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SOUNDSCAPES

The African bush produces
some of the most evocative
noises on the planet.
From the roar of a lion or the
grunts of hippos to the
unmistakable cry of an
African fish-eagle, or even
the incessant chirping of
cicadas and staccato calls
of a barking gecko in the
Kalahari. But recording them
is not as simple as you may
think, as Tim Jackson
explains.
TEXT & PHOTOGRAPHS
BY TIM JACKSON

I

f you’ve ever been to a national
park or nature reserve in Africa, the
chances are pretty good that you’ve
come away with a photograph or
two. Many thousands perhaps,
depending on how shutter-happy
you are. But how many of you recorded
the sounds while you were there? Not
nearly as many, I’ll bet. It’s a curious
thing, particularly given how evocative
sounds can be at drawing out some of the
memories of a trip.
Ironically, though, it was photography
that got me thinking about how we can
best capture the noises of nature. As each
generation of digital cameras emerges with
more singing-and-dancing features than
the last, there has been a shift away from
seeing them as purely picture-taking
machines. Indeed, moving pictures – video
– are all the rage and are a ‘must-have’ feature on any new camera. And with video
comes sound. But the quality of the sound
and your ability to control it (for those of
us who like to be hands-on with such
things) don’t measure up to those attributes in the imaging department.
For a start, the microphones are mounted inside the camera body and, in many
cases, there is no way to control the
recording levels. In other words, some of
the best picture-taking machines are
equipped with a pretty rudimentary
sound-recording compromise. Investigating what can be done about that led me
a merry dance through the world of
nature sounds.
If you are interested in recording the
noises of nature and wildlife, your first
decision is what you want to achieve. Do
you want better sound quality for your
videos? Are you aiming to record individual wildlife calls or the rich tapestry of
cadences in nature? Each approach
requires different techniques. Here I give
an overview of some of the equipment
that is currently available to help you get
to grips with recording in the field.
But before I launch into the techie
stuff, it’s worth remarking on how much
sound impinges on even the most natural
setting. Cocks crowing in the nearby village first thing in the morning or even
the distant clang of pots can interfere
with recording. A word of warning too:

capturing nature sounds is something of
an occupation for the introvert. Even the
breathing of your companion is likely to
get picked up by a sensitive microphone –
and asking them to desist isn’t really
an option!

In-camera microphones

The most basic microphones are those
built into modern cameras and cellphones. Today these recorders are increasingly stereo as opposed to mono, but two
of the major problems facing users is a
lack of control over the type of microphone used and the inability to control
the output. A few modern digital SLR
cameras allow you to tweak the recording
level, but it is very frustrating to use a
camera that allows you to micromanage
all of its picture- and video-taking settings
but has a sound recording facility that
has been given the ‘black box’ treatment.
And, of course, every time you adjust any
of the controls, that barely noticeable
touch sounds like a herd of elephants
walking over your equipment.

Plug it in

More advanced are plug-in microphones
– some mono, others stereo – which typically fit into the hot-shoe adapter on your
camera and plug straight into a 3.5-mm
input socket. Powered by internal batteries, these microphones boast a design
that results in sound being gathered from
in front of the camera. While they might
prove to be useful in general, they can,
when recording the sounds of nature,
have a hard time amplifying quieter,
more distant noises. Even when amplified
to the maximum, recordings may seem a
bit subdued. For better quality, you’ll

need better equipment.
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ABOVE Recording the sounds of nature can be
complex. One approach is to focus on ‘musthear’ species such as lions.
RIGHT Modern digital recorders are small and
powerful. This one records in stereo to Compact
Flash (CF), includes a pre-record buffer so that
you don’t miss anything, can be hooked up to an
external microphone, provides a feed to your
digital camera, runs for hours on a set of
penlight batteries and is capable of recording
hundreds of hours of sound.
PREVIOUS SPREAD, MAIN IMAGE The call
of an African fish-eagle is one of the most
evocative sounds of Africa, evoking memories
and triggering senses that are difficult to reach
with pictures alone.
PREVIOUS SPREAD, INSET The simplest
and cheapest way to improve sound recording
with a digital camera is to use a dedicated
microphone that slots into a hot-shoe
attachment.
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Dedicated recorders

The next step takes us away from cameras and into the realm of dedicated
sound recorders. These instruments have
come a long way in a very short space of
time. The advent of solid state drives –
including the likes of Compact Flash
(CF), Secure Digital (SD) and the drives
built into some recorders – has revolutionised sound recording, or at least our
ability to save our recordings electronically. As a result, recorders have become
increasingly smaller with every incarnation – if they are reduced in size any
more they will be difficult to handle.
The smallest weigh 100 grams or less.
Dedicated recorders range from digital
voice recorders designed primarily for
use in the office and classroom to fully
fledged multi-channel recording and
mixing devices for field use. Prices are

