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INTRODUCTION

Brian Eno: A problem  of organization

David Pattie and Sean Albiez

On 22 January 2010, the BBC2 arts programme Arena broadcast a documentary on Brian Eno. This could be thought of as the extended paying back of an artistic favour: the title track of Eno’s 1975 album, Another Green World, had been the programme’s theme tune since its inception; and the track lent its name to the documentary. Near the beginning of the programme, we watch Eno drawing together a scratch choir to join him in a version of the Everley Brothers’ hit, ‘Dreaming’. The choir is composed (it seems) not of professional singers, but of the people who happen to be in Eno’s studio on that day. These include a team from Radio 4, who are conducting an interview with him; it also includes the person behind the camera (or it seems to –​ at one point, Eno looks directly at the lens and gently cajoles her into taking part). When the song begins, Eno, having pulled the impromptu group together because he doesn’t want to sing alone, takes the bass part rather than the melody. His voice is the loudest, but only because the interviewer is holding a microphone close to his mouth.

It is one of the abiding features of Eno’s art that the microcosm reflects the macrocosm; and it is not too fanciful to see the rough assemblage of a group of non-​singers into a makeshift choir as an example of working practices that have developed over the course of more than forty years. First, the choir is assembled from the people at hand –​ Eno doesn’t wait for a squad of proper singers to arrive before he starts work. Second, Eno isn’t the centre of the group that forms. One might normally expect a famous musician to choose groups that serve to frame his or her talent; but, having brought the singers together, Eno becomes part of the group, rather than its leader. Third, the choir is formed by chance. The precise arrangement and blend of voices could not have been predicted at the outset; what we hear is something that has the formal shape of the Everley Brothers’ track, but which is sonically unpredictable –​ rough, unprofessional, unpolished, but still effective. In effect, what Eno does here is to assemble a system and then, when the system starts working, he steps to one side –​ part of the system in operation, but not its centre.

Eno has provided his own term for this kind of organization: in the 1970s, he began to use the term scenius –​ a neologism which derived from his interest in cybernetics and organization theory:

So I came up with this word ‘scenius’ –​ and scenius is the intelligence of a whole … operation or group of people. And I think that’s a more useful way to think about culture, actually. I think that –​ let’s forget the idea of ‘genius’ for a little while, let’s think about the whole ecology of ideas that give rise to good new thoughts and good new work. (Eno, 2009)

Over the course of Eno’s career, this way of thinking about cultural creation (and, in fact, about the idea of creation more generally) has led to what seems at some points to be an exponentially expanding body of work, either credited to Eno himself, or to Eno plus a large number of collaborators, or the work of other artists with Eno as collaborator, or production and session work with everyone from Coldplay to Edikanfo. In the midst of one of the most extensive discographies of anyone currently working in popular music, it is sometimes hard to discern the figure of Eno at all. We cannot treat him as we would an artist such as Nick Cave, that is, as an auteur whose music incarnates an idiosyncratic view of the world. Eno is somewhere in the system as part of the ecology of the recording, but not its focal point.

Eno encountered the ideas that were to shape his artistic life very early. He grew up on the Suffolk coast, in the small market town of Woodbridge. Eno has talked of the influence of the Suffolk landscape (some Suffolk locations –​ Lantern Marsh, for example –​ are used as titles in his 1982 album Ambient 4: On Land); the abiding impression that his surroundings left was as much aural as it was visual. As a boy, Eno spent a great deal of time on his own, exploring the landscape; he developed an interest in fossil hunting, and this interest took him to anywhere that fossils were likely to be found –​ to disused quarries and to some of the more isolated parts of the Suffolk coast. The place where he grew up seems to have lodged itself in his imagination, not as a series of images, but as a sensual environment that had to be experienced in minute detail, rather than studied objectively. For example, another track from Ambient 4: On Land, ‘The Lost Day’, includes a quiet, bell-​like sound (from a Fender Rhodes piano, played very softly) which Eno found very evocative. Initially he was unsure why this was so; the riddle was only solved when he went back to Woodbridge:

I went home to visit my parents. I went for a walk on Christmas day, a windy day. They live on a river. And as I was walking I heard this sound –​ it was actually the sound of the metal guy wires banging against the masts of the yachts. They have metal masts on yachts, and the sound was so identical. I suddenly realised where I got this sound from. (Sheppard, 2008: 25)

