
A Machine To Listen To The Sky

You are listening to the raw sound of VLF.
VLF is a radio spectrum ranging from 3kHz to 30kHz. This is 
mostly below the range of any man-made radio broadcasts.
The signals you are hearing are produced naturally by the Earth’s 
ionosphere and include storms, lightning strikes and the northern lights. 
Technology also emits signals which fall into the VLF range an example of this is a low 
constant hum at around 50hz - this is produced by the power grid and becomes quieter or 
louder depending how near you are to a mains power source. 

What are you going to hear?

Spherics: These are atmospheric disturbances caused by lightning. These signals can be 
picked up from thousands of miles away and manifest themselves as short sharp clicks. 
These are one of the more common sounds to hear whilst listening to VLF.

Tweaks: These are produced through similar disturbances to spherics, occuring when a 
signal is reflected from the ionosphere. Tweaks sound like birds tweeting. 

Man-Made Interference: A number of man-made signals can also be heard. A prominent 
sound is often from the electrical grid - a constant low hum. Mobile phone signals, 
satellite communications and some military communications using the VLF band can also 
be heard. 

Rarer Sounds: If you’re lucky you might hear sounds from signals produced by the Aurora 
Borealis. These sound like a large number of birds flocking. Solar wind also creates 
changes in the ionosphere that create VLF signals. A rarer by-product of lightning strikes 
are whistlers, these create a short high to low frequency whistle.

How Am I Hearing All This? The two circular devices are known as inductors. These are 
large loops of wire which respond to magnetic fluctuations. When the output is connected 
to an audio device these signals can be heard as audio and also recorded.
VLF is used in the scientific community to monitor space weather as well as seismic 
activity. As a sound artist the ability to hear an unheard spectrum of sound is very exciting 
and VLF opens a whole new world of artistic exploration and possibility.

If you are interested to find out more about VLF and the “A Machine To Listen To The Sky” 
project head to http://magneticsignals.tumblr.com/ which contains information on VLF 
such as how to make your own DIY inductor as well as cataloguing my VLF recording 
adventures.

Please share your experiences of the project on twitter by using #magneticsignals
Thank you.



Where To Find Us

The installation is located on the South Lawn of the museum. 

Safety Note

Please do not walk directly under the balloon, or touch any of the tether ropes.
Keep outside the perimeter of the tether ropes for yours and others safety.
Please move away from the area if directed by the project team.
If you are unclear please ask a member of the team.

#magneticsignals