SOUNDSCAPES

chad cocking

lower too, making professional sound
quality available to normal mortals, and
many will last for hours on a set of
rechargeable batteries.
As their name suggests, recorders register sound directly onto the unit, which
will probably have a set of built-in stereo
microphones. On some versions the
angle of the microphone heads can be
repositioned to provide a ‘wider’ or ‘narrower’ sound, depending on the sort of
stereo effect you are after. These have
cardioid microphones, which pick up
sound in a directional pattern. Check to
see if your recorder has a line-out socket,
as this will let you transfer the sound
directly to your camera too. Units are
also often fitted with a 3.5-mm microphone socket to enable you to use separate microphones, opening up a whole
new world of sound recording.

With the plethora of stand-alone
microphones available, there are a number of caveats to consider before buying
one. The first is that most need to take
their power from the recorder to work.
This power is generally supplied via an
XLR connector, which has a chunkier,
more sturdy plug than a standard 3.5mm connector, though the smaller connectors can supply so-called ‘plug-in
power’ too. The larger input sockets
tend to be fitted on bigger recorders
only, those weighing 300 grams or more.
Larger recorders are often also equipped with better pre-amplifiers – the units
that amplify the signal from the microphone to the recorder. The good ones do
so without introducing noises such as
the background hiss that can plague
cheaper recorders. It is worth checking
various online equipment reviews before
making your purchase. Remember that
recorders are designed primarily to capture peoples’ conversations and music,
not the sounds of the African bush.
Another useful feature to look out for,
particularly if you are hoping to record
unpredictable sounds like birdcalls, is a
pre-record buffer. This facility stores a
few seconds’ worth of sound in the
memory, so you don’t need to keep the
recorder running to catch sporadic calls.
Just press ‘record’ and it will record the
previous few seconds worth of sound.
Once you have stored your data on
a recorder, transferring the material to a
computer in the form of .mpg and .wav
files couldn’t be easier. A USB/Firewire
cable connects directly to some units;
in others you need to remove the memory card and move the data across via
a card reader, as you would with a digital camera.

Useful websites
• Wildlife Sound Recording Society
(www.wildlife-sound.org)
• Yahoo Nature Recordists group (http://
bit.ly/14iLAoL)
• Avisoft Bioacoustics (www.avisoft.com)
• Listening Earth (www.listeningearth.com)
• Xeno-Canto: sharing bird sounds from
around the world (www.xeno-canto.org)
Soundscapes
• Dawn chorus in Tanzania (http://bit.
ly/142j6Ej)
• African wildlife (http://bit.ly/1erJeOJ)
• Evening sounds in Tanzania (http://bit.
ly/13M4RUW)
• Zebras in Tarangire National Park
(http://bit.ly/17wSOvO)
Individual calls
• Hippo (http://bit.ly/16yYgBq)
• Woodland kingfisher (http://bit.ly/192
FPp5)

Calling shotgun

If you want to record the sound of individual birds or animals, one solution
is to use a shotgun microphone. Remember, however, that this was designed
to pick up human voices for movies and
reporting work, where there is a greater
distance between the subject and the
sound recordist than there is in a studio.
Shotgun microphones work really well
to distances of about 10 metres before
they start to lose their effectiveness, and
are widely used by zoologists studying
animal sounds and communication
(such as those made by ‘singing’ hyraxes,
which were featured in the article 

possible shotgun pic
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‘Rock stars’ in the December 2012 issue).
Check the output leads for these instruments, as most units receive power from
an external source via chunky XLR-type
outputs, which limits their ability to connect to some field recorders.

ABOVE Although it’s a bit bulky, this parabolic
reflector is quite light. It’s useful for recording
individual sounds like birdsong and frog calls.
OPPOSITE, ABOVE Frogs, like this painted reed
frog, make great subjects to record in the field
as, with a little patience, they can be very
obliging.
OPPOSITE, BELOW Protecting your microphone
from vibrations is key to producing quality
recordings. Here a tripod eliminates handling
noise. The microphone is protected by a hard
blimp called a zeppelin, as well as a wind muff,
to reduce interference from wind noise.
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On reflection

One of the most efficient ways to amplify the noises of nature is to use a parabolic dish, which reflects sound back
from its surface to its focus, or ‘sweet
spot’, which is where you place the
microphone. Dishes vary in diameter
from about 50 centimetres to one metre.
The larger the dish, the more sound is
reflected back to the sweet spot, improving the amplification. Bigger dishes are
also more effective in that they reflect
the low-frequency sounds that tend to
pass through smaller dishes and cause a
slightly tinny, bass-free sound. Of course
there is a trade-off between size and
sound quality. Large dishes can be awkward to manoeuvre through the undergrowth. A good hand-held option is the
South African-produced dish made by
Brodan Audio, and Swedish manufacturer Telinga makes a nifty parabolic
reflector that is collapsible and easily
portable.
However, although both shotgun and
parabolic microphone designs are terrific
for picking up individual wildlife noises,
they produce a mono output that does

not give the listener a comprehensive
picture of the scene behind the sound.

