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1. Events in Dense Fog


‘It is better to have enough ideas for some of them to be wrong than to be always right by having no ideas at all.’ (Edward de Bono)


‘Rock stars; is there anything they don’t know?’ (Homer Simpson)


You couldn’t make him up. Or at least if you did no one would quite believe you. The polymorphous Brian Eno has been so many things over forty years of creative endeavour that it’s sometimes difficult to reconcile this inimitable sexagenarian’s disparate enthusiasms and achievements; harder still, these days, to succinctly define exactly what it is he does. Indeed, Eno himself long ago gave up trying to do that. Bored with having to reel off the world’s most bafflingly convoluted job description (‘record-producer-cum-experimental-musician-cum-visual-artist-cum-epistemologist-cum-belle-lettrist-cum-one-man-think-tank-cum-parfumeur’, and so on …), he took to telling interested strangers that he was in fact ‘an accountant’; an admission guaranteed to thicken the ice at parties.


A dissection of Eno’s life necessarily throws up a portrait in mosaic – a pixellated image glinting with apparent paradoxes. Consider the contradictory Brians: the 1970s rock lust-object with a predilection for logarithm tables; the technophile who never learned to drive; the bon vivant who likes to be at work before sunrise; the ‘non-musician’ with a sublime gift for melody; the uxorious family man and self-confessed flirt, the visceral sensualist and cerebral conceptualist (and, lest it be forgotten, the avant-garde champion who took a U(2)-turn to refurbish the world’s least arty rock band). If you were a method actor asked to ‘inhabit’ the character of Brian Eno, where would you start? Even his full name – Brian Peter George St. Jean le Baptiste de la Salle Eno – sounds like a case of raging multi-personality syndrome (if not the punch-line to an esoteric, ecumenical gag). That grandiloquent moniker turns out to be a slight affectation (the residue of an otherwise sloughed-off Catholic education), its retention proof that Brian cleaves to the exotic in the everyday. It’s perhaps that characteristic above all others which binds his many, seemingly incongruent predispositions.


It was as the very personification of ‘exotica’ that Brian Eno first parachuted into the wider public consciousness in 1972 – a startling, hermaphrodite apparition even among the glittering mannequin retinue that was Roxy Music. Resplendent in outlandish couture and framed against his futuristic paraphernalia of synthesizers and whirring tape recorders, from the off, Eno seemed like a figure untethered from musical precedent. He has continued ever since to describe a sinuous career trajectory, the guidelines for which – if there are any – are known to him alone. He remains singular within the realm of music and while ‘Eno-esque’ is an adjective often appended to aspects of other artists’ work, no succeeding generation has produced a ‘new Eno’ in the way that a ‘new Dylan’ has been regularly thrown up by the cycling tides of musical fashion.


While Eno may be a happy anachronism, his musical influence remains pervasive – palpable whenever an ambient backdrop, ‘plunderphonic’ vocal sample or world music hybrid comes into earshot; or whenever rock dispenses with blues-based worthiness and embraces the bolder tenets of art. Over and above his headline-grabbing work with David Bowie, Talking Heads, U2, Devo, James, Paul Simon, Coldplay et al, traces of the Eno artistic genome continue to suffuse popular music, identifiable in everything from the abstract meta-rock of Radiohead and Moby’s dance-pop audio piracy to the glam hauteur of Franz Ferdinand and the micro-processed glitch-scapes of Autechre. Moreover, Eno’s overarching ideas about the production, function and dissemination of music have trickled down so effectively that they now inform the sonic vocabulary of our age.


Eno’s has been a Zelig-like presence on the musical landscape for well over three decades now, his influence publicly acknowledged by a dizzying panoply of artists from Prince to Public Enemy, Cabaret Voltaire to Aphex Twin. The instigator of ambient and generative musics, Eno was also there or thereabouts when glam rock first preened, prog first lumbered, punk first raged; post-punk first itched, disco first strutted and ‘world music’ first hybridized. Yet he has always orbited epicentres of change, rarely touched down in them – the looker-on knowing more of the game. Too judicious to be sucked into prog’s baronial excesses, too much of a pop connoisseur to wield punk’s year-zero bludgeon, he was feted by fans of both genres nonetheless, although he has always been happiest carving a new route through the creative landscape and is by his own admission a better explorer – or more accurately a surveyor – than he is ‘a settler’.


