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pon entering the exhibiting space Dawn 
Chorus presents you with a cacophony of bird 
songs. The uplifting effect generated by these is 

offset by the absence of birds in the installation as 19 
screens show people caught alone in quiet moments, 
intermittently breaking into birdsongs. At a closer look 
it is apparent that although looking like normal people, 
the mannerisms of these subjects resemble closely that  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
of birds. Dawn Chorus’ performers are human but 
they fidget nervously like birds. 

Coates, now 38, is developing a reputation for 
his work, which investigates the boundary between the 
human, and the animal. He trained as a painter at the 
Royal Academy of Art and concurrently nourished a 
strong interest in ornithology. Although it is fair to say 
that much of his work predominantly attempts to  
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MARCUS COATES –  

BECOMING ANIMAL  

Marcus Coates is the most original and interesting artists working with the concepts of animality, 

identity and becoming-animal.  His most recent work, Dawn Chorus, is disorienting as it is 

rewarding; disarmingly simple in its sophistication. A rare work of art, one of a kind: it pushes the 

boundaries dividing animals from humans and also those separating pretentious and shock-art from 

intelligent art.  

Text by Giovanni Aloi 

 

Marcus Coates 
Journey to the Lower World, photograph by Nick David, 2004,  
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reverse the flow of traditional anthropomorphism, 
Coates’ practice acquires a further level of complexity 
by framing his enquiry within the idea of Britishness. In 
1999 for Goshawk, Coates persuaded foresters to tie 
him to the top of a pine tree so that he could get close 
to the point of view of a hawk scanning the countryside 
for preys. This work directly references Turner’s 
response to nature and his will to ‘become part of the 
elements’ resulting in the painting of Snowstorm, 
where he was lashed to the mast of a ship through a 
storm. Coates about the work said:  

 
“To me it was quite interesting because subjectively 

it was a very transforming experience. It really felt like I was 
up there at the same level with birds. But my aim was to 
make it objectively interesting. I suppose it suggested the 
idea that you could remove yourself from the boundaries of 
your own consciousness.  At the time I was reading ‘What Is 
It Like To Be a Bat’ by Thomas Nagel, and his point was 
that to find human consciousness, we could perhaps 
imagine what it is like to be an animal in order to enter the 
consciousness of this other animal. He uses the example of 
the bat and he also admits that it was impossible to enter 
the mind of a bat manly because of the completely different 
set of sensorial modalities from ours. A bat does not see like 
us or feel like us, it uses echolocation to find its prey and so 
on. I suppose my intuitive response to that and this is that 
although you may not enter an animal’s consciousness there 
may be a degree of closeness that can allow us to leave 
behind our own consciousness in order to at least enter that 
of another animal. This mainly is the area that my work is 
concerned with.”1 

 
In 2000 Indigenous British Mammals saw Coates 

emulating wild animal calls whilst buried under the turf 
of deserted moorland.  In 2004 Journey to the Lower 
World investigated the social texture of a Liverpool 
tower block that was scheduled for demolition. Here 
Cotes was a shaman accessing the knowledge of 
animals’ spirits to answer the anxiety ridden question 
of the inhabitants of the block “Is there a protector for 
this site? What is it?” 

 
“The fascination with the crossover of species is 

also informing another strand of my work which looks at 
the functionality of becoming animal and the skills involved 
in becoming animal and how you could overcome mimicry 
and fully become animal instead.  

I started to look into shamanism and focused on 
how to use rituals to help people. I wanted to think of how 
it could be useful to society. So I did a residency in Liverpool 
in a tower block. I lived in it for 3 or 4 months and I got to 
know the residents pretty well. This tower block was going 
to be demolished with the residents being re-housed. They 
were really anxious about it so this made me think that I 
could have helped the community offering my services as a 
shaman. I then took a weekend course in Notting Hill and I 
took a new age shaman course. The course was jumbling 
together elements of different cultures and mixing different 
religions. I then decided to offer my services and do a ritual  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
for them. I said: if you’d like to ask a question I will go 
down to the low world, talk to animal spirits and tell you 
what they say.” 2 
 
In 2006 for Mouth of God he’s still giving advice 
wearing a stuffed hare strapped to his head. The 
creation of unlikely characters and the staging of 
situations bordering on madness allows Coates to 
usher his audiences through a journey leading to 
multiple discoveries and revelations about themselves 
and not just about the animals.  

