit the same nail on the
head when he noted that the ‘unique quality’ of particular ‘artistic interventions
into public memory’ was to ‘invite an experience of memory that gestures toward
its excess—that which lies beyond discursive facticity and within the realm of
the visceral and affective’.15 In this article, Phillips was careful to stipulate that
this quality he identified in certain artworks does not necessarily apply to ALL
artworks that deal with the past. But doesn’t it? Is not an engagement with the
affective and visceral in collective memory the sine qua non of the artist as
historian? Simply try to imagine something you would want to call art that was
disinterested in sense and emotion and instead just stuck to the facts. This is not
as trivial an observation as it may seem. At stake is not just marking a role for
the artist as historian, but also arriving at a version of history that can escape
the tyranny of modern mathematical science’s way of seeing the world always in
terms of propositions, facts and ‘a calculable coherence of forces’.16 For this,
the affective and visceral cannot be seen as something extra, but as essential to
any full understanding.
As Raad implies, a memory cannot be parsed into a solid, core fact and a
nebulous, ‘excessive’ affect. They are bound together. When we speak about
facts involved in individual memories, we speak ostensibly about the recall of an
originary impression left by some visceral experience in the world. Yet, we know
how unreliable such ‘facts’ are. Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon story, in which
several people have completely different and utterly self-serving memories of
the same experienced event, is so immediately recognizable because it describes
the fundamental truth of all memory.17 Memory is not the originary experience
itself. It is not static and fixed, ready to be unearthed or ‘triggered’. Memory is the
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recall, the process of recall. What governs this process, and what in turn makes
facts so mutable, is the interplay between the discursive and affective ‘realms’
within a given subject, by which we mean the totality of an individual psyche.
What we feel (the affective) is in constant dialectic with what think we should
feel (the discursive). We will remember what we want to, so to speak, but that
wanting is a complicated business.
These observations apply to collective and individual memory alike. The
analogy between individual and collective memory appears imperfect because,
whereas in individual memory the originary, visceral experience is taken to be
essential, in collective memory the experience of events is often second-hand and
mediated, i.e., originating wholly in the discursive rather than in the visceral.
We are told the facts: in school, in the media, and other sites of putative authority.
Yet, this imperfect appearance of the analogy between individual and collective
memory is a function of our failure to fully imagine the collective as a psyche,
replete with both a conscious and unconscious and all the mechanisms thereof.
Inevitably, some bodies within a given collective have indeed—once upon a
time—had the visceral experience in question. That visceral experience, is therefore,
internalized and carried forth within the collective psyche even if as a mere trace,
in our attitudes, customs, etc. A collective can repress its traumas and a collective
can suffer from neurosis, or indeed psychosis, just as individuals can. (Witness
Nazism, Trumpism, etc.).
In this connection, it is extremely important to note that while the facts of
an originary, visceral experience are subject to change, the affect produced by that
experience is itself immutable. Paradoxically, the affect has more solidity than
the fact. The affect persists and returns. The fact flickers and changes form by
the wind of affect. This is perhaps most clear in traumatic memories—whether
individual or collective. The recall of specific facts as they relate to traumatic
events are not necessarily reliable, but recall of the pain and its psychical import
is beyond question.18 The core emotional residue of a trauma, no matter how
malleable to narrative in its positioning within the subjective or social ecology,
remains inviolate and indelible in its fundamental meaning.19 The pain itself
can be triggered, often by apparently trivial or random stimuli, because the pain
is itself crystalline and immutable. In time, the affect finds new facts to inhabit.
For that reason, there is something allegorical in all art that is also history.20
The persistence of affect is also the reason Phillips was spot on in bringing
forward the idea of an excess to discursivity in artistic treatments of the past.
The affect—as originally produced by the visceral, but eventually displaced,
transferred, wandering—indeed has the appearance of a sort of excess, never
finding anything to fit or subdue it. Yet, the affect is excessive not to some
facts, but only to the discursive authority that seeks to fix memory in the name
of facts. In modernity, this discursive authority has been going by the name
‘history’ under the guise of science. Such historical authority likes to create the
illusion that cultural memory is somehow outside itself and can be observed,