This bears witness to something that Eric Tamm identifies as a trait in Eno’s working practices –​ his sensitivity to timbre, to what Tamm calls the ‘vertical colour’ of the sounds he hears and the sounds he makes. But it is also interesting, because the sound of the guy wires slapping against the masts (a muted but resonant metallic clanging) can’t be divorced from the landscape. The sound is already part of a system –​ of other sounds, of images, of ambient temperatures, interacting with the perceiver’s immediate awareness of the world, and the memories that shape his perception. W. G. Sebald, in The Rings of Saturn, encountered exactly the same landscape; but Sebald’s work moves from immediate perception to what seems an infinitely extendable web of historical, cultural and philosophical associations. The system that Eno creates takes him in the opposite direction, towards the particular detail, towards the exact quality of the sound.

Woodbridge might have seemed like an isolated place, well away from the main cultural centres of 1950s Britain. However, the flat East Anglian landscape had proved itself very useful during World War II; places like Woodbridge found themselves living next to rapidly constructed RAF bases, which (in Woodbridge’s case) were taken over by the United States Air Force during the early years of the Cold War. At its height, the airbase at Woodbridge was home to some 17,000 personnel –​ more than double the town’s population of 8,000. The US government was understandably keen to make sure that its far-​flung troops were still connected to the homeland. It therefore ensured that the base was well supplied with American products, and with whatever products of American culture would serve to remind the airmen of home. For the young Eno, the music that came from America (music, moreover, that would not be played on the BBC) sounded as though it had dropped from another planet:

I can never explain to people what the effect of that was not Elvis Presley but the weirder things –​ things like ‘Get a Job’ by The Silhouettes, and ‘What’s Your Name’ by Don and Juan, the a cappella stuff that I had no other experience of. It was like music from nowhere and I liked it a lot. (Bangs, 1979)

Note that, even here, the idea that music must be linked to a specific location –​ and that, if the link isn’t apparent, that is in itself a source of attraction –​ is clearly expressed. Music is one potential element in a wider ecological system, in which sound, location and the experience of an environment interact. It is part of a system, partly constructed and partly self-​generating, and it is a means of gaining access to as-​yet undiscovered worlds.

Eno’s memories of his early life are, inevitably, reflected through the perspective of the maturing artist; in particular, it is filtered through the system of ideas that he first encountered at art school in the mid-​1960s. Eno was lucky enough to get onto an art foundation course at Ipswich Civic College at just the right time. Art schools were gradually closing, or being absorbed into larger institutions (Bryan Ferry, for example, studied art in the Fine Art Department at Newcastle University); but the Ipswich Art Department retained some of the organizational independence that had provided a previous generation of British musicians (Pete Townsend, John Lennon, Keith Richards et al.) with the space to develop their own musical identities. Second, the head of the Fine Art Department at Ipswich at that time was Roy Ascott –​ an unconventional tutor and artist who was more interested in the systems and processes through which art was created than he was in the artworks that those systems produced. This approach (which began by stripping back, rather aggressively, whatever preconceptions the students had about the nature of art) was not for everyone; Eno remembers that three students had nervous breakdowns during their time in the course. It suited Eno, however; and Ascott’s enthusiasm for the developing field of cybernetics (essentially, the study of the evolution of particular systems, human and otherwise) gave Eno a conceptual framework for the type of artistic work to which he found himself drawn.