His nose for the zeitgeist is demonstrable, however; tenures in London, New York, Berlin and St. Petersburg all pre-empted, or at least coincided, with those cities enjoying a moment of energized artistic pre-eminence. Moreover – and more significantly for the biographer – to trace the arc of Eno’s creative career is to follow the forty-year parabola of Western cultural evolution itself. Inspired by post-war avant-gardism, granted licence by the liberated 1960s, embraced by the revolutionary ’70s, consecrated by the technocratic, cross-pollinated ’80s and ’90s, forced to diversify laterally by the ambiguous ’00s; you’ve long been able to set your socio-cultural alarm clock by Brian Eno.


‘Renaissance Man’ is a label tossed out all too glibly when ‘multitasker’ would be more accurate, but in Brian Eno’s case it is, for once, a not entirely spurious description (although his detractors tend to use a more pejorative adjective, dilettante). While none of his innate gifts mark him out as a ‘genius’ per se (‘He wasn’t Leonardo da Vinci or anything,’ his friend and art school mentor, the painter Tom Phillips, insisted to me, ‘but he obviously had an inventive mind, as everybody now knows’), there is nonetheless something of the late medieval polymath about Brian Eno, albeit cut with a very mid-20th-century strain of British ‘garden shed’ amateurism. Part artist, part scientist, part societal weather forecaster (or ‘futurologist’ as the trendy neologism has it), labouring over infinitesimal creative detail while simultaneously prescribing any number of grand, socio-technological hypotheses, he is inquisitiveness personified and continues to pack notebooks with theorems, diagrams, observations, formulae, jokes, aphorisms and sketches, and latterly oscillates between art, music, sciences and politics with, whatever Tom Phillips says, an almost Da Vincian versatility.* Somehow you imagine that if Eno had been born in 15th-century Tuscany, his prodigious imagination might also have found a way to wow the Florentine and Milanese courts.†


As it is, Eno remains ‘a restless futurist’, to quote Paul Morley, an insatiable 21st-century interlocutor of radical thought from across the gamut of art, science and cultural ideas; forever posting back bulletins from the esoteric margins and recontextualizing blue-sky thought for more popular consumption – his own, included. Even in his sixtieth year, his tentacles show no sign of retracting as he settles into the role of patrician ‘wise elder’ – albeit one who has never quite lost the glamorous allure of his youth. He appears enviably well adjusted – the picture of graceful ageing (he was recently likened, accurately, to ‘a prosperous vineyard owner’) – and his remains an astonishingly hip name to drop in all sorts of circles and among all sorts of age groups. That said, as I write, Eno is embarking on another new and unlikely career strand as youth spokesman for the terminally unhip Liberal Democrat party (whose recently elected leader is twenty years Eno’s junior and who may yet hold the balance of power in the hung parliament political soothsayers predict being the result of next General Election). It’s a move whose superficial ‘conservatism’ has been greeted with severely raised eyebrows in some quarters – the kind of reaction which Eno’s apparently counter-intuitive decisions have regularly induced over the years.


Despite a stated preference for the backroom, the Eno pate (containing ‘the most formidable pair of frontal lobes in the rock world’, according to Melody Maker) has rarely dipped completely below the parapet since he first piqued public interest back in 1972. Having rapidly achieved rock star status, he promptly turned in his glitter badge (a process of ‘retreat’ from the showbiz glare that began, notoriously, after he found himself pondering the whereabouts of his laundry in the middle of a spring 1973 Roxy Music concert), although he was never quite the butterfly who sought the cocoon. Indeed, he has rarely shunned publicity at any stage in his life, nor has he been averse to courting the press, regarding it as a valuable conduit through which to broadcast his ideas even as he has come to loathe the predictability of its questions. Thanks to the prolific column inches he can still command, even the most discreet beat of Eno’s wing tends to ripple out across the cultural realm – sometimes with revolutionary effect (although equally often to no palpable effect at all – such is the dilettante’s lot).