This is achieved at its best with Dawn Chorus 
(2007) where Coates’ concern is poised between his 
love for birds and his interest in portraying British 
idiosyncrasies. For this project he spent two weeks 
camping with a wildlife sound recordist, Geoff Sample 
living in a motor home in Northumberland, getting up 
at 3 am to activate a 24-track digital recorder. Coates 
recalls: 

 
 “ I developed this filming technique enabling 

people to sing very much like birds. I made a few films like 
this but what I really wanted to do from the outset was to 
recreate a whole dawn chorus with a number of people 
singing like birds. At the time it seemed like a ridiculous and 
not feasible idea but then I met a guy called Geoff Sample, 
a famous sound recorder in Northumberland where I was 
living. He had a strong knowledge of language of birds; he  

 

Marcus Coates 
Goshawk, (Self-portrait), photograph by Jet, 1999.  
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knew all species very well and could distinguish between 
ranges of calls.   

We tried to recreate a dawn bird chorus using 
human voices. So we had to record the real dawn chorus. 
We got a van and went to a wood in North Cumberland 
and recorded about 40 birds individually but simultaneously. 
That was a very unique thing to do. Nobody had ever done 
that in science or art and it is a quite complex operation 
using a number of microphones. We also had to identify 
where the birds were singing, on which tree. You always get 
a bird singing from 3 in the morning to 9 in the morning so 
you place the microphones and we would spend the night in 
the wood and turn the recorder on at 3 am and get blasted 
by this amazing cacophony of sounds you really start to 
understand that there was something quite hellish about it. 
There was something about it that was not so beautiful but 
it was much more about life and death and survival.  We 
recorded 3 or 4 hours each morning for a total of 60 hours 
over 2 weeks. Then we had to pick the best morning with 
the broadest range and level of communication between 
birds.  

We took the recording of bird songs back to the 
studio and slowed them down about 20 times. Interestingly, 
a bird song at normal speed could contain 4 or 5 notes but 
slowed down it could reveal up to 40 notes offering a 
different level of complexity to the listener. We then slowed 
the songs 20 times and asked singers to sing along with it 
whilst we were filming and then speed up the film 20 times.  

 
 
 

This was very a demanding task. We also had to choose 
our singers according to the original range presented by the 
birds. So for a Robin we had to choose a young person that 
was able to go very high and very low. The robin really 
takes big breaths and does not breath for a long while so 
the person singing its song has to do the same. 

It took three years to bring all the songs together 
and a year to gather the singers and another year to do the 
editing and getting the material together. Each person 
involved in the piece had a separate screen so when you 
walk in the space you can actually see each person position 
where the birds originally were. Interestingly, each person 
involved had to learn to breath like the bird and also ended 
up moving like the bird to closely reproduce the song. We 
filmed each person in their own habitat, in their homes. We 
wanted them to preserve some humanness.”3 

 
Most of the subjects included in Dawn Chorus 

are amateur singers from Bristol, handpicked at choir 
rehearsals. Blackbird is Piers Partridge a musician from 
Bristol who was filmed in his garden shed. “I found 
myself going deeper and deeper into the quality of the 
sound,” he recalled. Partridge found that he could 
predict where the Clanger sounds were going. “The 
Blackbird had one or two favourite riffs, so I’d think, 
‘Ok, here it goes.’ I imagined myself as a Blackbird on a 
spring morning, very early in a high place, having the 
freedom not to think but just to let the sound come 
out.” With that came some interesting movements: “I 
was cocking my head to look around. I felt really 
spaced out. When it finished I was miles away”. 4 

Dawn Chorus highlights the fact that humans 
share many biological and behavioural aspects with 
birds, whether it’s social group behaviour, the building 
of nests or, in some cases, the display of affection 
culminating in monogamy for life. Birds have very 
complex vocal communication patterns, which have 
comparisons to our own; even having varying 
geographical dialects within the same species.  Part of 
the fascination with Dawn Chorus lies in its melancholy 
atmosphere generated by the fact that each subject is 
caught in isolation performing their song to an 
anonymous, perhaps absent listener. From this 
perspective the work abandons its outward look 
toward nature and acquires the introspective and 
existentialist element that makes Coates’ work so 
poignant. 
 

