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The aerosphere is a literal and figurative contact zone for birds and 
media.   Transmission towers become obstacles in birds’ flight paths; 
radar systems emit signals that reveal the large-scale movements of 
birds; parabolic microphones directed at the sky detect avian flight 
calls; and miniature radio transmitters are attached to birds to track 
their global travels.

Lightning Birds is a multi-media project that consists of a five-episode, 
podcast-style audiobook, a curatorial essay, and a bibliography.  It 
tells a new story about radio, describes important scientific discoveries 
about bird migration through interviews with key researchers, and 
explores a mode of ecocriticism that combines traditional forms of text-
based scholarship with sound art, music, and audio storytelling.  At a 
moment when 13% of all bird species are threatened with extinction, 
Smith writes not only to those working in media studies, environmental 
studies, and ornithology, but also to a broader public.  He argues 
that by knowing more about how birds use the sky, we might begin to 
minimize the damage that our buildings, media, and environmental 
degradation do to the aerosphere.

Jacob Smith is Professor, Department of Radio-Television-Film, and 
Director, MA in Sound Arts and Industries at Northwestern University.

“Lightning Birds is a highly original account of the history of bird study 
and its intertwined relationship with technology and media. Although 
many birdwatchers and conservationists are familiar with current 
debates about the impacts of technologies such as wind energy and 
artificial light on migratory birds, few are aware of the much longer 
history of studying the impacts of communications towers on bird 
migration. The historical accounts and interviews provide a valuable 
and often forgotten perspective that will help us understand the 
conservation challenges of today.”

— Ben Winger, University of Michigan Museum of Zoology
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