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ARTICLE 

AN OVERVIEW OF EARLY COMMERCIAL WILDLIFE RECORDINGS AT 
THE BRITISH LIBRARY
Cheryl Tipp, Curator, Wildlife Sounds, British Library

The British Library holds one of the most important and impressive audio collections in the 

world. The scope of this archive is vast, with recordings representing several musical genres, 

oral history, drama and literature, radio and wildlife. 

The wildlife collection is internationally renowned as one of the best public resources for 

recordings that cover all animal groups, from birds and mammals to amphibians and inverte-

brates. The breadth and depth of this section of the archive has allowed the Library to suc-

cessfully support academic research, educational programmes and artistic expression for over 

four decades.

There is another section of the archive, however, that is perhaps less familiar yet provides 

a fascinating insight into the history of wildlife sound recording, from its infancy in the early 

20th

but through technological developments, inventiveness and a good measure of determination, 

equipment could soon be taken out into the great outdoors and wildlife sound recording in 

This paper seeks to provide an overview of the British Library’s collection of published wildlife 

recordings from the gramophone era. Much change was seen during this period and the fol-

lowing examples demonstrate how the genre of wildlife sound recording evolved during its 

The birth of wildlife sound recording

Ludwig Koch is described as the father of wildlife sound recording and is arguably the greatest 

eight, when his father brought home an Edison Phonograph and a box of cylinders. The subject 

in question belonged to canary breeder and bird collector, Carl Reich, who kept an avi-

years. Eight separate recordings of the Nightingale were collected by audio engineer Max 

-

were soon available in many European countries, including the United Kingdom, as well as 

-

sage, “The cage was suspended in front of the horn, and as soon as the recording motor was 

set in motion, the bird began singing and did not stop when it should, as will be seen by the last 

note of the record, which clearly shows the bird went on singing after the instrument stopped 
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Reich was to dominate the commercial arm of wildlife sound recording for the next decade, 

-

lishing programme was then widened and other birds in Reich’s collection were recorded. 

The birds of Reich’s recordings were all chosen based on their reputation as versatile and 

talented songsters. Species such as the Nightingale, Blackbird and Domestic Canary are re-

nowned for their sustained singing bouts and the variation, tonal quality and frequency of these 

songs would clearly make these popular recording subjects for both the engineers charged 

with recording the songs and the public listener.

variety of sound recording for the commercial market and presented a fresh way of appreciat-

ing wildlife. No longer did the natural history hobbyist have to make do with a collection of 

monographs, illustrations or inanimate specimens. Sound recordings of wildlife had now come 

onto the scene and there was to be no looking back. 

Recording in the wild
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believed the Nightingales were stimulated by the sound of her cello and the popularity of this 

musical messages at times of the day when they would be most vocally active anyway. What 

we do know is that these recordings represent another key landmark in the history of wildlife 

sound recording. 

Novelty acts and canary choirs

The tradition of keeping canaries as cage birds is a long one. Their strong, varied songs and 

The Canary: its history, varieties, management, and breeding, 

to their song and we advise all those who wish to fully develop the good qualities of young 

Carl Reich kept canaries in his Bremen aviary and several of these birds were recorded for 

and wildlife recordings for the commercial market.

Musical Dawson’s Famous Choir of Canaries became the star ingredient of eleven records re-

with a pre-recorded small orchestra to create unique versions of ‘The Blue Danube’, ‘O Sole 

photograph of the young Miss Evon posing with the canary perched on the end of her violin 

can be found in the photographic collection of the drama critic and theatre promoter James 
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on the concertina and proved to be such an entertaining act that a record of Little Tweet 

campaigns to endorse products such as Capern’s bird food.

Mimicry

-

information was offered explaining the role of birdsong in the life of a species, and only the 

most pleasing vocalisations were deemed worthy of publication.   

Within a few years the evolution of this genre had begun to slowly gain momentum and it was 

not long before publishers and recordists recognised the potential for expansion and began 

to look beyond the simple beauty of birdsong. Sound recording could be used to demonstrate 

the listening experience.

