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Introduction:
In the Beginning
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We all know what a bird is. They live in our yards, in our cities, on our seas. They exist on every single continent. They are the subject of children’s books and books for grown-ups. They are depicted in visual art, in television documentaries, in movies. They have been around for more than 145 million years. One of the earliest cave paintings was of a bird. We use them as symbols and metaphors. We even eat them.

But most people don’t really know birds—or rather, they aren’t aware of them. I used to be one of those people. I knew birds existed. I thought about them, maybe even more than the average person. But I didn’t know them.

There’s a term in the birding world for the bird who brings one into the world of birding. That term is spark bird. And I don’t have one. I wish I did. I get asked the question all the time, and it’s one of those answers that could be perfect for an interview: clean, concise, and easy. But my memory dims when I try to recall which bird first opened my heart and mind to all birds. Class Aves, phylum Chordata, belonging to the kingdom Animalia, categorized under Reptilia (but because their blood is warm, they are not reptiles). Birds are technically flying dinosaurs. And I love them.

I started to sense birds in a deeper way about fifteen years ago, when I took an emotional sabbatical from my work as an actor. I’d been going from project to project without a break and felt depleted, so I retreated to my house in upstate New York, about two hours from New York City. The house sits on one hundred acres of working farmland. When I bought the property, I signed an agricultural conservation easement with Scenic Hudson, the environmental organization dedicated to safeguarding the Hudson Valley’s landscapes—including the region’s farmland. It’s a way of ensuring that farmland will be kept open and available for agricultural use. There are several agricultural easements in the surrounding area, with a local farmer, Kenny Migliorelli, farming on most of them. I’ve become friends with Kenny and learned how stressful it is to be a farmer. There is so little in his control, and it changes day to day. Small farmers are probably closer than most people to the very essence of life.

During the time of my sabbatical, Kenny was letting the fields go fallow, meaning he wasn’t cultivating a crop but instead putting in plants that would restore the soil. For the first time since I’d bought the home, there were no big crop-tending or harvesting machines or trucks coming through the property.

And there, in the stillness, I started to hear birds. It was as if I’d switched my audio input from one dimension to Dolby stereo. Birds’ sounds began to differentiate themselves from one another. They were no longer generic tweets or chirps but specific sounds, with meaning. There were things going on out in the yard: stories, drama, mating, fighting, death. During that time of personal quiet, I entered a world of sound outside myself—and I’ve never left.

Now, it’s not that my hearing is better than it was; it’s that my perception of the world is wider and deeper. This new awareness of the sounds of birds drew me into a parallel universe, one of constant change and movement, full of life and the will to survive. Wherever I am, whenever I listen, I can tap into that profound energy of survival and draw power from it.

Tapping into that power was what gave me the oomph I needed to return to the city from my sabbatical. As I settled back into my life in Brooklyn, I knew that what I’d found on the farm I could find anywhere. It was simply up to me to seek it out.

During the early days of Covid, when everything stopped, I was reminded of that period of quiet—only this time, everyone around me was also experiencing the solitude and silence that I had discovered a dozen years earlier. I heard people talk about looking out their windows as if for the first time and noticing creatures with wings out there. Friends reached out to say that they’d thought of me because they recalled that I liked birds, and they wanted to tell me, “I like them too!” Birds became a news story, a topic of discussion in articles and on podcasts.

The comment that “birds are having a moment” is now something I hear frequently in the birding community. I serve on the boards of two birding organizations, the National Audubon Society and the New York City Bird Alliance, where there’s a new urgency to capitalize on this enthusiasm. We no longer have to spend our energy or resources convincing people that birds are great and can instead find ways we can all work together to protect birds and the places they inhabit.

I’m not surprised that birds are finally having a moment. I’ve long had a sense that people feel a connection to birds, even if they don’t know it. I never thought I’d find a theory to back up this intuition, but I did, in a concept called biophilia. Developed by E. O. Wilson, the eminent biologist best known for his groundbreaking work on ants, the biophilia hypothesis asserts that humans are genetically predisposed to be attracted to nature. According to Wilson, a love for the natural world—and the search for a means to fulfill it—is as basic and instinctual as our needs for food, water, touch, and community.