 

 

 

 

End Notes    

 
1,2 and 3 Marcus Coates, Artist Talk at Whitechapel Art 

Gallery, 5
th

 of July 2007 – Courtesy of Whitechapel Art 

Gallery 

 
4 V. Groskop, Chirps With Everything in The Guardian’s 

G2, 25.01.07, p 26 

 

Marcus Coates 
Finfolk, photograph by Mark Pinder, 1999.  

 



 21

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e had decided on a two week intensive 
period at the beginning of May to get the 
field recordings. Well, maybe we felt that 

was all the time we could afford to devote to the 
recording side of the project. I can’t quite remember 
now. But I do remember that, after a year thinking 
through the practicalities and working out the plan, as 
the date approached I was feeling very nervous. 

Timing was a matter of choice that would 
affect composition. If we’d gone for an earlier period, 
then the chorus would be more restricted to resident 
birds and the weather tends to be more turbulent, 
sometimes still hanging on to winter. May is really the 
peak month for birdsong, though as the month 
progresses, the output of some of the resident males 
declines as they have to provide for nestlings. So the 
first fortnight of May it was - with the first wave of 
summer migrants settling in and the resident males still 
in good voice. And hopefully we would get a few days 
of calm, dry weather - microphones just don’t work 
very well in wind. 

We’d spent a lot of time discussing sites. I felt 
more confident on this. We had permission to work in 
three separate sites, all with slightly different qualities, 
two of which I knew quite well and had used on a 
regular basis for my own recording work. In this aspect 
I was at least on familiar ground: I’m used to arriving at 
a site, living with it round the clock for several days 
and really getting to know the bird community. Marcus 
and I had visited the sites during February and March, 
but there wasn’t much to be gained from mapping out 
the singers and song-posts at these early dates, since it 
was all likely to change as spring came on. 
We wanted somewhere with a reasonably diverse 
community of birds, so there would be good variation 
in the sonic themes. But we also wanted several 
species with more than one individual male singing, so 
there would be some counterpoint in the final score. 
Depending on the site, this should not be too difficult 
in the case of wrens and robins, or maybe even 
dunnock, blue and great tit, and possibly one or other  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
of the finches or warblers, but was more difficult in the 
case of the thrush family, which tend to slightly larger 
individual territories. The practicalities of rigging out a 
site with up to 16 cable runs meant that we could 
cover a roughly circular area, from the central point of 
the recording device, with a diameter of about 100m, 
though if needed we could extend an individual line 
further by doubling up leads. 

Marcus’ requirements in deriving clean 
individual signals from within the sum of the chorus 
meant that, on the other hand, we would not want the 
individual birds bunched up together too much. The 
ideal would consist of a diverse community, not too 
heavily-populated, with individual males evenly spread 
through an area within about 100m of a central point. 
As much as possible we needed individual birds to sing 
close to individual microphones, without any other 
singers close-by. This requirement suggested that 
woodland or any other site with a surfeit of tall trees 
would give us problems: it would be too difficult to 
consider getting mics up trees to cover birds singing 
from tree tops or ranging through the canopy. So we 
tended to sites with scattered scrub and saplings; open 
habitat with little cover (rank vegetation, scrub and 
bushes) would not be likely to provide us with enough 
individual birds within our potential work area. 

