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Requiem for an Executed Bird

By Junko Chodos, Artist
Los Angeles

In 1987 I encountered the strangest
thing at a junk store in a bright
beach tean in California. It is a
hand-made arch-shaped object
about one foot high — a rose tree
made of tin, with roses whose ugly
pink had turned info the color of
roften meat through age and the
accumulation of dust. And iz
equally ugly leaves which are also
made of tin were sticking out from
the arch. Buot the rmain theme of this
weird object 15 a bind which hangs
inside the arched tree, supponted on
both sides by wire running to the
arch.

Here 15 a bird which is made of
plaster, pamted dark green, almaost
black, like a borned chicken just
come out of the oven. And there
wis no head for this bird. When |
loosked at the part of the neck where
the head should be, 1 zaw a glass
bottle bunied inside of the bird. The
kird can tum his neck dowen when
vou wart i pour guid from this
bottle just like pouring its own
blocd. This is 8 wine decanter!
Inztead of wine, packed with
darkness up to his neck, this bird
was round and swollen., The old
man in the store said o me that it
was made for a wedding gift.
“Unfontunately,” he added, "the cap
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war, | re-encoutntersd him in this
sick shape umder the bright sky ina
beach town m California. When 1
put this object in my studio, the
whole studio seemed to dadken.

I was a four-year-old child during
World War II in Japan, when 1
encountered an image which
haunted me for half & century.
Death was everywhere, sirens
sounced day and night, One day [
came inte a room and zaw
something hormible; a hen hanging
upside down from the ceiling, its
hiead chopped off, its blood dripping
inte 4 bucket which had been
carefully placed on the Japanese
straw mat on the Aoor below. Tis
wings hung down hifcless spoticd
with its own blood. It seemed to
me that this bird had been
executed—ceruelly and unfairly.
Created to fly, it had come to this
end. 1 saw it as an execution, a
punishment it had fo suffer just
because it was meant fo flv. All my
repressed terror of the fascistic
govermament of Yapan, of the torure
and slaughter which 1 secretly
fearcd more tham 1 feared
destruction by the enemy, found its
clearest symbol in the mage of this
slanghtered hen.  From that day on
I had an intense phobia of birds of
all kinds and I was nof even able to
look at them.

The bird represents freedom,
aspiration and transcendence, And
in Shinto, Japan’s native religion,

which 15 the chopped bird 'z head i3
missing, 50 [ would sell it to vou at
a discount™

A half cenfury had passed since |
witnessed the execotion of a bird in
my faraway homeland duning the

the hen iz a sacred bird, God's
messenger. Later on the many
cxperiences | had of abuse of
authority, of violence against the
sacredness of individualty, of the
taboo against heimng who you are, all
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became associated inmy mind with
this traumatic scene. As [ grew
older, my journey towards freedom
and being who am  became a
strmgehe against this phobia,

In 1991, I was overcome with a
desire to paint this bird decanter, As
often happens, the process of
creating art took om a clear
distinctive pattern of gomg through
certain steps, and each step
unfolded in that special state of
conscipusness, different and often
conflicting with evervday
conscicnsness, which I call an
“altered state of consciousmess.”

In the space of two months 1
created a series of 45 works bazed
on this strange object. Piling up
stacks of 23"xd2" paper 1 worked
for twelve hours a day in my studio
on this one theme. First, bloody
mnages of the bird with tom fieathers
emerged. They stood in fromt of me,
one after another, 1 followed them
relentlessly, with a deep sense of
awe, Works kept progressing, my
altered state of conscioUsNess ran
deeper. When [ progressed to the
22md work of the senes, the ugly
pink roses of the i [ depicted nexi
to the bird on my paper fturmed info
decp beautiful red roses, and
presented themselves to me as
siained glass. All of a sudden 1
realized that this bird was in a
cathedral and that 1 was singing a
requiem For lim.  “Oh God, only
vou can comfort him. This 15 a
requicm for my bird!™

When | progressed two works
more, terror struck me, Tielt quick-
sand under the ground on which 1
wags sfanding and 1 felt the ground
slanting towards it; [ thought that |
wis pulled into insamity, into a
darkness which was datker than any

darkness [ ever anticipated, and that
[ would never be able to climb back
unbess tight mow 1 got oul of the
stidio, Then I moticed that my
consciousness had dropped cven
deeper and my hand started writing
an a picce of paper near me: “Diraw
thiz melody which rizes up towards
ol o thee darkmess, and you will
kmeorar that this darkness is the light.”

The bloody red went away from
the pictorial space and tones of gold
came in its place. The bind was no
lenger in a building, but in the air,
in heavenly air, spinning in circles
of gold. He was at lazi free from his
trauma, and so was 10 1 was free
fromm 50 vears of phobia.

Ending the phobia waz the
collapse of the facade which once
protected me from the insanity
which I would have been driven imto
without if, 22 a little girl whe could
ot confiront the terror of being a
victim of fascism, Terror, pam, and
a sense of volnerability rushed into
me, I experienced them fully
consciously for the first fime. |
started dealing with isspes of
individuality, freedom and the
fascastic mind which exists iteit in
all of vs. A new world of art and
thought had opened up to me and
many new works have heen born
since then.
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