At the same time as Eno first encountered the intellectual system that was probably to exercise the greatest influence on his working life, he was also exposed to new forms of music. The early 1960s was a very rich time for both popular and experimental music; Sheppard’s biography contains an entertaining description of the moment when Ascott played a copy of The Who’s newly released ‘My Generation’ (Ascott’s enthusiasm is understandable: Pete Townsend had been a pupil of his when he taught at Ealing Art College). Later, Eno was an early champion of the Velvet Underground; the group’s mixture of avant-​garde music and basic rock and roll, allied to the fact that some band members were entirely untutored, appealed to him. Via Tom Phillips, an artist who taught at Ipswich, Eno also discovered John Cage, and the school of minimalist, process-​driven composition that Cage had helped to inspire in the United States. Musicians such as Steve Reich, Morton Feldman, La Monte Young and Terry Riley, under the influence of composers like Cage, had shifted their compositional techniques in a direction that the young Eno found profoundly appealing. They had jettisoned the idea of a finished compositional text that could be recreated with small variations by differing groups of musicians; and they had, in its place, developed what might be called notated compositional processes. The score of Terry Riley’s In C (1964) is a list of harmonically related segments, each one of which is to be played by an individual member of an ensemble for as long as he or she wishes; the length of the final performance is entirely dependent on the way that any particular group of musicians deals with the text. Also to Eno’s taste was the way that these composers used technology; Steve Reich’s ‘It’s Gonna Rain’ took a short, three-​word section from a street preacher’s Pentecostal sermon and set it running on two tape recorders simultaneously. As the speed of any individual tape recorder is unique, any sample played on two recorders would gradually slide out of phase; as Reich’s samples moved out of sync with each other, they developed a rhythm (and arguably a melody and a harmony) that could not have been predicted in the score. Other pieces barely seemed to exist as music; the score of La Monte Young’s X for Henry Flynt simply instructs a pianist to play a cluster of notes loudly any number of times (the X in the title stands in for the variable number of times the pianist plays the cluster –​ when Eno played it, he chose to repeat it 3,600 times).

These composers took from Cage the idea of music as process and as play; they created pieces whose musical integrity could only be created and appreciated as an unpredictable outcome of a unique system. Eno moved from his earlier interest in fine art towards his abiding interest in systems-​based art forms, and in music as the art form which, most of all, could be thought of as a constantly unfolding, constantly generative process. When Eno began to make contact (largely through Phillips) with the London avant-​garde music and art scene, he naturally gravitated towards those composers and artists who had by then adopted the approaches already developed in the United States. In the late 1960s, he met Gavin Bryars and Michael Nyman, but the most important encounter was with Cornelius Cardew, the British composer whose approach to his art was perhaps the closest to that of John Cage. Eno was part of an ensemble called the Scratch Orchestra, which came together, first of all, at Cardew’s behest to perform a piece of his called ‘The Great Learning’. One section of this piece (Paragraph Seven) was particularly interesting to Eno; the procedure for the piece is as follows:

Each chorus member chooses his or her own note for the first line … All enter together on the leader’s signal. For each subsequent line choose a note that you can hear being sung by a colleague. It may be necessary to move to within earshot of certain notes. The note, once chosen, must be carefully retained. Time may be taken over the choice. If there is no note, or only the note you have just been singing, or only a note or notes that you are unable to sing, choose your note for the next time freely. Do not sing the same note on two consecutive lines. Each singer progresses through the piece at his [sic] own speed. Remain stationary for the duration of a line; move around only between lines. (Cardew, 1971)

The piece adopts the same strategy as Riley’s In C, but with one main (and for Eno, crucial) difference. The musician does not pay attention solely to the score; the singers listen to each other and develop a group understanding of the nature of the piece that they are creating, uniquely, as the result of a series of planned but unforeseeable interactions. The piece in performance always moved from initial chaos to harmony; the system suggested in the procedure essentially policed itself.

All of these elements were part of Eno’s early development as an artist; and a move from Ipswich to the Winchester School of Art (for his final diploma work) in 1966 brought him closer to London’s thriving art and music scenes (it also allowed him, as the college’s entertainment officer, to book some of the people he was most interested in to appear in Winchester). However, it was not until the early 1970s that Eno’s perceptions about the work of systems in art and in culture more generally coalesced into a strategy. The crucial trigger was provided by Jane Harvey, the mother of Sarah Grenville, who became Eno’s first wife in 1966. Harvey gave Eno a copy of Stafford Beer’s The Brain of the Firm (first published in 1972). Eno has spoken frequently about the formative influence that Beer’s work had on his thinking and his practice. In the foreword to a 2009 collection of Beer’s writings, Eno said:

[The Brain of the Firm] sought to view ‘the system’ as a web of interconnected subsystems through which information flowed in all directions –​ up as well as down, laterally as well as vertically. It flattened the organisational pyramid and emphasised the need for creativity and responsibility at all points … It discussed an issue which was at the time troubling me: how do you get to where you want to be if you don’t in advance know what it is, or where it is? (Eno, in Beer, 2009: 7–​8)

In Beer’s work, Eno discovered a key central insight: as he put it, ‘instead of specifying it in full detail, you simply ride the dynamics of the system where you want to go’ (Eno, in Beer, 2009: 8). The system –​ however that term was defined –​ was not an inert mechanism which relied on the input of specifically talented or powerful individuals; it had its own dynamics. This helped Eno crystallize the various influences on his developing musical and artistic practice; Beer provided a convincing rationale for the creation of generative systems as a creative strategy. As Beer’s insights were incorporated into his working strategies, Eno moved from the quasi-​hierarchical working structure in his first solo album, Here Come the Warm Jets (1973), to the position he still occupies –​ that of a key part of the creative structure, but not necessarily its centre.