There is growing scientific evidence supporting the idea that the natural world has an effect on us at once positive, concrete, and profound. A recent study published in the journal Emotion examined something called an “awe walk,” a stroll during which you intentionally shift your attention outward instead of inward. The article’s title reflects this practice’s results: “Big Smile, Small Self: Awe Walks Promote Prosocial Positive Emotions in Older Adults.” The lead author of the study, neurologist Virginia Sturm, has since commented, “I find it remarkable that the simplest intervention in the world—just a three-minute conversation at the beginning of the study suggesting that participants practice feeling awe on their weekly walks—was able to drive significant shifts in their daily emotional experience. . . . This suggests promoting the experience of awe could be an extremely low-cost tool for improving the emotional health of older adults through a simple shift in mindset.”

I’ve been taking “awe walks” for years, except I call it “birding.” So it’s possible for me to experience awe every day. All I have to do is remind myself to lift my eyes from the ground and look around me. If I do so, I will find a bird. That’s a fact, no matter where I am. I might be on a concrete sidewalk in Manhattan and my eyes will land on a pigeon, and even that pigeon will help me “intentionally shift my attention outward instead of inward.” Pigeons are much more interesting than we give them credit for. Stop and observe a pigeon for more than three minutes, and you’ll find a story. Here is one I witnessed the other day.

A male pigeon was circling a female pigeon. How did I know it was a male? Do male pigeons look different from females? No, you can’t tell them apart based on their plumage or other physical characteristics. But as is the case with most bird species, the male pigeon must convince the female that his genetics are better than those of the other male pigeons pecking at the ground nearby. So this male pigeon puffed his neck feathers out, bobbed his head up and down, and cooed. Then he flew up into the air, slapped his wings above his body, touched down again, and resumed his circling.

As I watched, something about that wing thing struck me; it seemed specific, not random. When I got home, I looked into it. The behavior I witnessed is called “wing clapping,” and though it’s unusual, pigeons aren’t the only birds that do it. The male short-eared owl also wing-claps to impress the female, or to warn off predators. He snaps his wings below his body—instead of above, like a pigeon—in two to six bursts of clapping that some say sound just like applause.

Speaking of applause, I’m an actor, as I mentioned. I bring that up because I’ve discovered that the most important skill I use in acting I also use when I’m looking at birds. That skill is listening—by which I don’t mean hearing what another actor is saying or the sound a bird is making. When I’m on stage with a scene partner, I might find myself thinking about what I’m going to eat after the show: maybe tonight I’ll get the steak frites. Then I’ll think that the audience hates me and wants me off the stage, that I should give up acting. My focus flits about, taking in everything except what is right in front of me—which is my scene partner, my fellow actor, who is a source of energy and can provide stimuli that are unique and unknown to me.

How can I focus on them? I make a concerted effort to shut out all that is not my fellow actor. As my focus narrows, it also gets deeper because it’s penetrating and intent on the essence contained within a single point: the actor. This is a process that’s by default imperfect. My mental chatter continues, my eyes dart here and there, my body moves around the stage, but I’m still capable of simultaneously focusing on the actor. That’s the tension, and it’s possible to hold it for a finite period of time.

When listening, I arrive at my destination when the object of my focus—whether an actor or a bird, a dragonfly, the rustling leaves of an oak tree—has transformed into a subject with its own singular, authentic being. I’m there. But what exactly is there?

Because the phrase “in the moment” has been so over- and misused, we’ve lost sight of its importance. And that’s a shame, because it’s a lovely, profound concept about truth and authenticity.

Other names for the quality of inhabiting the moment are being “in the zone” or experiencing “flow.” The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi popularized the latter term, flow, and defined it as such: “The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost.” Listening is the most important skill that facilitates flow, and because it’s a skill it can be learned. As the auditory neuroscientist Seth S. Horowitz writes in The Universal Sense, “The difference between the sense of hearing and the skill of listening is attention.” When most of my attention is focused on the other, then I can say I am listening. Attention is the key.

The Latin root of attention is tendere, meaning “to stretch toward, especially with the mind.” If I’m paying attention, that means I’m extending beyond my baseline; it wouldn’t be a stretch if it was my normal state. I like knowing this because it reminds me that paying attention is not easy. It’s uncomfortable. I’ll inevitably snap back to my baseline because to hold a stretch is untenable; it would no longer be a stretch if it became static. But I like to think that my starting point shifts each time I pay attention. I’ve gained something in listening, and I don’t return empty-handed. That experience fills me up, adds more to me.