Capturing the soundscape

If your aim is to record all the sounds
around you and not only individual
noises or calls, then you are entering the
realm of soundscaping. There are a number of tricks to this process. Nature’s
whispers and squeaks are usually quiet,
so you need to look for sensitive microphones that provide a good signal with
hopefully little noise. In addition to the
on-board microphones that are fitted to
many modern recorders, a dedicated stereo microphone or a pair of microphones
arranged in a coincident (XY) pattern is
required (see diagram A). This combination will record a good approximation of
the way we hear sounds.
Another option is to use a pair of
microphones that have been set to different pick-up patterns and to combine
their sounds into a so-called mid-side
(MS) recording (diagram B). It’s a technique that lets you vary the apparent
spread of the stereo effect. Two different
types of microphone are used: the ‘mid’
microphone, which picks up sound
directly in front of it in a cardioid (heartshaped) pick-up pattern, and the ‘side’
microphone, which picks up sound as a
bi-directional (figure-of-eight) pattern to
both sides. Typically, the microphones
a r e p l a c e d o n e a b o v e t h e o t h e r.
Combining the two channels to create a
stereo image requires some jiggerypokery using a mixer or a dedicated
decoding plug-in, but the technique is
pretty standard.

A

A coincident (XY) pair of microphones
provides a good stereo approximation of
the way humans hear sound.
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B

Two microphones are placed one above
the other in mid-side (MS) recording.
One records sound to the front (shown
in red); the other records sound to either
side (in blue).

Another popular method is to place
two microphones at about the same
distance apart as the space between our
ears with some sort of a barrier
between them. The concept aims to
mimic human hearing, our real-life,

three-dimensional representation of
the world. In this design, noises coming from the left side will reach that
ear before they reach the right ear, and
the barrier that is our head will make
them quieter too. This is known as
‘binaural’ recording – literally ‘having
or relating to two ears’. The system is
heard to best effect when played back
through a pair of headphones.
So, there are plenty of designs and
modifications available to create what
you consider to be the best sound
recording system for nature. However,
two other factors need to be considered
when setting off into the bush: wind
and vibration.

Windjammers

Wind is something we don’t really listen
to as our brains tend to filter out a lot of
its sound. But microphones don’t, and
wind creates a rumbling noise as it flows
over the head of a microphone, making
it one of the nature recordist’s biggest
bugbears. One way to avoid wind 
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cheapest is to put a windjammer, or
wind muff, over the microphone. These
hairy beasts can look a bit ridiculous
and they do make your microphone
appear about 10 times larger than it is,
but the synthetic fur on a windjammer
helps to break up the airflow before it
rushes over the microphone’s grille.
Wind muffs can be effective when a
light breeze is blowing, but if you’re
determined to try your luck in heavier
winds you will need more sophisticated
equipment. A zeppelin is called for.
Basically, it is a hard blimp that surrounds your microphone and its mount.
Zeppelins definitely offer the best protection, but they are bulky and expensive.

Hold it steady
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aBoVe ever been woken up early in the
morning by the piercing call of a spurfowl?
These birds are easy subjects to record.
righT recorders are sensitive to handling
noise, so a special handle and a suspension
rig are essential if you want to work with a
hand-held unit.
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interruption is to start recording in the
early morning, before the ground starts
to warm up and create thermal winds.
Leaving your recorder outdoors overnight is also a good option, if you can
protect it from the whims of wildlife.
There is generally less wind near the
ground than higher up, so placing
recording equipment as low as possible
also makes good sense.
Of course, some places are naturally
just windier than others. But there are a
couple of techniques to try when caught
in a blustery situation. The easiest and

To produce a good recording it’s really
important to hold your microphone
steady, or to isolate it from your hand or
camera. If you are buying an on-camera
set-up, make sure that the recording
device sits in a shock mount, which is
basically a series of rubber-type bands
that absorb vibrations so they are not
transmitted to the camera. Most cameratop microphones include this feature.
There are stand-alone solutions too if
you mount your own microphone to
the camera. For off-camera work, a
shock mount combined with a hand
grip works well if you are on the move.
For me though, a tripod will always offer
steadier support, and prevents any noise
caused by me fumbling around.

