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The Global Grey Parrot: How a Charismatic African Animal Became an
International Commodity

Nancy Jacobs

This is the introduction to a book that tells the history of the transformation of
character-filled animals from wild creatures to captive companions, global commodities,
and protected species. This book draws on fieldwork in Africa, historical documents, and
visual records to present a five-century-long history that moves from precolonial
societies to early modern menageries, natural history, hobbyist bird keeping, trapping
enterprises, industrial breeding, cognitive ethology, and conservation policy. Bridging
environmental history, economic history, and more-than-human studies, The Global Grey
Parrot argues that grey parrots’ commodification was a material process shaped by the
character of grey parrots, African political economies, and their uneven incorporation
into global capitalism—Iinking the intimate captivity of animals to histories of
extraction, labor, and unequal exchange.

Nancy Jacobs is a Professor in the History Department of Brown University, where she teaches
courses on South African history, colonial African history, animal history and environmental
history. Her books Environment, Power and Injustice: A South African History (Cambridge
University Press 2003), African History through Sources: Colonial Contexts and Everyday
Experiences, c. 1850-1946 (Cambridge University Press 2014), Birders of Africa: History of a
Network (Yale University Press 2016) and The Global Grey Parrot: How a Charismatic African
Animal Became an International Commodity (University of Washington Press 2027) all show how
overlooked, every day, and dismissed actors actually were making worlds all along.

William Kentridge in conversation with Isabel Hofmey and Sarah Nuttall on birds
in his work

William Kentridge

Renowned South African artist William Kentridge has long considered birds across
many media and in different forms. These range from his use of the ubiquitous
Johannesburg bird the hadeda in his brilliant short film Other Faces to birds in the Magic
Flute. Across his corpus, birds themselves become Kentridge-style media: the charcoal
blur of flight across a page or screen; birds in the periphery of vision, a brief glimpse
from the sideline opening up new contingencies rather than pre-given ideas. His
interest in flight and flipbooks recall early chrono-photography which captured regular
images of a moving object. This series seeks to open up such flight-enabled perspectives
for which Kentridge’s work leads the way. William Kentridge will make some opening
remarks on and show some bird-work, followed by a discussion with series conveners
[sabel Hofmeyr and Sarah Nuttall.



William Kentridge’s work spans drawing, film, sculpture, theatre, and opera, united by a fluid
approach across media. At the core of his practice lies drawing, which he has described as a way of
thinking in time—marked by erasure, movement, and revision. Growing up in Johannesburg during
apartheid, in what he has called a “fractured society,” Kentridge’s work emerges from a condition
of historical rupture and ethical unease. Rather than offering positions or solutions, it proceeds
through uncertainty, contradiction, and provisional meaning, often articulated through irony and
a dry, self-questioning humour.

Bird-Brained: Diasporic and Migratory Subjectivities through the Mind and Eyes
of a Printmaker

Vulindlela Nyoni

Birds have long occupied a central place in my personal, intellectual and creative
inquiry. As both symbolic and material presences, they provide a lexicon through which
[ examine fundamental questions concerning humanity, human migratory behaviour,
and my relationship with my place in the world. This seminar explores the diverse ways
in which birds have informed my creative practice as a migrant to South Africa from
Zimbabwe, both thematically and iconographically. More significantly, it considers how
avian life serves as a philosophical lens through which I interrogate human identity, self-
understanding, and the assumptions that shape our sense of belonging and home. By
reflecting on the role of birds in a number of works, specifically Murmurations 2014, my
ongoing 'Icarus’ series and bird-houses, | examine their capacity to illuminate broader
questions about how we relate to one another, our individual agency in relation to
mechanisms of membership belonging, and the boundaries between us all.

Dr/Prof Vulindlela Nyoni is an Associate Professor in printmaking at the Department of Visual Arts,
Nelson Mandela University. His doctoral thesis was entitled “Diaspora in Dialogue: An Ontology of
Diasporic Subjectivity in the work of three artists living in-between South Africa and Zimbabwe".
His most recent solo exhibition was entitled "(un)favourable conditions"” and was held at the GFI
gallery in 2025. He is currently working towards a joint two-person show in Stellenbosch later this
year. He is an avid Star Trek fanatic.