In theory male birds of this kind of habitat have 
favourite song-posts that they sing from; a bird will sing 
a while from one, then move on to another, its song 
showing the area that this bird is claiming as its 
territory. Some birds (wrens, tits, some warblers) are 
more mobile: they may sing while foraging for food - 
they stop, deliver a song, then continue moving 
through the foliage. Other than fitting individual birds 
with tiny radio mics, I didn’t see how we could deal 
with this; some day soon this may be feasible. It 
seemed to me that we had to choose our mic locations 
carefully and spread them through the area. It wasn’t 
simply a matter of micing an individual’s song-post, but 
putting mics in spots where mobile birds might sing for 
a while in passing - isolated bushes, wood edges, the 
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GEOFF SAMPLE –  

THE RECORDING OF 

DAWN CHORUS  

An unusual creative use of wildlife sounds and human sounds is featured in Dawn Chorus. Recording 

was made more challenging by the requirement for recording each individual songsters on its own 

and simultaneously capturing the composite soundscape of the dawn chorus.  

Text by Geoff Sample 
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              IN CONVERSATION        

              WITH 

              MARCUS COATES  

We interviewed Marcus Coates to discuss Dawn Chorus, shamanic rituals, Deleuze and Guattari’s 

theory of becoming animal, bird-watching and Japan. 

 Questions by Giovanni Aloi 

 

Marcus Coates 
Journey to the Lower World, Beryl, Nick David, 2004.  



 33

 

 

 

he philosophical idea of ‘Becoming 
Animal’ plays a defining role in your 
work. As it seems clear that a deep 

knowledge and passion for animals is at the 
core of your practice we were wondering if 
you share Deleuze and Guattari’s views on the 
subject or whether you may be working toward 
new definitions of the concept?  
 
My knowledge and passion for British wildlife has 
become an artistic tool. The work isn’t necessarily 
about birds or animals, they are a vehicle for looking at 
humanness. Becoming animal suggests a progression 
from one state of being to another, from one’s 
consciousness to another’s – specifically to that of a 
different species. The attempted leap between these is 
of interest to me. One skill I have developed and it is 
probably the reason why I chose to be an artist is the 
conscious study and practise of moving between 
personas and positions of identification. This along with 
an interest in natural history has led me to adopt 
‘becoming animal’ as a investigative device. More 
recently I have looked at the historical use for 
becoming animal particularly shamanism and have 
started to employ this ‘skill’ in society as a direct 
benefit for communities. 
 
You believe in the possibility of achieving a 
level of proximity with animals which may 
help the abandoning of ones consciousness in 
order to enter that of the animal. Is Becoming 
Animal something that has to start from a 
physical level? 
 
Surely it’s impossible to abandon one’s consciousness, 
but I am excited by the degrees to which elements of 
an animals experience of ‘being’ might possibly be 
shared by us, a cross species consciousness. The idea 
of this inevitably questions how we set the cultural 
definitions of human experience.  
The physical position is an obvious and undeniable 
starting point from which to explore this commonality. 
It is perhaps a position from which we explore 
everything relationally. Maybe we have a genetic 
physical knowledge that we have lost faith in. For 
Dawn Chorus, the starting point of vocalisation is the 
result of a basic common experience - the physical 
reflex of breathing and the air passing through the 
voice box (although these differ in humans and birds). 
The form of our vocalisations seem to have evolved to 
be remarkably similar perhaps because of shared 
functionality, birds have contact calls, alarm calls, 
territory song, they attract and stimulate mates with 
song. However it is the realm beyond obvious function 
that our vocalisations become interesting to me. Some 
birds for instance the American Blue Jay sing in their 
sleep, some birds as we witnessed during the fieldwork 
embellished their songs with such complexity that we 
would struggle not to call it musical. During these  

 
 
 
dawn recording sessions Geoff Sample was able to 
point out so many of the fascinating dynamics 
occurring between the birds. I would hear a Robin 
(well what I thought was a robin) but Geoff pointed 
out it was a blackcap imitating a robin. This bird then 
took elements of the robin song and mixed them in 
with its own, it was as if it had gone beyond mimicry 
and was faithfully sticking to its own song, but singing 
‘in the style of’ a robin. A bit like a classical singer, 
singing an aria in the style of Frank Sinatra. The physical 
level is always a starting point and then beyond this I’m 
playing with scientific theories and romantic 
speculation. 
 
