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Faint Signals (Artistic, Lock Down) 

Name of Team: Invisible Flock 

Names of entrants: Catherine Baxendale 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: Invisible Flock Co. 

Job title(s): Ben Eaton (Technical Director), Victoria Pratt (Creative Director), Klavs Kurpnieks 
(Studio Manager), Catherine Baxendale (Executive Producer), Amy Balderston (General Manager) 
and Simon Fletcher (Interactions Engineer) 

 

URL: https://faintsignals.io/ 

Summary: Faint Signals is a new online, interactive artwork that generates an imagined Yorkshire 

forest, densely populated with sounds of nature from the British Library's archive. 

Promo video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hwHYmy5Fhro 

Abstract: Faint Signals is an invitation to slow down. An opportunity to experience an imagined 

Yorkshire forest, densely populated with sounds of nature from the British Library's archive. 

Faint Signals is an ambient and slow experience of discovery, exploring the world one step at a 
time. With thousands of combinations of sounds, the constantly evolving experience is unique to 
each audience member. 

Over approximately 30 minutes the artwork invites you to explore the woodland through four 
seasons as the experience evolves from day to night. Your journey through the forest unlocks 
narrative and data on the landscape, all of which are based on real life environments, with wildlife, 
weather and other nature sounds reflecting the diversity and complexity of ecosystems in the region. 

The work begins by generating a bespoke ecosystem around you, with over 320,000,000 variations, 
no one landscape is the same. As you lay witness to the nexus expanding you gently shift your 
relationship with this digital space, taking a few breaths in order to move away from the rush of our 
technology driven lives and become enveloped in the natural landscape unravelling on the screen. 

https://faintsignals.io/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hwHYmy5Fhro


https://www.bl.uk/projects/british-library-labs/ 

BL Labs Awards 2020 – 1/12/2020 – Mahendra Mahey Page 2 of 4 

 

Once the forest is generated you are taken into Spring, a forest floor is gifted to you to explore. 
Navigated using your keyboard arrow keys you are free to roam, small particles of gold light lead 
you to larger blue, particles and once stepped within further sound archives are triggered; a tawny 
owl recorded by Richard Margochis in 1980 or a willow warbler recorded by AJ Williams in 1975. As 
you explore the landscape you discover the details of the trees, the insects, fungi and creatures. As 
night creeps in nocturnal creatures move to the fore and you become aware of your presence on 
the expansive map as a small glowing beacon.  

The forest changes with each season; summer brings fresh, yellow hues and weather generated 
from the archive accompanies changing textures; heavy rain showers, wind whistling through the 
trees, lightning storms and even snow flurries in the winter months. 

Metadata articulates the landscape as you move through it, describing the audio files and presenting 
the endangered species listing of each species that is discovered; the rarity of the creature making 
it harder to find in the landscape.  

Faint Signals is available through modern browsers (Firefox and Chrome) but is not currently 
optimised for mobile devices. 

Research Question: In response to COVID19 can we reconsider our human relationship to the 

natural world, using the creation of an online artwork to explore aural perspectives of the nature and 
how these sounds have changed or disappeared over time. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

330 individual sound recordings from wildlife, weather, nature and soundscape recordings  - Full list 
of recordings can be downloaded here; https://www.bl.uk/events/faint-signals 

We also built and developed the work in a way that recordings can easily be added at a later date, 
so that it has potential to grow and evolve alongside the archive. 

The work also draws from over 60 species of trees, changing with each season. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

Faint Signals draws on hundreds of audio recordings of British wildlife and woodland from across 
the British Library archive. These were collated in collaboration with Cheryl Tipp, Curator of Wildlife 
& Environmental Sounds at the British Library. These recordings served as the basis for a procedural 
woodland generator that created a new imagined woodland every time the app is loaded. Based on 
our research of British woodlands and biomes we collated a list of archetypal woodlands, soil types 
and the trees that grow on them. We then used these landscapes in our collection process working 
with Cheryl to identify recordings of both atmospheres and wildlife that would populate these 
landscapes. The app’s algorithms generate a new woodland based on up to 4 different archetypes 
each with its own soil type, based on this, trees are planted, rivers are run and wildlife populates the 
landscape. Each element is created referencing a unique sound clip, some nearly a century old. As 
audiences interact with these elements the sounds are drawn into the game dynamically responding 
to what they encounter, the season, time of day and the weather. Faint Signals is a webGL app built 
in Unity a 3D game engine. 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

Faint Signals is a highly ambitious work and was developed in record time (just two months) in order 
to produce a work that responded to the global pandemic and was ready to exhibit as part of Light 
Night 2020. Bearing in mind that the average digital artwork takes 18months to develop and build. 

https://www.bl.uk/events/faint-signals
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We therefore made decisions early on regarding the technical parameters of the project, such as 
choosing a 2D perspective (which we were later able to add 3D animations on top of) ensuring that 
the work was accessible from the majority of machines and as many people as possible could 
access the work. But where to draw the parameters became really challenging at points because 
the work is a process of drawing an endless symbiotic system. It was therefore really useful to have 
the archive as a strict framework for how deep the ecosystem could become. 