Mia Couto in Conversation
Mia Couto with Stefan Helgesson

Acclaimed Mozambican writer Mia Couto has long had an interest in avian themes and
bird lives appear often in his fiction. The centrality of birds to his thinking is apparent
from his observation that wing flaps turn the sky’s transparent pages. In this session
and in discussion with literary scholar Stefan Helgesson, Couto will revisit some of his
work from an avian angle.

Mia Couto is a celebrated Mozambican writer and an environmental biologist. His novels focus on
the devastation of civil war, cultural and linguistic hybridities and ecological fragility. He is the
winner of the prestigious Camdes Prize (2013) and the Neustadt International Prize for Literature
(2014).

Stefan Helgesson is professor of English at Stockholm University and a senior research associate
in English at Rhodes University. His scholarly interests include African literature, Brazilian
literature, translation theory and world literature methodologies. He is the author of



Decolonisations of Literature: Critical Practice in Africa and Brazil after 1945 (2022). Occasionally,
he translates from Portuguese to Swedish.

Birds on Film: Synanthropic Species and the Globalised Indian Cinema
Madhumita Lahiri

This talk examines the role of synanthropic bird species -that is, bird species which
thrive in human environments - in globally successful Indian cinema. I focus on the
acclaimed 2022 film All That Breathes (dir. Shaunak Sen), which won a battery of film
festival prizes as well as widespread international distribution. Celebrated for its
innovations in the genre of nature documentary, All That Breathes centers on two
brothers in India who feed and rehabilitate black kites. At a formal level, All That
Breathes uses a remarkably slow tempo and an uncanny soundtrack, developing a
cinematography of bird portraits, gazes, and reflections. Withholding the more familiar
conventions of bird photography, such as stunning close-ups of flying birds of prey, the
film never leaves the ground. Instead, through long takes that slowly shift perspective
and focus, the film highlights the elaborate species interdependence of India’s capital
city as well as its ongoing ecological catastrophe. We see birds’ eyes viewing; we do not
see bird’s-eye views. I focus on All That Breathes’ repeated scenes of bird-feeding,
juxtaposing them with the iconic bird-feeding scenes in the iconic Bollywood

film Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (DDLJ, 1995). Definitive of the globalized Indian cinema
of its moment, DDLJ famously opened with a scene of pigeon-feeding in England. I ask
what the shifting depiction of familiar urban birds, such as kites and pigeons, tells us
about Indian filmmaking over the last several decades. Amongst other questions, I ask:
what do films about birds show us when they explicitly refuse the bird’s eye view,
choosing to highlight bird-feeding instead?

Madhumita Lahiri is the author of Imperfect Solidarities: Tagore, Gandhi, Du Bois, and the Global
Anglophone and an Associate Professor of English at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor (USA).
She researches the stories that large multiethnic democracies - such as India, South Africa, and the
United States - tell themselves about identity, community, and social change. Educated in India and
the US, she previously held research and teaching positions at the University of the Witwatersrand
(South Africa) and the University of Warwick (United Kingdom). Her work has appeared most
recently in the Michigan Quarterly Review.

Syrinx / larynx
Philip Miller

Composer Philip Miller has begun creating a song cycle which intertwines the human
voice with the lost birdsongs of extinct and endangered species. Working with the rare
recordings of birdsongs drawn from the archives of the Macaulay Library at the Cornell
Lab of Ornithology, Miller explores how singers can learn these avian vocalisations;
extending their sonic life and creating a living musical archive. The song cycle seeks
through the power of the human voice to highlight the harsh and immediate reality
facing the ever-increasing disappearance of bird species and their songs. This tragic loss
is brought about by global warming, agricultural expansion, chemicals, deforestation, air
and noise pollution, which disturbs flight pathways and migrations. In this talk,
examples of Miller’s compositional process will be shared, presenting the raw materials


https://nupress.northwestern.edu/9780810142664/imperfect-solidarities/
https://nupress.northwestern.edu/9780810142664/imperfect-solidarities/
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/mqr/2025/11/the-memoir-of-the-moment-finding-my-way-with-malala-yousafzai/

which he has gathered. This includes: spectrograms of the archival sound recordings; his
own musical samples of how the bird songs have been transmuted into the human voice;
and extracts from texts, poems and data which form part of the libretto.