His colourful, eclectic calling and propinquity to the superstar elite means that Eno lore is legion and he has long been a magnet for culture vultures, sycophants and anoraks, often of the most obsessive and self-righteous kind. I do not necessarily exclude myself from their ranks – how could I? I have, however, attempted to remain a dispassionate, impartial chronicler. In this I was encouraged by Colin Newman, lead singer of the veteran post-punk band Wire and an acquaintance and long-term adherent of Eno’s, whose pithy views on all things Brian resonated like a Greek chorus as I wrote the book. Possibly fearing I was another fixated, sanctimonious Enophile, Newman gave me some salutary words of advice: ‘I think we need to reclaim Eno from the Eno nerds. There’s a lot of nasty train-spotting involved with the Eno fanbase. Brian needs to have his place, sure, but he’s not a saint, nor is he a professor. He’s a bunch of things, one of which – and I say this in the most friendly and supportive way – is an incredibly adept bullshitter. He’s a brilliant opportunist.’


Eno continues to divide opinion. During my research I encountered expressions of deep affection for him (‘Brian Eno is one of the only people I’ve worked with who I can actually say I love,’ his friend and sometime musical collaborator Robert Wyatt confessed to me. Eno’s old Roxy Music confrere, and one-time adversary, Bryan Ferry, was no less gushing, admitting, ‘I always feel inspired if I’m in the same room as Brian’), but also the odd, unanticipated expression of scepticism. English contemporary classical composer and 1970s Eno associate Gavin Bryars offered a particularly ambiguous assessment of his erstwhile colleague: ‘Where Brian is strong is in working with other people – when he’s a hands-on enabler … He can’t really play anything, nor can he read music, but he makes a virtue of it; he always has other people to do those things for him. As an artist, he hardly begins to get through the door, for me.’ It’s an opinion, even Bryars himself acknowledges, seldom volunteered elsewhere.


One thing’s for sure, a biography of Brian Eno – a man whose 1995 diary, published the following year as A Year with Swollen Appendices, alone ran to some 444 wittily recorded, theory-stuffed, event-jammed pages – is never going to suffer from a dearth of source material. Indeed, while Eno’s frenetic, multi-episodic life can sometimes present a thick miasma of cross-pollinated activity (a good deal of which never reaches the public sphere), it so happens that Eno has been arguably popular music’s most willingly loquacious interviewee. He has spent much of the last four decades explaining himself and his ideas to often spellbound, sometimes dumbfounded – but nearly always intrigued – interrogators, representing organizations and publications whose infinite variety bears testament to the elasticity of his intellect and the expansiveness of his field of engagement. What other comparable musical figure could be of equal interest, as Eno has been, to Scientific American and Punk Magazine, the Royal College of Art and the Perimeter Institute for Theoretical Physics?*


Aside from the influences of a very particular East Anglian upbringing, Eno, in common with a legion of UK musicians, owes his creative impetus to the permissive hothouse that was the British art school of the 1960s. However, while the likes of Pete Townshend, Ray Davies, John Lennon and Bryan Ferry used these stimulating, free-spirited enclaves as a fleeting conduit to rock stardom, art school had a more profound and enduring effect on Eno. He remains guided by many of the principles that formed the basis of his art education and his creative career could be viewed as one extended ‘art school project’ – bringing the paradigms of conceptual art to bear on the relatively conservative, linear and commercially driven realm of popular music. What’s more, since the turn of the 1980s, Eno has simultaneously pursued the bona fide visual art career for which he was ostensibly trained, his musical identity and fine art calling inexorably merging over time. Even at his most ‘pop’, the distinction between ‘low’ and ‘high’ culture is something Eno has been at great pains to blur.


Financially secure since his mid-twenties (‘Brian’s never had to pay his own rent, or worry about bills or anything like that,’ his wife and long-term manager Anthea admitted to me. ‘In fact he doesn’t even like to know what he’s being paid for certain projects, in case it influences his work …’), Eno has enjoyed the luxury of devoting himself entirely to such analyses – expending his considerable energies in what amounts to a grand, across-the-board aesthetic commission. His creative time has been spent assembling musical pieces for which there is often no ostensible deadline but his own and for investigating all manner of sonic and visual art possibilities, often unburdened by the constraints of economic expediency. Eno is, in a sense, an embodiment of art for art’s sake – although as one of his heroes, the American cultural theorist Morse Peckham, would contend, art can be regarded as a ‘safe’ arena for working out some of the more perilous problems of human existence. Eno remains evangelical about art being a controlled experiment in life.


