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IN THE SUMMER of 2014, Zhang Dali opened a solo exhibition
titled “Square” at K. Gallery in Chengdu. As he describes the project,
“The fact that there are no pigeons on a square doesn’t prevent me
from imagining them anyway. In my mind I can always picture them:
a group of white spirits fluttering upward into a deep blue sky.”

The metaphor of the spirit as a dove has its origins in Christianity.
In the book of Genesis, Noah releases a dove from the ark in order to sur-
vey the aftermath of the great flood. Elsewhere in the Bible, the dove rep-
resents the Holy Spirit: in the Gospel of Matthew, after Jesus is baptized,
the Holy Spirit is described as “descending upon him like a dove.” Within
secular society, the dove has become an emblem of peace and liberty.

In China, this kind of symbolism bears a hint of modernity: the
dove as a symbol was introduced with the arrival of Western Judeo-
Christian thinking to Republican China at the turn of the century.
Before this time, doves rarely appeared in Chinese paintings. More-
over, the dove was not considered an auspicious symbol, certainly
less so than Mandarin ducks or the quail, much less a sign of peace
or liberty. Rather, doves—pigeons—were seen as an important food
source, no different from chicken or duck; in fact, fried squab re-
mains a delicacy in Cantonese cuisine.

In his book Beijing Pigeon Whistles, Wang Shixiang writes that
the practice of domesticating pigeons can be traced back almost 1000
years in China, and that the masterfully crafted whistles that imi-
tate them have been around for more than 200 years. The lingering
coo of pigeons overhead has come to define memories of Beijing. In
“Sound and the City,” the 2005 sound art project organized by Yan
Jun for the British Council, listeners can pick out the distinct sound
of the pigeon whistle in the background.

Further explaining his exhibition, Zhang Dali goes on to speak
about the public squares across the world that have become famous
for their masses of pigeons and doves: he describes Trafalgar Square
in London, Dam Square in Amsterdam, Martin Place in Sydney, and
Piazza San Marco in Venice as “teeming with picturesque statues and
fountains, leisurely people, and drifting flocks of birds.” In the eyes of
an artist, this is the kind of scene that epitomizes beauty. In “Square,”
taxidermied pigeons perch atop Zhang’s silicone figures, swaths of
blue and white paint splashed across their shoulders like excrement.

But the pigeons that gather in these squares also bring with
them viruses and bacteria, a major public health issue. Bird drop-
pings that accumulate on the sculptures that dot these squares render
many of them unrecognizable. In 2003, Ken Livingstone, then mayor
of London, banned the feeding of pigeons in Trafalgar Square. Simi-
lar regulations were implemented in the area surrounding Westmin-
ster Hall in 2003. These moves have not been well received by the
public, resulting in protests and the foundation of organizations like

Save the Trafalgar Square Pigeons.
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There are no pigeons to feed in the public squares of China’s
northeastern Dongbei region. This is the domain of the crow, whose
droppings layer the street in a thick white dye. Unlike other urban
birds, crows leave the city to forage during the day and return only as
night falls, when they come home to sleep. This kind of bird does not
interact with people in the square, and feels the more mysterious for
it. As a symbol, it is equally complex.

The Mesopotamian myth, the Epic of Gilgamesh, also contains a
record of a great flood. The lone survivor of the flood, an immortal
named Utnapishtim, also releases a dove to search for land: it disap-
pears from sight, but soon returns to the boat. Utnapishtim then
releases a crow: it flies toward the horizon and never comes back,
leading him to conclude that there must still be dry land. Unlike in
the Bible, here the crow is more important than the dove.

Many of China’s ethnicities traditionally worshipped crows. The
crow is still venerated today in the north of China. According to Man-
churian legend, it is said that a crow once saved the life of Nurhaci,
founder of the Later Jin dynasty. Because of this, the crow came to
be revered as a sacred bird, a supernatural creature immune from
harm. Totems erected to worship the gods in the Mukden Palace
and the Forbidden City—and, for a while, taller buildings across the
northern cities—once included installations for offerings of food for
crows, encouraging them to gather there.

Both sacred black bird and fluttering white spirit are tied up
with the imagery that defines the collective memory of the public

square. (Translated by Nathaniel Brown) &
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