Philip Miller is a South African composer and sound artist. His frequent collaborations with visual
artists, choreographers and filmmakers have extended his musical boundaries into many different
sound worlds and genres. This year Miller’s “Nkoli- a fierce and fabulous life” will have its
European premiere in June 2026 this year as part of the Theatre der Welt festival in Germany.
Upcoming events will be his production of “Reuben T Caluza the B-Side” at Artscape Theatre in
September 2026, Cape Town. www.philipmiller.co.za

Abstracting Flight: Datafication and Divination, or Birds and/as Media
Technologies

Ryan Bishop

Lifting off a short piece of writing by Abelardo Gil-Fournier and Jussi Parikka, this
presentation considers multiple ways in which bird flight and song connect with
divination and datafication, as well datafication as divination. As such, bird flight is not
only a medium between the earth and the sky (humans and the gods) but also a medium
that allows us to chart the long transition from a mechanistic universe to a probabilistic
one. Bird media scales and travels. The talk touches on a range of phenomena such as
chronophotography, avian automata, ornithomancy, murmuration and Boid algorithms,
environmental crises (Project ICARUS), and writers/artists including Derek Walcott,
William Kentridge, Heba Y. Amin, and Gil-Fournier.

Ryan Bishop is Professor of Global Art and Politics at the Winchester School of Art, University of
Southampton (UK) and Research Fellow in WICDS at Witwatersrand University. He is lead editor of
the journal Cultural Politics (Duke UP) and for its attendant book series also with Duke UP as well
as co-editor with Jussi Parikka of the book series "Technicities" (Edinburgh UP). His forthcoming
book, Cold War Imaginaries: Temporalities, Technologies, Cultures, co-edited with John Beck, will
be out in early 2027 with Edinburgh UP,

Excavating Birds
Tinashe Mushakavanhu

Most bird stories begin in the air. Yvonne Vera's birds begin underground. They come to
us through the earth. In her last unpublished novel, Obedience, a miner excavates more
than one hundred soapstone birds from the soils of Great Zimbabwe. The birds emerge
upright and intact, as though newly hatched after a thousand years of incubation. The
scene unsettles many assumptions about birds and birdness itself. These birds do not
migrate. They do not sing. They do not fly. They are buried sculptural forms and occupy
a strange threshold between earth and sky, archaeology and ornithology, materiality and
imagination. What can these buried birds tell us about avian life, memory, survival, and
the Zimbabwean imagination? In Yvonne Vera's novel they emerge from the earth; in
the performance art of Sethembile Msezane they return to the air. Across these works,
the birds move between earth, underground, sky and ancestral realm. They do not offer
an elevated view over territory. Their movement is relational rather than sovereign. As
they remain partially unknowable, these birds exceed the classificatory ambitions of



both the archaeological record and the colonial archive. In attending to them, I ask
whether the archaeology of birds might offer a different way of thinking about the
bird/human divide, history, and the imaginative work of survival.

Tinashe Mushakavanhu is an Assistant Professor in African & African American Studies at
Harvard University. He was educated in Southern Africa and Europe. He was previously a Visiting
Assistant Professor at New York University, a postdoctoral fellow at WiSER, and a Junior Research
Fellow at the University of Oxford. And he has been twice a judge for the Oxford-Weidenfeld Prize
for Translation. At the heart of his research is a commitment to rethinking African literature
through the archive in its multimodal forms. His forthcoming book, Here, History Is Not Something
Outside (Ugly Duckling Presse), is an experimental archival work that explores the possibilities of
literary history, memory, and form.