Questioning the accepted doctrines of art is one of Eno’s preoccupations, although he is equally liable to be enmeshed in matters scientific, academic, entrepreneurial and, increasingly, political (he has latterly become an indefatigable lobbyist and congenital faxer – particularly on behalf of the charity War Child and the ‘Stop the War’ coalition). The famous giant white board wall-planners that adorn his studio wall, on which his frenetic, eclectic schedule is mapped out, are works of art in themselves – swarming, convoluted, felt-tip testimony to what is arguably Britain’s most pluralistic life.


His enthusiasm is generally reserved for whatever’s next, whether that means some forthcoming artistic experiment or wider impending cultural or technological futures. This is a man whose time is in almost constant demand – so much so that for some years he would rise regularly at 3 a.m. in order to enjoy uninterrupted creativity in his studio. Unsurprisingly, he grows impatient and easily bored with anything that impinges on this kinetic momentum and would rather be contemplating the possibilities of tomorrow than celebrating yesterday’s coups.


All of this makes Eno, superficially at least, a less than ideal subject for a biography (‘I’m never any good at thinking about “me” in the psychoanalytical sense,’ he also admits). When I first addressed him about the idea of this book, he seemed bashful about it, more than anything. At the time he was also being grilled by author Michael Bracewell for a book about the art school background of Roxy Music, and Eno said he’d feel like a ‘maiden being courted by two suitors’. Thankfully, Brian, partly through the inestimable auspices of wife Anthea, agreed to submit to my inquisitions and was also gracious enough to answer a tranche of what must have, in places, seemed rather petty enquiries (‘When did you have your appendix out?’ is not the first question you’d want to ask Brian Eno, is it?), generously filling in all sorts of gaps in the narrative.


My own first encounter with Brian was almost comically prosaic yet quintessentially Eno-esque. Wearing my musician’s hat, in 1991, I was playing guitar with a new band, embarking on the recording of our debut album. We were lucky enough to have engaged the services of Canadian producer and sometime Eno affiliate Michael Brook, inventor of something called the Infinite Guitar which U2’s The Edge had once deployed. Brook’s studio was housed in a cramped, third-floor flat on the Harrow Road in west London that he shared with another Eno associate, Daniel Lanois.* While evidence of the peripatetic Lanois, who spent little time in London, was restricted to a bedroom stacked with vintage electric guitars and Bob Dylan fanzines, the urbane Brook actually treated the place as his domicile and had furnished the rooms with no little taste. Large Russell Mills abstracts adorned the walls, which were painted a lemon yellow, and Brook – who was something of a gourmand as well as a technology obsessive – had installed a swish designer kitchen.


On a June morning, Brook and I were attempting to capture a particularly tortuous guitar overdub when we were rudely interrupted by the insistent ringing of the front door bell. While I harrumphed impatiently, Brook went downstairs to answer the door, reappearing a few moments later followed by a slight, middle-aged, lightly balding man in a scruffy purple T-shirt and faded black jeans. Brook introduced me to his anonymous-looking visitor who he described simply as ‘my friend Brian’. I was eager to get back to my overdub and somewhat distracted, so it was only when I noticed a clipped, precise accent familiar from radio interviews (and which I’d first grown accustomed to hearing on the vérité studio archive recordings which Phil Manzanera had slotted between the tracks on his 1982 album Primitive Guitars), that it dawned on me exactly who this apparently unexceptional guest was. Suddenly my guitar part seemed a rather piffling matter.


