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MEET THE BEAKLES!
What do you get
if you cross 44 
teeny birds with 
12 electric guitars? 
A pop group that’s 
Top of the Flocks

by Jane Fryer

S
TRANGE sounds are coming
from a long, thin art gallery at
the back of the Barbican
Centre in London. Electric
guitars roar, shuddering riffs fill
the air and plonky chords

jangle and clang before fading into
silence. It’s a right old racket —
choppy and twangy and very avant
garde — and yet the audience is
lapping up every note.

‘It’s like being backstage at a heavy metal
concert while the band’s warming up.’

‘No mate — this is proper music . . . it’s the
best thing I’ve heard all year.’

Which, and on the basis of the music alone,
seems high praise indeed. Then again, this
heavy metal ‘band’ is a little unusual. 

There’s no long-haired front-man gurning
into a microphone, no guitarist sliding across
the floor on his knees while he performs an
amazing riff. In fact, there’s no one here at all.
Just 44 teeny zebra finches happily hopping,
flying, preening, pecking, and chirping as they
go about their business. And generating some
truly extraordinary sounds. 

Because instead of their usual perches of

trees, branches or even a nice wooden bird
table, this lot are bobbing between about a
dozen strategically-placed shiny electric
guitars, all plugged into the mains and linked
up to a giant amplifier. 

So every time the birds land
on the guitar strings, or wipe
their beaks, or jump from foot to
foot, or scratch their bottoms,
or tussle with a bit of twig or dry
grass, they make music.

Which may not be to every-
body’s tastes — but it has
certainly caused quite a stir. 

In the past week alone, more
than 640,000 people have viewed
a two-minute video of the
finches’ unique style of guitar-
playing on YouTube. 

Television and radio crews
have been lining up to ‘interview’
them. Twitterers have been
raving about ‘Jimi Henchicks’.
And hundreds of people have
been queueing patiently for
hours by a ‘do not feed the birds’
sign outside the Barbican’s
Curve gallery to hear them play. 
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T
HE extraordinary living,
chirruping, music-making
installation is the work of
French artist Celeste
Boursier-Mougenot, who

trained as a composer. He
started working with zebra
finches in 1995 and says the
installation was partly the result
of an investigation into the
question of what music really is. 

‘If you want to understand a
creature then you have to
interact with it. Here, I am not
using the birds, I am collaborat-
ing with them.’

Or, perhaps more accurately,
we are. Because this particular
rock concert is all about
audience participation. 

Without visitors — limited to 25
at a time and strictly supervised
as we wander around the
carefully designed wooden walk-
ways — the birds would proba-
bly just lounge about on the
guitars, doing nothing but sleep-
ing and eating and preening and
there’d be no sound at all. 

Instead, disturbed by our
movement as we walk gingerly
along, they dart from guitar to
guitar, drop in to upturned cym-
bals for a drink of water and
some food (millet seed mostly,
with occasional ground-up worm
meal to keep them regular), fly
high up towards the netted
ceiling — and make beautiful
music every time they land.

While to the visitor it all looks
rather random — a long, curved
gallery, light at one end, dark at
the exit (I’m told they don’t like
the dark so won’t venture
towards the exit) and strewn
with guitars — it is the product
of thousands of hours of detailed
planning by Boursier-Mougenot.

So the guitars — white and 
black and each atop shiny metal
stands — aren’t standard
second-hand cast-offs. Oh no. 

These are tip-top Gibson Les
Paul guitars, the instrument of
choice for Jimmy Page, Keith
Richards and Slash. All are in
perfect working order — and all
are carefully tuned so that
whenever a string is touched, it
produces a clear chord.

‘The artist was very, very
specific about the type of
guitar,’ explains the show’s
curator, Lydia Yee. 

‘And spent a lot of time getting
the sound right — tuning and
retuning them — though a
couple of people in our technical

crew have now been trained to
do ongoing maintenance work if
anything sounds off-key.’

Goodness. On top of that, the
gallery’s technical crew — more
used to hanging paintings and
adjusting lighting — have had to
get to grips with feeding,
watering, and slowly dimming
the lights each night so that
their feathery charges can sleep
after a hard day performing. 

Oh yes. And, armed with wet
wipes, cleaning up every
morning — judging by the
numerous white smears on the
gleaming guitars, the zebra
finches don’t hold their musical
instruments in the same regard
as Boursier-Mougenot.

‘It’s been a very high-mainte-
nance exhibition,’ adds Yee.

But what of the birds, the
stars of the show? Isn’t a
temporary home in a guitar-
strewn gallery a bit of a shock
for these tiny creatures,
originally native to Australia
but bred in captivity in Norfolk?

Apparently not. You only need
to look at them — tweeting,
preening, swooping and swirling
up to the netted ceiling and, er,
mating as it happens, on a black
guitar in a corner (‘We’re
expecting to end up with more
than we started with,’ says Yee)
to see that they’re happy as a
sandboy. Or sandbird. 

In fact, if anything, they
actually seem to be showing off.

‘Zebra finches are ideal for this
sort of thing,’ says Yee. ‘They’re
particularly tame, are often
domesticated and are very social
and gregarious — they love inter-
acting with people. And even the

noise doesn’t bother them. You’d
imagine the sound would bash
their ears, but we’ve taken lots
of expert advice and, despite
their size, their ears are no more
sensitive than ours.’ 

They are also consummate
professionals. Extraordinarily,
they even have their own agent
— a company called Animal
Actors that supplies animal
actors for films and commer-
cials and checks up on them
regularly to make sure they’re
being properly cared for. 

The only cloud on their horizon
seems to be the fact that, when
this ‘gig’ comes to an end when
the exhibition closes on May 23,
they’ll head back to their previ-
ous caged existence in Norfolk.

While he’s been working with
zebra finches for 16 years (he’s
already introduced them to
metal bowls and coat hangers)

and is ‘very, very passionate
about them’, this is Boursier-
Mougenot’s first attempt at
mixing them with musical
instruments. It isn’t, however,
his first foray into ‘sound’ art. 

P
REVIOUS triumphs
include ‘Harmonichaos,
2000-06’, an installation
of 13 vacuum cleaners
with harmonicas

attached to each suction nozzle,
and ‘Videodrones, 2001’, in
which he used surveillance
cameras to create sounds based
on New York street life.

Which all sound rather
wonderful but, back in the
gallery, where I and my fellow 24
visitors are ducking every few
minutes to avoid low flying
birds, it’s hard to imagine
anything else quite like this. 

Because after an hour or so in
their company, either they’re
getting better, or I’m getting
used to it. 

Sometimes it’s just a
cacophony of clanging and
scraping and strumming
sounds. But every so often
there’s a little section that’s —
dare I say it — properly musical.
It’s almost as if they know what
they’re doing. 

There are no plans in the
pipeline as yet, but it can surely
only be a matter of time before
these unlikely musicians release
a single and start taking part in
celebrity reality shows. 

One thing’s for sure, after all
this rock ’n’ roll and adoration,
anything will be preferable to
their cage back in Norfolk. 
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Tweet harmony: Jane Fryer with the performing zebra finches
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