One of the lovely things about being in the zone as an actor is the intrinsic fact that the zone is shared with another, be it a fellow actor or the audience. An actor can’t act alone. When I’m in the zone observing a bird, it’s a wonderful feeling, but it’s private, personal. Yet if I keep paying attention I’ll become more and more—”morethanme,” to borrow a poetic word from E. E. Cummings.

The philosopher William James, also known as the father of American psychology, wrote that our lives consist of those things that we have attended to. The act of paying attention speaks to one’s quality of living. In filling myself up I create meaning, find answers to the questions that can hound me: What are my days like? Did I give it my all? Did I carpe diem? What did I do while I was here?

I don’t bound out of bed every morning with the desire to live life to the fullest. In fact, sometimes the first word that comes to mind is no. My default impulse is often to turn away from potential experiences for reasons I don’t really understand.

I found a maxim attributed to the English biologist and philosopher Herbert Spencer that helps me reckon with this impulse: “There is a principle which is a bar against all information, which is proof against all argument, and which cannot fail to keep a man in everlasting ignorance—that principle is contempt prior to investigation.”

Investigation is probably the second most important skill I use for both acting and observing birds. It comes from the Latin vestigium, meaning “a footprint”; “to follow the footprints of; to track, hence, to go in search of; to see for oneself.” What I like about this definition is its focus on the footprint, the trace, the outline of the thing under investigation—and not the thing itself.

I didn’t grasp until many years into my acting life that an actor is really a kind of psychological detective, tracking piece after piece of emotional information. But the information is not the entirety of the thing: it is an outline I must fill in by incorporating the previous pieces of information. Acting requires a loose focus, two contradictory states—and is thus difficult to hold. So it’s all the more gratifying, after searching, observing, tracking, when I reach her, the character.

If an actor were to pledge an oath, it would be this: I will do my utmost to understand the character as she is. I will examine the script thoroughly so that I have a deep and empathetic understanding of her situation. And when I bring that preparation to bear on the stage or in front of the camera, my aim is to seek the truth, then transmit it via a cluster of emotions to my fellow human beings who bear witness on the other side.

Why is all of this important? And what do birds have to do with it? It’s hard to have contempt when you’re looking at a bird. It’s hard not to be inspired to investigate when looking at a bird. In following birds, I have discovered insects, trees, plants, radar, navigation, drawing, painting, oceans, deserts, forests, and people. In essence, the world.

There are many reasons for birds’ unique standing in our animal kingdom: of course, they fly, but just as significantly, they get around. The majority of bird species don’t stay in the same location all year but spend half their time in a totally different place; for instance, gray-crowned rosy finches can spend summer as far north as Alaska and the Yukon, and winter as far south as New Mexico. They must flourish in both places, or else they die. They erase the human-made boundaries cutting through the planet and instead reveal an interconnected, complex system that operates as a whole. They tell us what is going on in the world.

Birds tell us.

I didn’t come up with that phrase; the National Audubon Society did. The Society is dedicated to helping birds and the places they need to thrive. I love being on the board; on a superficial level, it gives me some solid cred. I’ve inspired many an impressed, raised eyebrow when I mention my role in the organization. “You? You’re on the board?” Yep, you heard that right. The actor was invited to sit with the grown-ups.

Most board members are high-performing, well-educated, highly intelligent, and engaged members of society. During some board meetings, I have no idea what they’re talking about. I didn’t know “development” meant raising money; in my profession, it means that people are working on creating a script.

Recently, our organization supported an exhaustive study, published in Science and covered on the front page of The New York Times, that concluded that the United States and Canada have lost three billion birds over the last fifty years. The situation was far worse than most scientists and birding enthusiasts had realized. But the study presents solid data that shows us where and what the problems are, which is a crucial step in building toward solutions.

Now, why should someone be interested in a book about birds by an actor, Audubon board member though she may be? Well, I’m not any actor; I’m me. Sanford Meisner, the wonderful acting teacher, whom I’ve never met but whose book Sanford Meisner on Acting I’ve read like a bible, said over and over again that there is no one like you, and you have to use you: your acting will not be good until it is only yours. That’s true of music, acting, anything creative. You work until, finally, nobody is acting like you.