Brook ushered Eno (for it was he) into the adjoining kitchen and the two began conversing animatedly. I tried to look nonchalant while eavesdropping intensely; hoping to glean some titbits about what I naively assumed must be the topic of discussion – mixing desks, microphones, perhaps the very future of recorded sound … Whatever it was, it seemed to be particularly engrossing; with Eno looking animated as he and Brook rummaged through the kitchen drawers. I pretended to tune my guitar. After ten minutes or so of rummaging, Eno wished us good luck with the recording, bade us farewell and disappeared back onto the Harrow Road. I hoped he was keeping an eye out for onrushing taxis (I knew, like any self-respecting Enophile, that he’d been knocked down by a black cab on the same street back in January 1975). ‘That was Brian Eno,’ Brook confirmed. ‘He likes my fish cutlery and wanted to look at it.’ Perhaps, I thought, this was an oblique reference to composer Erik Satie who wanted to make ‘furniture music’ that could ‘mingle with the sound of the knives and forks at dinner’, or to a bizarrely named track by Phil Manzanera’s sometime Eno-abetted band Quiet Sun, called ‘Mummy Was an Asteroid, Daddy Was a Small Non-Stick Kitchen Utensil’. In fact, Eno simply wanted to buy something stylish to eat fish with and was perusing Brook’s modish drawers for inspiration. While hardly the most epic behavioural non sequitur, the ‘fish cutlery incident’ was nonetheless discretely Eno-esque. I had my ‘Eno moment’.


My next encounter with Brian occurred a decade later. Now working as a freelance music journalist, I’d been commissioned by Q Magazine to present Eno with a sheaf of questions posed by readers as part of a regular feature called ‘Cash for Questions’. Arriving at his Notting Hill studio at the decidedly un-rock ’n’ roll hour of 9 a.m., I was greeted at the door by a press officer and Eno’s assistant, who politely informed me that the subject of my visit had already been at the studio for several hours, was just finishing some work and would be with me shortly. Feeling, suddenly, like the man-from-Porlock, I sat down to wait. ‘Sorry,’ came a shout from within the studio – it was that familiar clipped accent again, venturing apologetically, ‘I’m just cleaning the sink. I’ve been sculpting with plaster and it leaves a terrible mess.’


Eno’s studio was quite the opposite of a mess. In fact, it was exactly as you’d imagine it – a large, white, well-lit space furnished in a style we might usefully call ‘mad-inventor minimalist’. Surrounded by workbenches and racks of tools, it was clearly a room organized for work. But despite its utilitarian feel, evidence of its owner’s eclectic predilections was all around. Various sculptural forms of mysterious provenance dotted the expansive floor space; a row of identical boom-box cassette players hung suspended in formation along one wall; a glitzy disco mirror ball dangled from the ceiling; bookshelves groaned with everything from texts on African art and Escher and George Grosz monographs to Martin Amis and Nabokov novels, atlases, computer science tomes … On one wall, the aforementioned year-planner was almost completely obliterated by neatly felt-tipped appointments, dates and reminders. One week in July had been cleared for a genial sounding ‘bike trip’. On another wall was a painting by Eno’s friend, the late Peter Schmidt, familiar from its use on the cover of the Fripp & Eno album Evening Star, and on another a small photograph of a luxuriantly hirsute, adolescent Eno as a member of very short-lived Suffolk ’60s rock ’n’ roll combo The Black Aces (Eno was the drummer – he holds drumsticks in the picture). Technology was at a minimum. A Macintosh computer and a pair of wood-encased, vintage-looking speakers bestrode a large work desk; Eno’s Fernandez Stratocaster guitar was propped against a wall, its strings tuned to an open E major (Brian graciously let me have a pluck).


His sink-cleaning duties completed, Eno settled down for the interview. Disconcertingly, he seemed to be wearing the same purple T-shirt and faded black jeans he was sporting when we’d met a decade before. He remains a surprisingly slight figure in the flesh, tanned and unspeakably healthy-looking – an unexpectedly bling-like gold tooth and a scar on the top of his head (evidence of that 1975 taxi altercation) the only intrusions on a mien of orderly symmetry. He answered the readers’ questions with a mixture of scholarly gravity, unconcealed weariness and unforced hilarity. When I placed my tape recorder on the table between us, Eno picked it up and examined it before repositioning it nearer to him – ‘It’s me you want to hear after all, isn’t it?’


