
Explore an interactive map featuring 

sounds recorded by Krause

Taking a tape recorder into the woods turned 

out to be a life-changing move for pop 

musician Bernie Krause. Soon afterwards, 

he abandoned a successful career as a 

performer and composer to become a 

"bioacoustician". He tells Jennifer Ouellette

about Wild Sanctuary, his project to preserve 

endangered soundscapes before they are 

drowned out by human noise

You were a successful musician specialising in synthesised electronic music. How did you 

get involved in recording nature's sounds?

After introducing the Moog synthesiser at the Monterey Pop Festival in 1967 with my late music 

partner, Paul Beaver, Warner Brothers picked us up for a three-record contract, the first of which 

was called In A Wild Sanctuary. Both Paul and I felt that the recording would suffer if natural 

soundscapes were not an integral component.

Paul would have nothing to do with environments that didn't require a double-breasted blue wool-

serge suit and wingtips. So, by default, I was left to do the work outdoors. My idea of the natural 

world was Muir Woods, north of San Francisco, and the zoo. I was terrified of critters. I never had a 

dog, cat or even a goldfish growing up.

What impact did this fieldwork have on you?

I don't have great eyesight, so I understand the world through what I hear. The moment I switched 

my machine into "record", and heard the spatial textures of the redwoods and a few crows vocalise 

as they crossed the stereo space of my system, the impact was so powerful, the impression so 

great, that my life changed on the spot. It was an epiphany. No music I had heard, done or would do, 

was comparable to the magnificence of what I heard then.

When did you decide to switch from music to bioacoustics?

By the time Paul died of a brain haemorrhage in 1975, I was beginning to spend more and more time 

further afield, and began to amass a large library of natural soundscapes just for the pure joy it gave 

me. Music, as a profession, began to pale and made me feel anxious.

In the late 1970s I applied to go to the Antarctic to record sounds but was told that the beds there 

were exclusively for scientists. I decided I'd had enough of the entertainment business, so I enrolled 

in a graduate study programme to earn a doctoral degree, followed by an internship in bioacoustics. 

I got my PhD in 1981 and have never looked back. I've been in the field recording soundscapes ever 

since.

What is Wild Sanctuary?

It is the largest archive of natural soundscapes in private hands. It consists of over 3500 hours of 

material collected from all over the world over the last 40 years, and contains about 15,000 identified 

vocal creatures. Forty per cent of this archive comes from habitats now seriously altered, 

compromised or even extinct, sound-wise. This is what makes this collection so valuable.
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Natural soundscapes are not high on the list of important things for museums to consider for 

preservation. When we transfer the collection later this year to an academic institution [Purdue 

University], we hope to change that. Our mission is to create a global centre for the study and 

recording of the remaining untrammelled sites across the planet. We believe that in order to fully 

understand our human impact, we need the holistic acoustic baseline recordings by which to explore 

these shifts in the soundscape.

How is Wild Sanctuary different from other archived collections of natural sounds?

In more traditional collections like those at Cornell University and the wildlife sounds archive at the 

British Library, the dominant model has been an abstraction or deconstruction of the natural world 

into its constituent parts. The voices of birds, mammals, insects, amphibians are separated out from 

their natural habitats into single-species units. Unfortunately, this does not reveal the myriad ways in 

which the total mix of critter voices in a habitat relate to one another - one expression of that 

habitat's overall physical condition.

Is that what you meant by the term "biophony"?

Yes. I describe the soundscape as consisting of biophony (sounds produced by living organisms), 

geophony (non-biological sound), and anthrophony (human noise) because there is virtually no 

language to describe sound in our culture, and these phenomena needed to be articulated in 

meaningful terms.

Has your bioacoustics work influenced your ideas about human-made music versus nature's 

tones?

As a musician, I, like most of my colleagues, learned to listen only partially. The more complex 

acoustic structures - especially those in the natural world - are far more intricate than the music of 

most western composers. Even those who create music they think has been inspired by "nature" 

have missed the point. They've limited their compositions to single signature species like whales, 

wolves and a few birds that just happen to fit the musical paradigms of the moment. What this hubris 

conveys philosophically is the composer's disconnection to the natural world.

Those groups who still live bonded to the natural world use the biophony as a natural karaoke 

orchestra with which they perform. They make no distinction between themselves and "nature" like 

we do. They don't need to separate themselves as "artists" or "musicians" within their groups. Those 

who never came in contact with western academia or the missionaries don't have a word in their 

lexicon for "nature", "music" or "artist".

Last year you partnered with Google Earth and Google Maps to demonstrate an application to 

hear a soundscape as well as see locations. What gave you the idea?

I felt that one should be able to zoom in on different sites and hear the relevant soundscape, 

whether urban or natural. Since Google was making noises about being interested in ecological 

issues, we thought it would be a logical next step. We are hoping that Google will incorporate that 

into their sites, although to date they've had other priorities.

Urban noise has become such a ubiquitous part of our existence that we block sounds out. 

How can we relearn how to listen to nature's soundscapes?

The simple remedy is to shut the hell up. James Watt, Ronald Reagan's secretary of the interior, 

once said, "Noise is power. The more noise we make the more powerful we seem to others." So we 

drive our muscle cars, motor cycles, all-terrain vehicles, dirt bikes, and snowmobiles through 

otherwise pristine national parks and wilderness areas. This clearly demonstrates the paucity of the 

collective regard we have for our effect on the natural world and living organisms, which are much 

more susceptible to our hubris than we can imagine.

The most remarkably quiet day I can recall was sitting outside in our backyard in Sonoma Valley on 

12 September 2001. For the first time, I could hear so many birds and insects that had been 

previously masked by noise. All the planes across the US had been grounded. Traffic was non-

existent. Bitter-sweet and yet lovely at the same time, the moment was truly stunning for its non-

human and delicate acoustic fabric.
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Born in 1938 in Detroit, Michigan, Bernie Krause was a professional musician, playing in 

the The Weavers then Beaver & Krause. One of the first players of the Moog synthesiser, 

he composed music for movies including Love Story and Apocalypse Now. In 1981 Krause 

got a PhD in bioacoustics from Union Institute and University, Cincinnati, Ohio, and has 

worked as a bioacoustician since. He is CEO of the natural sound archive Wild Sanctuary.
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