Dawn Chorus surely is one of the most 
surprisingly fascinating works of art of the last 
few years. In your recent talk at Whitechapel 
Art Gallery you mentioned that Dawn Chorus 
took a few years to make. How did the idea 
come about? 
 
I’ve been wanting to work with this natural phenomena 
for about ten years and have made other work that 
relates directly. I made a couple of short films for 
Channel Four and Grizedale called Dawn Chorus and 
Out of Season in 2000 which featured a football 
supporter singing his terrace chants in the forest at 
dawn. This looked at one aspect of the scientific 
definition of the birdsong dawn chorus as a functional 
instinct to define territory. Male birds use song to 
defend and define territory – employing loud and 
aggressive melodic phrasing, repetition, improvisation 
and showing their colours to warn and signal their 
strength to other males and their virility to females - I 
saw an analogy in the use of song by football 
supporters. 

At the time I was also investigating our physical 
capacity to create sounds and comparing human 
vocalisations to other species. 
In 1999 I was working with the tempo and pitch of 
birdsong recordings and found that if you slow them 
down to a certain speed the songs come into the pitch 
range of the human voice.  

I have made a number of films where I have 
filmed myself and others copying this slowed-down 
song and then by speeding the film up to the original 
bird speed you get a very accurate human rendition of 
birdsong and coincidently bird like movements: 
 Local Birds (Allenheads Contemporary Arts) 2001, A 
Guide to the British Non-Passerines (Wysing Arts) 
2002, Residents (Further Up in the Air, Liverpool) 
2003, Voices of Toge (Grizedale Arts, Japan) 2006. 
I had always wanted to apply this process to the bird 
song Dawn Chorus – to attempt to recreate this mass 
ensemble with humans and provide a unique walk 
through experience that could be revisited and studied. 
It wasn’t until I met Geoff Sample (wildlife sound 
recordist) and then teamed up with Picture This and 
the Wellcome Trust that the ambition of such a  
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project could be realised. From beginning to end the 
project took at least 3 years. It was so complex 
because we so accurately replicated an actual dawn 
chorus from one morning, in one location 
(Northumberland). I could have used pre recorded 
birdsong and the viewer probably wouldn't have 
noticed but it was important for me to be as authentic 
as possible, to create a unique record that occurred in 
the wild. This made the role and accuracy of the 
human voices even more critical and significant. The 
production of the work (managed by Picture This) was 
extremely time intensive: the field work, the audio 
editing, researching and auditioning the singers, filming 
the singers, the video editing and lastly the production 
of the exhibition - a 14 screen video installation with 
synchronised projections. 
 
One of the singers who took part in the filming 
of Dawn Chorus said “ I imagined myself as a 
blackbird on a spring morning, very early in a 
high place, having that freedom not to think 
but just to let the sound come out. With that 
came some interesting movements – I was 
cocking my head to look round. I felt really 
spaced out. When I finished I was miles away.” 
Dawn Chorus brings to the surface an uncanny 
comparison between human and bird 
language. In doing so it also highlights that 
language is not merely a matter of producing 
and decoding meaning but that the production  
of meaning is also bound to specific 
anatomical morphisms. For example the speed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
at which birds produce their song is not 
comparable to that  possible to humans. Is this 
something you wanted to highlight with the 
work or is it something you noticed once the 
project was finished? 
 
Once I had slowed the songs to human pitch and asked 
the singers to copy the sounds it became evident that 
the singers were not just copying the sounds but were 
using small gaps to take breaths in the same places the 
birds had done, they were also moving in particular 
ways i.e. in a species specific way to generate some of 
the unusual sounds. It was as if by slowing down the 
birdsong to a human scale – the birds physical 
characteristics needed to make those sounds became 
scale to a humans physicality. The bird lung capacity 
had now become the human lung capacity, the 
breathing rate became similar, the head and chest 
movements became comparable and so on. The singers 
also had to perform this song for up to 2 hours 
(resulting in 8 minutes when sped up), the 
concentration and endurance required for mimicking 
the bird sounds over this period meant the singers 
could not mentally sustain a conscious interpretation, it 
became very instinctive. Perhaps this is why some of 
the singers felt it was the closest they would get to 
knowing what it is like to be a song thrush or 
blackbird. They had been taking the same breaths and 
making the same sounds but on a different scale. 
The entire project created a fountain of speculation - 
whether the speed at which we engage with our 
surroundings could be the measure of our relative  

 

Marcus Coates 
Linnet, Screen captures from Dawn Chorus, 2007  
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consciousness (to other species). Also, how has our 
language and music been influenced by birdsong.  
 