He took the readers’ questions methodically – carefully digesting and considering even the most absurd enquiries (‘Would you ever grow your hair long again?’) before venturing a reply. When asked by one uproariously off-beam reader if the low groaning sound on a track from 1983’s empyrean ambient album Apollo was actually a heavily treated Rod Stewart vocal, Eno completely cracked up, doubling over in mirth. When he recovered he had his assistant find the track and put it on at high volume. He kept giggling but looked bemused; ‘Where do people get these ideas from?’ he queried, not unreasonably. He finally answered the question by facetiously declaring that yes, ‘Rod the mod’ was indeed the guest vocalist, adding, with a gold-tooth-flashing smile, ‘the Small Faces are on there, too. They were hoping to crack the ambient market …’ Eno melted into laughter once more, before revealing that the low groaning sound was actually not a human voice at all, but a slowed-down recording of a South American stone flute called an ocarina. Why, of course.


The interview wound on. Eno, clearly unwilling to waste this enforced break from work, proceeded to punctuate our lengthy session with restless dumb-bell-lifting, punctured-football-kicking and intermittent Stratocaster-strumming. I was clearly in the presence of a man who wanted to maximize every moment of his waking existence – I felt a bit guilty about bombarding him with frivolous questions about old U2 records and ‘Rod the mod’. ‘I can only deal with a certain amount of history,’ Eno confessed at one point. ‘If it isn’t leavened with enough theory, I get very bored …’


An hour or so into our summit a photographer arrived and began to set up his lights. Eno wanted the interview to continue while he had his picture taken, so he carried on talking animatedly until such time as the photographer was ready to shoot, simultaneously donning a succession of outfits: a silk kimono, several hats, an expensive-looking, military-style designer jacket … As soon as the camera was clicking, Eno seemed to be another person completely. The small, amiable everyman with whom I’d spent the last hours was abruptly transformed into the professional music star. ‘I’m not going to talk now because it will make my mouth look funny in the pictures,’ he decreed. It was almost clinical. This ability to shape-shift and present a professional, ‘public face’ is something I’d noticed in encounters with a number of more conventional rock performers over the years (it usually involved the donning of mask-like sunglasses). It was at this point that I realized just how ‘good at being Eno’ Brian actually was. Perhaps the preening showman of 1972 hadn’t been completely consigned to history after all? Yet his punctiliousness was far from total. The interview concluded, he ushered me on my way with the kind of petition usually emitted by far less articulate interviewees who are keen not to come across as too shallow or lightweight in print. ‘Make it sound half decent won’t you?’ he urged and I promised I would. Perhaps he was simply being modest. It wasn’t very hard to comply.


Part of the aim of this book is to reconcile the iridescent ‘public’ Eno with this vulnerable everyman Brian – the Catholic schoolboy from the Suffolk hinterland who left grammar school with four ‘O’ levels, his head full of doo-wop and Mondrian paintings, only to ascend to the status of 20th-century cultural magus. I wanted to put him in context, too, to chronicle the cultural landscape against which his often-controversial artistic stratagems were played out and to explore the ways in which his very particular vision is rooted in the era, environment and circumstances in which he grew up.


For all his international achievements and engagement with contemporary and ‘futurological’ issues, there remains – I feel – a part of Eno which is umbilically linked to his Suffolk past, and there remains a part of him that is still the quietly self-possessed lad wandering the faraway East Anglian shoreline, lost in his imagination, delighting in the music of wind in yacht rigging and instinctively investing the landscape with rich meaning. Eno agreed that much of his work connects to a feeling of aloneness (as distinct from loneliness) that he regularly experienced as a youth – a sublime feeling of being caught between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the exotic and the quotidian.


Eno’s friend and influential collaborator Peter Schmidt once described a key function of art as being ‘… to offer a more desirable reality; a model, as it were, of another style of existence with its own pace and its own cultural reference’.


Eno echoed those sentiments: ‘I see nothing wrong with escapism … why shouldn’t we escape? We’re all perfectly happy to accept the idea of going on holiday, nobody calls that escapism … I think what’s interesting about the idea of using art to create other realities, more desirable realities, is that it can give you a mental place from which to pull your own reality.’