Unpicking the Tarmac: The Weird, the Eerie, and Avian Anomalies in Zero Summer
Simon van Schalkwyk

This presentation argues that the avian imagery in the poetry collection Zero Summer
function as hauntological figures, manifesting as either “weird” presences or “eerie”
absences. To this end, it understands details such as a red bishop flying in time with an
automobile’s wing-mirror, or apocalyptic seagulls unpicking tarmac bit by bit as weird
manifestations of presence where the non-human world asserts its sovereign, strange
agency. In turn, it regards the collection’s increasing preoccupation with avian absence
as eerie intimations of a future in which organic life has been erased and replaced by its
ghostly technological simulation. The birds in Zero Summer act less as images of
abjection, anthropomorphized analogies for the figure of the poet, or as more optimistic
“lines of flight” capable of disturbing molar or molecular modes of order. They act
instead as material anomalies, crucially anchored within a distinctly Southern
hemispheric landscape, that serve to punctuate mood-scapes of anxiety and hysteria
familiar to an era of ecological precarity and mass extinction.

Simon Van Schalkwyk is Senior Lecturer in the Department of English Studies at University of the
Witwatersrand, South Africa. He has formerly held a Visiting Researcher position at the Wits
Institute for Social and Economic Research (WiSER) and he has acted as co-editor for Safundi: The
Journal of South African and American Studies and as academic editor for the Johannesburg
Review of Books. His first academic monograph, Robert Lowell's Cold War Imitations: Containment,
Leakage, Anarchy was published by Bloomsbury Academic in 2025 and his first collection of poetry,
Transcontinental Delay, was published by Dryad Press in 2021. Zero Summer (Dryad press, 2026) is
his second collection.

Life on the Wing: Avian Migrations, Persecutions and the Challenges of Climate
Change

This session takes the form of a panel with three speakers.

Chevonne Reynolds will discuss how bird migration is usually imagined as a single,
predictable seasonal journey, but movement in birds takes many forms. This talk
introduces some of that variety, from classic long-distance migration to the more
irregular, nomadic movements that track unpredictable water and food across the
Afrotropics. Much about where African birds actually go still remains largely unknown,



yet what is clear is that these extreme flyers depend on intact habitat and connected
landscapes across vast distances, which makes protecting those networks essential to
their survival. The movement ecology of Africa's birds is a fascinating and newly
emerging topic, which highlights some important gaps in how characterise and
understand migration. Koi Pillay will speak on how predators are frequently at the
centre of human-wildlife conflicts which threaten biodiversity and ecosystem stability.
Birds of prey (also known as raptors, and including eagles, hawks, vultures and owls)
are widespread predatory birds. Raptors are crucial to the ecosystem, have important
cultural value and are indicators for environmental health - but are more threatened
than almost all bird groups, with human-raptor conflict as one of the many drivers of
this decline. This conflict will be at the centre of my short talk - as well as how research
in this area is changing and developing. Matt Noakes will discuss how birds maintain
high metabolic rates and body temperatures for flight, leading to high internal heat
loads. This is a particular challenge in hot environments, as birds must avoid
overheating via physiological and behavioural responses. In this talk, I will discuss how
birds are affected by climate change, including their risk during heat waves and how we
expect them to respond as temperatures continue to rise.

Chevonne Reynolds is an ornithologist at the University of the Witwatersrand, where her research
focuses on birds and environmental change. She is particularly interested in animal movement and
how it can be used to understand the health and resilience of ecosystems. She is an avid birder and
author of 300-easy-to-see-birds-in-southern-Africa. She is committed to bird conservation and
communication, and has served on the steering committee of the SABAPZ2 project for nearly 10
years.

Koi Pillay is a PhD candidate at the University of Cape Town working at the FitzPatrick Institute of
African Ornithology. From a young age he knew that he was going to pursue biology, and
specifically ornithology. His love for birds led him to where he is now and he hopes that his research
is able to help not just birds but also people.