Sophisticated recording technology plays a 
defining role in Dawn Chorus. Paradoxically it 
seems that ‘machines’ constitute a medium 
that can bring us closer to animals. Is that one 
of the possible readings of Dawn Chorus? 
 
The digital technology helped us to hear the 
similarities, and to allow a human access to another 
species mode of behaviour. Across many traditional 
cultures the role of becoming animal has been 
necessary and valued. These cultures have been aware 
of the inherent connection we have with birdsong and 
the power of mimicry and musicality to inform their 
lives. I think technology is helping us to rediscover this. 
 
Your work has been described in a number of 
occasions as being ‘ quintessentially British’. 
How important is the idea of Britishness in 
your work? 
 
Dawn Chorus is as much a portrait of British society as 
it is about birds. I recognise that I am a product of 
Britain in so far as my sensibility, humour and cultural 
references are all important tools of my work. 
Nationality is also important to my work because it 
relates to belonging and the idea of being indigenous or 
to a romantic sense of source however perversely. 
Becoming as a cultural concept is linked to this and so 
the idea of Britishness is fuel for me. 
 
You re-worked Dawn Chorus in Japan. How 
did that make Dawn Choir different? 
 
I made a single screen version called Voices of Toge 
with Grizedale Arts featuring people from a small rice 
farming village north of Tokyo called Toge. Using a 
similar process they performed Japanese birdsong. It 
was a rewarding piece of work because of the 
reactions of delight and disbelief from the audience and 
participants, which seems to be exactly the same 
anywhere its shown. Because it refers to language but 
on such a elemental level it resonates especially 
between people from different parts of the world. 
 
 
Dawn Chorus was exhibited in art galleries as 
well as at the Festival of Birds at St. Georges’. 
Did the audience reception of the piece 
change according to the exhibiting space? 
 
Dawn Chorus as a multi screen installation has only 
been exhibited at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary 
Art and at Picture This in Bristol, the audience reaction 
seems to be universal. 
 
 

 
 
 
At the talk you gave at Whitechapel Art 
Gallery you recalled how you and your brother 
use to go to a small woodland close to your 
house to practice bird-watching. Why are 
birds so fascinating? 
 
We have a paradoxical relationship with birds 
On one hand we are so similar: very complex 
vocalisation patterns, nesting, mating for life, use of 
song, share living space – birds adapted to cities, 
nesting in houses etc, our folklore and culture is so 
linked to birds, birds are signifiers of season change 
etc. 
On the other they couldn't be more different: they 
have feathers and beaks and they fly! 
Culturally artists and poets have played on this, birds 
are a symbol of unattainable aspiration while being 
familiar and present enough to identify with and 
anthropomorphise. We share so much of our lives 
with them but we are so far from understanding 
everything about them. 
 
 
Marcus Coates' practice has continually questioned the 

ways in which we relate to other species. His 

film/performance process aims to re-present definitions 

of humanness through the investigation of cross species 

consciousness. Coates has exhibited nationally and 

internationally exhibitions and projects in 2006 include 

British Art Show 6, Liverpool Biennial, Bucharest 

Biennial, Romania, Israeli Centre for Digital Art, 

Holon, Israel and a Grizedale Arts project in Toge and 

Tokyo, Japan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Antennae would like to thank Anthony Spira, curator at 

Whitechapel Art Gallery for his help over this project. 

 
Marcus Coates was interviewed by Antennae in the 

Autumn of 2007.  

 
 