isolated, even measured, when, in fact, it is, just like individual memory,
internal. It should strike us as obvious by now that the historical authority,
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as all science, is a part of culture and thus a mere organ of cultural memory rather
than its impartial observer and faithful chronicler.
That is to say, history and cultural memory are not synonymous, but neither are
they dichotomous, as Pierre Nora would have us believe. Nora argues that (cultural)
memory, on the one hand, ‘is life, borne by living societies founded in its name’,
while history on the other ‘is the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete,
of what is no longer’.21 History, he alleges, has conquered and eradicated true
memory. Yet, this has the scent of a Heideggerean primitivism. When was
cultural memory, or any memory for that matter, ever free of representations,
reconstruction, and discursivity? Was the emergence of writing the dividing line?
Then why do Homerian epics yield so easily to an analysis of the moral values,
customs, and even national pride embedded in its words? All the same, we are in
sympathy with the animus driving Nora. The economy of cultural memory has most
certainly changed. In modernity, post-Enlightenment, it has become dominated by
the discursive, the scientific, the superegoic and the propositional at the expense of
the affective and the visceral. Our question is: must history itself be defined by these
modifiers of enframing?22 Is not history simply any attempt, or perhaps the gestalt of
attempts, to represent the past, to bring it into the present? Our definition of history
would simply be: a formal claim, inevitably based on some position of authority,
to the immediacy of something in the past. In no way will such claims ever entirely
determine cultural memory (as Nora alleges). There will always be something
excessive in cultural memory, something that escapes history’s attempts to fix it.
History is provisional, but still, nonetheless a claim, that once made is re-subsumed
into the ongoing churn of memory. Again, it bears emphasis that memory (cultural or
individual) is processual not static.
In this sense, a conception of the artist as historian goes far beyond the now
familiar observation that the creative faculty is always required for historiography
because history is always at root a narrative with a narrator. Paul Ricoeur is
emblematic of this fundamental sort of analysis, which is helpful to bear in mind,
but not the end of the story. Striking a note resonant with Raad regarding the nature
of facts, Ricoeur reminds us that:
A vigilant epistemology will guard here against the illusion of believing that
what we call a fact coincides with what really happened or with the living
memory of eyewitnesses, as if facts lay sleeping in the documents until the
historians extracted them.23
Yet, Ricoeur does not exclude a propositional form of historiography, or as Phillips
phrases it, a ‘discursive facticity’. History will be written and rewritten. This
does not mean, however, that history is condemned to the singular mode of the
discursive. Dependent as history must be on representation, might it not mimic more
closely the process of cultural memory to which it contributes? That is to say, could
history itself not be activated through the ‘complicated mediations’ giving facts their
immediacy, mediations that involve at their core the ‘affective and visceral?’ Is that
not the way we actually orient ourselves to the past?
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With respect to this symposium and its title, there is never a question of
simply ‘triggering’ a cultural memory. The register of the word ‘trigger’ is fully
mechanical. Its etymology is from the Dutch trekken, meaning to pull. The primary
contemporary connotation is the trigger of a gun. The trigger is pulled and the
bullet is released—the bullet that lay ready, fully determined, only in need of that
release to come forth as itself, moving with no deviation towards a mathematically
predictable point in space. ‘Trigger’ as a verb lays no claim to origin or even
mutation. Yet, the very act of calling forth an event from the past, making a
claim to its immediacy, mediates that fact, makes a judgement on it, positions it,
juxtaposes it, nuances it, alters it. Thus when an artist ‘intervenes’ on cultural
memory, she is actively ‘doing’ history. History is something to be done, rather
than merely written. The doing is a revealing, a claim on immediacy.
Thus, to conceive of the artist as historian is to conceive of history as a
constant negotiation between the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real within
the collective psyche. Within our present culture, the artist is almost always
aligned with the Id, and her role is considered by default to contest the Superego,
intrude upon the Symbolic, immerse the viewer in the Real. This habit of mind
is unfortunate because it overlooks the affirmative, active role of the artist as
historian. To intrude on the symbolic order is to alter it. But more than this: to
engage the visceral and affective within collective memory is no mere comment
on history—it is the process of history itself.