We used WebGL for the first time, in order to present the work in a way that did not require download, 
which could be a potential barrier for engagement.  

Due to the enormity of the sound archive we were working with we ended up having to compress 
the sound files in order for the work to be of a size that was accessible (ie the memory required to 
use didn't crash machines). We found however that this did not affect the sound quality and allowed 
us to efficiently streamline the size of the work. 

Impact your project has made 

Faint Signals was launched on 10th November, so we are not yet in our first full live month. But so 
far we have engaged over 1,200 viewers from countries including Thailand, USA, Australia, Spain, 
Ukraine, Netherlands and Ukraine as well as across the UK, with the majority accessing the work 
from Yorkshire. We have estimated a minimum of 4,000 participants during the length of the project 
which will extend into 2021. 

We have also been featured in publications such as the Yorkshire Post and BBC Radio Leeds. 

The work builds towards a body of practice for Invisible Flock that aims to understand forests as a 
long form exploration of how ecological thinking, conservation and rewilding practices can affect and 
be driven by an art practice and whether new models of thinking about site, resources and space 
can emerge. This body of research is supported by the Wellcome Trust, Arts Council England and 
Leeds 2023, it will extend into projects over the next three years. Faint Signals as a body of work 
will support our portfolio and enable us to access additional funding towards this research practice. 

Audience Testimonials; 

Faint Signals is a wonderful discovery of a forest :) I felt at peace during the quiet moments of sound, 
and I really looked forward to chancing on recordings where the researcher talked through what they 
were seeing (which I didn't expect!) They made me feel like I was part of an expedition team 
recording findings on my typewriter. It somehow reminded me of a game I used to play a lot as a 
kid, Carmen San Diego. Somehow both serene and exciting at the same time. Lovely experience! 

I really like faint signals - awesome work! There was a wave of nostalgia as it crossed into summer 
and I could picture camping in the rain. The expanding circles is a really smart way to point the 
player towards interesting things too 

Background information of submitter (or team) 

Invisible Flock are an award-winning interactive arts studio based at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park 
operating at the intersection of art and technology. We are artist led. We create highly sensory 
installations and environments asking us to renegotiate our emotional relationship to the natural 
world. 

Our aim is to open up critically important ways of thinking about how we live, how we connect and 
share to live better together in a global society. To achieve this we believe that art must be made 
alongside a broad range of different people. We strive to work with those people living at the forefront 
of our world’s greatest issues, people living in ways we do not understand or cannot imagine. 
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Our work explores the environmental crisis in all its forms, from ecosystem decline, biodiversity loss, 
climate change and psychoterratic grief. We dedicate our time to exploring this most important issue 
of our time and how art practices can offer new perspectives and understandings of these issues 
and engage with those often excluded from these conversations. We infiltrate many sectors aiming 
to have a creative impact on ecology, politics, health and society and to expose wherever possible 
that everything is fluid and can be rebuilt and reconfigured to be better. 

The medium of technology has always been the best way for us to articulate new questions and 
generate alternative understandings of complex systems. As we find ourselves in a reality where 
digital is present in everything, we believe challenging, manipulating and playing with this reality 
allows us the agency to look at the world we live in from different perspectives. 

Over the last eleven years we have created GPS powered AR art games, transformed discarded 
beach plastic into 3D printed artworks, co-designed work with individuals living with dementia, 
created large ambisonic public sound installations as well as pioneering digital/physical installations 
that exist out at sea.  

Current and recent projects include Aurora (2018) a multi sensory installation about climate change 
that re-flooded a disused reservoir in Liverpool; Out From the Flood (June 2020 –), a collaboration 
with Subzero resulting in the creation of an online generative data visualisation exploring the 
environmental data being measured at the Oulanka Research Station in northern Finland as it 
unfolds over this unusual time; Duet (2017-) a digital artwork about finding space for reflection, 
expression and connection in our daily lives, an app that pairs participating individuals and invites 
them to exchange details of their lives by answering a question a day. 

 