Eno’s work, then, knits together a set of ideas that are simple in themselves. Music is an environment as much as, if not more than, a linear succession of beats, chords and notes. Music is also the expression of a particular ecology; a specific location, a specific set of technologies, a specific group of people assembled at a specific time or a specific mechanism. Finally, if music is an environment and a system, it is not one that needs to be controlled; if the conditions are correct, the system will generate an answer to the initial problem, which will surpass the answers that any one person within the system could have created on their own. The core of Eno’s artistic practice might rely on these relatively simple precepts; but each piece of work necessarily creates its own environment and its own system, and Eno becomes part of the system rather than assuming a role at the apex of the hierarchy. Indeed, in some of the systems he establishes that (those that lead to generative compositions, for example) the system can generate its own music from the input that Eno feeds into it. The simplicity of these initial ideas –​ as simple as the oblique strategy cards that Eno developed in conjunction with Peter Schmidt in 1975 –​ has, in practice, generated a bewildering multiplicity of the types of work. This, to put it mildly, makes discussing the scope of Eno’s contribution to popular music rather difficult (and continually interesting); his place in the systems he creates isn’t fixed. At one point he is the sole human point in the network; in others, he is a collaborator, or an organizer, or a goad or the provider of a momentary stimulus. And because his preferred mode of working naturally lends itself to collaboration, he does not have a central body of artworks to augment or to defend. He is both an artist and part of a scenius; any collection of essays on his work will have to deal with both the volume of his output, and the various contexts in which he creates the systems that in turn create the work.

Given the nature, the scope and, as much as anything else, the sheer bulk of Eno’s work, it would be impossible to encapsulate everything in one volume. For example, since the 1980s Eno has sustained a parallel career as a visual artist; he is involved in the design of computer games and mobile apps; he has created installations; he has even taken an interest in developing perfumes. This volume focuses on his work as a musician, a theorist of music and a collaborator, in various contexts, with other musicians. It divides into two parts. The first part examines Eno’s work as a composer, musician and theorist. The first of Pattie’s two chapters examines Eno’s early work with Roxy Music; Sun’s chapter examines his parallel involvement with the musical avant-​garde of the time. Pattie’s second chapter, and the chapter by Atton, deal with Eno’s transition from glam icon to popular music’s resident intellectual. Pattie looks at the forces which shape Eno’s practice in the mid-​1970s; Atton discusses the press’ reaction to Eno, and the strategies journalists adopted to frame his views in interviews and articles. The next three chapters, by Achtermann, Rietveld and Albiez, deal with aspects of Eno’s musical practice: Achtermann examines the development of ambient music; Rietveld analyses Eno’s work as a composer of soundtracks; and Albiez discusses Eno’s use of the voice in his more recent work. The second part discusses Eno’s theoretical and practical work as a producer and collaborator in the studio. Albiez and Dockwray historically situate and delve into the prehistory of one of Eno’s most important statements of artistic intent, the 1979 lecture: ‘The Recording Studio as Compositional Tool’. Loydell and Marshall take their cue from the Oblique Strategies cards (created by Eno in collaboration with Peter Schmidt, and first employed in embryonic form during the recording of Taking Tiger Mountain (by Strategy) in the mid-​1970s), using prompts from the cards to open up the question of Eno’s collaborative practices. Finally, four chapters discuss Eno’s work as a collaborator and producer. Lindau looks at My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, Eno’s 1981 collaboration with David Byrne; Stewart discusses the rather fraught working relationship between Eno and Devo, during the recording of the band’s debut album; McLaughlin deals with the very much more successful, and longer lasting, relationship between Eno and the Irish rock band U2; and James examines Eno’s role in the production of the No New York compilation of No Wave artists in New York in 1978.
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