What We Assert in an Artwork
Just as we cannot parse the fact from the affect in memory; we cannot completely
sever the discursive from the visceral in artworks. Some rhetorical element is always
baked in, even when ostensibly ‘abstract’, but especially when the artwork in
question is dealing with historical topics (and thus doing history itself). Our Eclipse
project was no exception. In our case, we made no attempt to conceal the rhetorical
content of the work. Our claim to immediacy for the story of the passenger pigeon
is the current extinction crisis, which is looking more and more like the world’s
sixth mass extinction event. The seminal book on the crisis for a mass audience,

The Sixth Extinction, was written by Kolbert herself and it was clearly on her mind
when she proposed the idea of a commemoration to us. That we drew attention to
this event, and that we sited the work in a museum, a lieu de memoire24, is a plain
statement that it deserves to be remembered in this moment. To exhibit a work on
the passenger pigeon in an institution of cultural authority is an act of the same
ilk as state-sponsored memorials. It is a statement about what we should value and
pay attention to. It is a moral, symbolic statement, discursive at heart. At the same
time, our claim to immediacy would be very weak if it rested solely on this rhetoric.
What are the mediations activated through the work as we see it?
One of the things we are proudest of with respect to Eclipse is that people of all
ages engaged with it. Viewers, including children, often viewed the entire seven-
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minute piece and then stayed for a second or third viewing. It is unlikely
that the young viewers were drawn to the piece because of its relation to the
discourse around extinction. So what was the basis of their fascination? We think
it was the uncanny sensation of being perched between the real and the imaginary;
between dream and waking.
Our primary goal with Eclipse was the represent a flock of birds in space,
to create an experience of what it might have been like to observe passenger
pigeons fly overhead. To this end, we took a number of steps towards a ‘realistic’
representation. We worked with an animator (Nick Roth) to adapt a CGI model
of the passenger pigeon’s closest relative, the rock pigeon, and researched
what was known of the movements of the bird in isolation and in flock. We
researched and duplicated something of their roosting habits, which consisted of
large clusters, sometimes birds on top of other birds.25 We tweaked algorithms
governing the movement of the flock in flight, looking to achieve a ‘natural’ feel
of undulations. We read first-hand accounts of witnessing the massive flocks.
Curiously, these accounts often emphasized the sound. The sounds evoked by
these first-hand witnesses varied greatly. Some heard sleigh bells ‘as though an
army of horses was advancing’; some heard ‘clapping’ as the birds alighted onto
trees; some heard ‘a loud rushing roar’ like a tornado; some heard ‘low notes almost
like the breathing of great trees’; some ‘bell-like wooing notes’; some heard human
voices.26 We created a sound piece (with Matthew Patterson Curry) that evoked
these sounds and more importantly their confusion. Further, we worked to spatialize
the sound in the echoey brick walls of MASS MoCA so that it seemed like it was
coming from everywhere and nowhere.
Yet, for all this, we knew, of course, that we would not fool anyone. Nor would
that be desirable. We wanted ghosts not hi-tech representations to wow the
viewers and focus primarily on the technological achievement. For a ghost to be a
ghost it must have once been living, thus the efforts at making the birds life-like.
Yet, we took equal pains to foreground the unreality of the birds: we rendered
them and the tree upon which they alighted in an inverse black and white.
When the birds came from a long distance away (an obvious trick of animating
perspective) to roost upon the tree, they stayed there an unnatural length of
time with an unnaturally urgent activity. The birds became like leaves on the
tree in a storm; or like flames engulfing it. When the birds lifted up in a column,
they were unnaturally constrained by the narrow dimensions of the space. More
birds rose from the tree than seemed possible. They kept coming and coming.
A redemptive force, an army, or a swarm of spirits. The sound at this moment
modulated to something soaring, even hopeful, before returning to an elegiac key.
The fundamental experience of Eclipse, therefore, was to create a feeling
for the strangeness of life and the necessary existence of ghosts. Further, we
hoped to generate a sense that non-human animals are alive and spirited and
perhaps sense things that we do not, such as the approach of a tsunami. In
particular, humans have long associated birds with augury and the oracular.
They move beyond the horizon and they return. These feelings inherently relate
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to the current extinction crisis and facilitate an ecological consciousness,
whether or not the viewer made that connection explicitly by engaging with
the wall text or the publication we made.

Figure 4. Pages from Eclipse

For those that did connect the audio-visual experience to the written

artist publication, 11”x14”, 32

material—i.e. the propositional history—which was available in the wall text,

pages, newsprint, edition of
10,000, (cover, back page and

the limited edition booklet, and also in a small reading room we constructed,

pages 26-27), Sayler / Morris

we wanted to ensure this extinction event did not seem remote. In this respect,

with Elizabeth Kolbert, 2014.

the loop is an essential feature of Eclipse. The piece begins with an empty,
white tree. The room is mostly dark. The birds approach from far off; they come
to land on the tree; they swarm in the tree, becoming both leaf and flame; then
they ascend, flying up to the ceiling and across it, over the heads of the viewers.
The numbers of birds increases. Now the birds themselves are illuminating the
room. They increase in speed as well, until the ceiling has the flickering aspect
of TV snow. Then, imperceptibly at first, the numbers of birds begins to
dwindle and slow down. This continues, with fewer and fewer birds, flying
more slowly, until there are only a few birds making the trip from tree to
ceiling and across. Then, finally, there is only one, slow bird. Then nothing,
just the white tree and darkness, and the loop starts again. This looping
feature, as well as the inverse silhouette of the tree and birds, the invocation
of Plato’s cave, were intended to give the piece an allegorical feel that was in
tension with the historical specificity.
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Figure 5. Eclipse, video stills,
Sayler / Morris, 2014.
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As Elizabeth Kolbert noted, ‘[t]he extinction of the passenger pigeon was an
event witnessed, in a manner of speaking, by millions of people’.27 These billions
of deaths happened in plain daylight, yet the affect it had on people at the
time is uncertain and varied. The very notion that an animal could truly go extinct
and completely vanish from the planet, was relatively new and not universally
accepted. Even where it was accepted, rationally on some level, it was not
believed with sufficient strength to act. At some point, it must have been obvious
that, given the rates of decline, it was inevitable the bird would die out, and yet
it was not until this particular extinction was a fait accompli—as well as the near
extinction of the buffalo—that legislation began to pass that addressed future
possible extinctions, including migrating birds explicitly.28 When Martha died there
was a tragic tone struck in the reportage of the day, but the tragedy had already
occurred many years before. It was just too diffuse to elicit a strong political
response until the entire event could be consolidated into the symbol of the last
bird, Martha.
By commemorating Martha, we (Kolbert included) inevitably participated
in a movement to reinvigorate this symbol. A Google search will yield dozens
of articles from the likes of National Geographic and the Smithsonian making
the claim that this extinction event was crucial in creating the conservation
movement.29 Mostly these articles are from around September 2014. That all
this memory activity made an impression is evidenced by a 2017 blog post
from a local Cincinnati TV station that was hyperbolically titled, ‘How Martha,
Cincinnati’s celebrity passenger pigeon, shaped conservation in America’.30
Not many people had heard of Martha before 2014 and now she is a celebrity
responsible for shaping the environmental movement.
Yet, Kolbert warns against drawing too simple a message from this connection
between the extinction and the legislative reaction to it. In her various writings
about the passenger pigeon, including for our publication that accompanied the