Matt Noakes is an ecophysiologist whose research focuses on the thermoregulation of birds and
small mammals. He has worked in environments ranging from the deserts of southern Africa to
temperate forests in Europe and Canada, and is now based in the School of APES at Wits University.
He studies responses ranging from cold endurance to heat tolerance, as well as how individuals
balance energy and water budgets. He is particularly interested in the ability of animals to adapt
to rapid environmental changes, such as those occurring due to climate change.

There’s No Place Called Home: Hacking the Familiar
James Webb

This will be an illustrated talk and listening session related to James Webb’s ongoing
project There’s No Place Called Home, followed by a discussion. First made in 2004, the
work consists of birdsong broadcast from concealed speakers in locations where that
species of bird would not ordinarily be found. Since then, it has been remade over 60
times in different locations around the world. Using images, audio examples, and
documentation from different versions of the work, the talk will introduce the project’s
development, its form, and some of the questions it raises around sound, site, and
attention.

James Webb was born in Kimberley, South Africa, and is based in Sweden. He works with sound,
text, installation, and found materials. To date, he has had solo exhibitions at the Art Institute of



Chicago, USA; Liljevalchs Konsthall, Sweden; Hordaland Kunstsenter and Kunsthuset Kabuso, both
Norway; mac Birmingham, UK; and the Johannesburg Art Gallery, South Africa. Selected group
exhibitions include the 8th and 16th Biennale de Lyon, 13th Dakar Biennale, 13th Sharjah Biennial,
12th Havana Biennial, Prospect.4 New Orleans, and the 55th Venice Biennale, among others.

Leaving above the tempest/a book that flies on forever/the statute of the wind
Gabeba Baderoon, Yvette Christianse

In this closing session of the Avian Encounters series, two acclaimed poets and academic
Gabeba Baderoon and Yvette Christiansé lead a conversation, in discussion with the two
conveners of the series, Isabel Hofmeyr and Sarah Nuttall, on the luminous volume of
poetry by Pablo Neruda titled Art of Birds (translated by Jack Schmitt with illustrations
by Jack Unruh), published by the University of Texas Press in 1985. Neruda (1904-1973)
wrote over 200 bird poems in his lifetime and this collection reflects only a portion of
his avian poetics. These are poems of the Chilean lake districts and rainforests, in the Far
South of the region of Temuco, capital of Cautin province, and across Andean Patagonia,
shared partially with Argentina. A selection of poems will be chosen and tabled, and will
include Neruda’s interest in specific birds as well as in avian migrations and flight-
inflected perspectives. In this sense, the discussion, guided by the poetry itself, will both
round out and return to several significant themes of the series at large.

Gabeba Baderoon is the author of the poetry collections, The Dream in the Next Body, A hundred
silences and The History of Intimacy, and chairs the board of New Contrast journal. She has held
writing fellowships at the University of Cape Town, the Harvard Radcliffe Institute and the
Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Study and received an Honorary Doctorate from Nelson
Mandela University. She is at work on a verse memoir of concussion, "Autobiography of Sand: Relief
Map of a Drifting Mind.”

Yvette Christiansé is the author of the poetry collections Castaway (1999)

and Imprendehora (2009), as well as a novel Unconfessed (2007). Imprendehora was a finalist for
the Via Afrika Herman Charles Bosman Prize in 2010 and Castaway was a finalist in the 2001 PEN
International Poetry Prize. Her novel Unconfessed was a finalist for the Hemingway/PEN Prize for
first fiction and received a 2007 ForeWord Magazine BEA Award. It was also shortlisted for the
University of Johannesburg Prize and the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2008, and
nominated for the Ama Ata Aidoo Prize 2010. Her poetry has been published in the U.S., South
Africa, Australia, Canada, France and Italy. She is also the recipient of The Harri Jones Memorial
Prize for poetry (Australia). Yvette is Professor of Africana Studies and English Literature at
Barnard College.