-

ed a spoken commentary which guided the listener through the various imitations performed 
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-

the natural and imitated songs produced by the Superb Lyrebird are pleasant to listen to, this 

clearly made the song an ideal recording subject. The repertoire of other notable mimics such 

celebrated mimicry in birdsong over the coming years.

The ability of particular cage birds to accurately mimic the human voice led to several gramo-

phone records being published in the early – mid 20th

nursery rhymes or give his home address created a novel listening experience and seemed to 

capture the curiosity of the general public. The vast majority of publications focused on one 

-

plied an almost military approach to Sparkie’s vocal training. When listening to ‘Sparkie Williams, 

Vocabulary and the meaning of sounds

focusing on this species because, unlike birds, mammals are not renowned for the musicality or 

attractiveness of their vocalisations. The popular appeal and obvious market for birdsong may 

have contributed to the decision to feature a montage of thirteen birds, including the much 

-

constructed in such a way that the disc complimented the book and vice versa, and neither 

could be fully appreciated without the other. This unison of text, image and sound created the 

also allowed the authors to explain the process of wildlife sound recording with all of its chal-

-

meaning that the van could be positioned out of view so as not to disturb the animal in ques-

tion. The book contains a wonderful passage that will resonate with all wildlife recordists and 

-

er explained, the wolves usually start their concerted howling when they hear a par-

position, the siren failed to elicit any response. The wolves looked towards Mr Koch, 

One can sympathise. 



iasa journal no 37 – July 2011

-

the amateur and professional ornithologist in learning to recognise the songs and calls of 

-

ing his job as a broker on the New York Stock Exchange. Studying ornithology under the lab’s 

During his lifetime, Weismann recorded a wealth of material and published a number of 

whether they possessed equipment that would be suitable for recording wildlife in the 

have put forward a convincing argument because the following spring saw him setting up 

dynamic microphones in the Danish countryside. Microphone signals were transmitted to 

a radio studio via telegraph wires which ran alongside a railway line and cut into wax discs 

which would later be used to create permanent records of Weismann’s efforts. The Thrush 

birds were to follow over the coming years. 

across Denmark. Weismann would go on to compile an impressive collection of wildlife re-

species and introduced the concept of geographical variation within the songs of birds such as 

is perhaps his best known achievement outside of the ornithological community, with ‘The 

alongside ornithologist Max Nicholson, the trio began work on a sound guide to the voices of 
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-

tion of Swedish bird recordings for broadcasts and publication that would encourage a greater 

-

tial recordings as it allowed up to thirty minutes of uninterrupted recording. Useful segments 

from that thirty minute window of sound could then be copied on to disc. 

-

bird sounds from the Palearctic region to be recorded outside Europe. ‘Japanese Bird Songs’ 

-

tions and general bird choruses.

-

-
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ever released. Broadcaster and naturalist James Fisher described the collection as being 

instrument for the advance of our art, sport and science that has been made since the 

The demise of the 78

that offered features such as improved signal to noise ratio, wider frequency and dynamic 

was largely out of production and the era of the 78 had come to an end.

Conclusion

era is beyond the scope of this article. The intention has been to highlight some of the key 

events in the history of early wildlife sound publications and celebrate those early pioneers 

who played critical roles in the development of this genre. Many of these publications formed 

the foundations of natural history sound archives such as those located at the British Library 

-

ings to unpublished was much higher than it is today. The emergence of portable recording 

equipment at affordable prices allowed individuals to start building their own personal collec-

tions and this resulted in the proliferation of unpublished recordings. Recordings produced for 

non-commercial purposes now greatly outweigh published items in the British Library’s wildlife 

sound collection. Commercial recordings still make a valuable contribution to the archive as 

they help document technological developments, express the change in popular tastes and 

website http://sounds.bl.uk/.

The Library continues to seek out items that are not represented in the archive and 

the present day.
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