Eclipse installation, Kolbert argues that: 1. ‘When we tell ourselves that since
Martha’s death we’ve learned to take better care of our fellow creatures, we are,
sadly, kidding ourselves’31, as evidenced by the current extinction crisis among
many other things; 2. the passenger pigeon extinction ‘is part of a much bigger
story, a story only beginning to unfold’ and that no isolated piece of protective
legislation will address this larger ecological crisis;32 3. further, we are all currently
complicit in this ecological crisis, so any attempt to make a neat, happy ending out
of the passenger pigeon lets us off the hook.
The larger extinction event of which the passenger pigeon was a part is
still happening. Further, the political gains made at a time of pitched emotional
reaction, recede, making it all the more necessary to generate the emotion anew—
the same emotion in a new form. The arc of the piece allows you to viscerally
experience the frightening and beautiful aspect of the flock in full flight and also its
decline. The loop allows you find a different salient emotion each time, but also
to know that you cannot ever get out of the loop, you can never arrive at utopia.
This does not mean activism is fruitless, as Kolbert seems to indicate at times
in her writing. As an illustration of this, we will relate, in closing, one anecdote
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that we came across in the course of our research.33 It concerns a minister from
Louisville, Kentucky, a city frequently visited by flocks of passenger pigeons
in its day. One night, this minister received a strange note from the famous
Shakespearean actor (and father of the man who shot Lincoln), Junius Brutus
Booth. Booth was in town for a performance and requested the minister’s advice
on the matter of finding ‘a place of internment for his friend[s]’. The bracket
around the plural of friend was in the original note. When the minister obliged and
paid Booth a visit in the middle of the night, he discovered, after some theatrics
from Booth, that the friends in question were a ‘bushel’ of passenger pigeons,
which Booth has laid out on a sheet and described as ‘distant relatives’. Booth’s
intent was to stage a full funeral, complete with a procession through town and a
coffin, ultimately laying the birds to rest in a churchyard cemetery
—all without ever conveying to anyone assembled the buried were not human.
He wanted the minister’s help. He asked: ‘You see these innocent victims of man’s
barbarity?’ he said. ‘I wish to testify, in some public way, against this wanton
destruction of life. And I wish you to help me. Will you?’
However, the minister refused despite expressing sincere sympathy for what
Booth had in mind and expressing admiration for him. Booth cut right to the core
in asking the minister why he would not help. ‘Do you fear the laugh of man?’
he asked. This remains the question given the seeming impossibility of addressing
climate change and species extinction. Was Booth crazy then? Is he now?
The idea of abolishing slavery in this country once seemed radical and took
so-called radicals to advance the cause. The idea that we should be concerned
about the fate of an animal species, like Booth, seemed outright crazy. These
notions hardly seem so out-there now. How does it happen that a fringe idea, like
gay marriage to take a more recent example, moves from outlandish to mainstream?
It happens in large part through the stories we tell about our past. It happens
through history. Emotion in this process is not an embarrassing excess, but
absolutely central. This is true not only for art, but other modes of historiography
as well. In walking recently through the National Museum of African American
History, the irrepressible tears that we and many others felt forming in our eyes
were the engines and evidence of what might be more analytically described
both as a re-orientation towards the past and as decisive re-making of the very
world around us. Artists participate crucially in this sort of thing and this sort of
thing is precisely what history is: an ordering, a claiming of certain parts of the
undifferentiated, teeming mass of collective memories in order to make our world
the way we feel it should be.
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