It’s taken me years to embrace the concept of using myself in acting, but that’s a story for another book. Meisner also said, “It takes at least twenty years to learn how to act.” If he’s to be believed, then I’m just about on time.

In the simplest terms, I want to share what I see and hear, specifically in regard to birds and acting, with you, the reader. I think the two are connected in important ways that illuminate something bigger about who we are and how we can be in the world.

If I were to draw a Venn diagram linking the subjects of acting and birding, here are the skills they would share:


Listening

Attention

Investigation

Observation

Perception

Specificity



These are some of the things I do when I’m acting and when I’m looking at birds. They are skills that require effort and practice, and they can be developed. Diving into the linguistic origins of these six skills reveals a complex set of connections, like some underground network of fungi. But, like any cooperative system, they share a common principle: they are all different ways of coming to know something.

I’ve talked about the roots of listening, attention, and investigation and how they are relevant to both acting and birding. But how do the other three skills enter the picture?

Observation is “an instance of watching attentively.” The word observe has associations with religious rites, and there is something elevated about approaching a being or object and watching it with focus. As with investigation, the word follow is often included in the meaning of observation—you follow something because you care and want to know. You don’t drop it. You attend to it and commit.

I’ve been playing with the concept of observation since I started acting classes in my early teens. Actors are taught to observe people. It’s one of the first exercises we’re given: observe an animal at the zoo; observe a person sitting on a bench in a park. I understood the impetus behind the assignment, but it always felt a bit forced to me. The end result had more to do with how I was going to use an observation, and I don’t want to stare at another human being so I can pocket some eccentric characteristic to use for “my acting” someday. True observation is a more generous act, in that you make room for the other by clearing away motives and assumptions so you can take it in its totality.

Perception, the act of perceiving. The Latin root there is capere, “to grasp.” It even says in the dictionary, “literally, to take in entirely.” That’s what I’m trying to do when I’m working with a character: to grasp her situation, her reality. “To become aware of, to know by means of the senses, to recognize, to discern”—these words guide me like some sort of tactical spelunker, giving me the gear with which to explore the depths of a soul. When I’m birding, these principles lift me out of myself and toward the bird I’m hoping to know.

The root of specificity is species, “a kind of”—but what’s cool is there’s another root in there, ficus or facere, “to make.” Perhaps listening and specificity lie at the two ends of a pole and in between lies the process of making—of emptying out, taking in, grasping, noticing, knowing until the other is its own special kind of thing.

Specificity, like observation, is a word deeply embedded in acting pedagogy. Another class I attended was taught by the actor Kent Gash, who said, “General is the death of acting. Specific. You have to make it specific.” And then he actually yelled, “Specificity! Specificity!” at me. And I heard him.

Why is specificity so important in acting—and, even more importantly, in life? When I’m working to make some situation in a character’s life specific, I’m attempting to grant the whole experience significance. Getting the details right shows that I care about being here, I care about my work, and I care how it affects others. Human nature can smell a rat. We know when something is superficial, general, a throwaway. Our survival depends on stories that connect us to a deeper part of ourselves and others. Access to that depth requires care and work.

Now, amid all this highfalutin talk about my principles, there is another truth: I’m really lazy. I could sit and look out a window all day. I made a sitting perch by the window in the back of my apartment in Brooklyn. The other day, I looked down and watched a squirrel dig up the new grass seed I planted. Oh well. The house sparrows—those are the little brown birds that aren’t pigeons that you see all over the city—fly in and land around the feeder. I start counting them, and then wonder why I’m counting them. I tell myself it’s important to know if the numbers vary day to day. Is it still around twenty? I tell myself that I’d just like to look at them and not have to count. I look up at a cloud. I try to see if I can identify and name it, but then I let it go because right now, I just need to look at a frigging cloud without lifting a finger. Just looking at the clouds for the sake of looking at the clouds is a kind of play. And I need to play.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the psychologist who coined the definition of flow, dedicated his career to the study of play. He did so for two reasons: because the subject of play related to another of his areas of interest—creativity—and because he felt confident that play is among the most positive experiences
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