Welcome, then, to the Great Escape.


* Leonardo was musical, too. He was considered a virtuoso on the lute and once built an exquisitely toned silver lyre in the shape of a horse’s skull. ‘Non-musician’ Brian, meanwhile, remains ostensibly unable to play any instrument, equine or otherwise, in the orthodox sense.


† Eno is hesitant about the Renaissance allusion: ‘I can imagine the excitement of having been there, but it seems to me that the Renaissance had a great deal to do with leaving things out of the picture. It was about ignoring part of our psyche – the part that’s a bit messy and barbarian.’


* One drawback for the Eno biographer is the sheer volume of ‘stuff’ that Brian has accomplished or been involved with over his six decades. Writing about Eno can sometimes feels like folding down a skyscraper into a suitcase and to chronicle it all in the detail it no doubt deserves would mean a book running to multiple volumes – the ‘Eno-cyclopaedia Britannica’.


* They were both managed by Opal, the company run by Eno and Anthea. The latter had advised on the apartment purchase as a clever investment, based on a prediction that the down-at-heel Harrow Road was about to become the new King’s Road. It was a rare misjudgement.




2. Backwater


‘We come from a very emotional family. Our father used to cry at Lassie films.’ (Roger Eno)


‘My roots are Little Richard and Mondrian, really.’ (Brian Eno)


Woodbridge, Suffolk, is a sleepy little market town of some 8,000 souls; a ribbon of irregular-roofed buildings arranged along the west bank of the River Deben as it widens into a glinting estuary. Overlooked by an imposing, part-Elizabethan weatherboard tide mill, the once thriving little harbour into whose fathoms newly built wooden sailing ships were once launched is nowadays the tranquil dominion of the weekend angler and the well-heeled yachting fraternity. Located a mere seventy-five miles north-east of London, it shares with a number of East Anglian burghs a sense of disconnection from the more brutal superficialities of modern Britain – a place of ancient brick and quiet certainties, church fêtes and modest expectations. Its unruffled Englishness would still be instantly familiar to anyone brought up in the town in the 1950s, as Brian Eno was.


In a late 1970s interview with journalist Lester Bangs, Eno recalled the timeless equilibrium of his birthplace: ‘Where I come from is Suffolk … a kind of under-populated country area which really is, I suppose, still kind of a feudal society. There are sort of squires and local gentry, who aren’t resented and who in turn don’t control in a kind of unpleasant way. There’s just an assumption of a hierarchy, actually. And this is reflected by the fact that everybody votes Conservative there; it’s got about the worst record of Labour voting ever. It’s a very conservative society.’


At this time Eno was living in frenetic, downtown Manhattan, which obviously threw his home county into stark relief. Tellingly, after a further decade of globe-trotting, that same sense of quiet order would entice him back to Woodbridge – that and a resonant atmosphere of reassuring melancholy remembered from childhood: ‘I’ve always enjoyed being melancholy, perhaps because that mood is very much a feature of the environment where I grew up. It’s a very bleak place and most visitors find it quite miserable. I don’t think it’s miserable but it’s definitely a sort of lost place in a lost time – nothing has changed in this part of England for many hundreds of years.’


In the 1950s, Woodbridge was a close-knit town with a palpable sense of community and more than its fair share of eccentric characters. Eno remembers one particularly picaresque local, a vagrant known only as ‘Old Bill’, who was notorious for his physical unsightliness and general cantankerousness. Rather than ostracize him, however, the townsfolk found him a job – passing round the hat whenever the local brass band played. Eventually the band rigged him out in a uniform and made him feel part of their ensemble.


Woodbridge has certainly been around long enough to warrant a sense of ineluctable social order. Its official records date back to the 10th century, when the rather ambient-sounding Edgar The Peaceable established a monastery overlooking the Deben. The surrounding area had already known centuries of human activity by this time. A view southeastward from Woodbridge across the river reveals the tumuli of Sutton Hoo, the impressive earthwork ‘barrow’ necropolis in which East Anglian monarchs were entombed along with their treasures. It’s appropriate, then, that in his book A Year with Swollen Appendices, Brian Eno describes himself, baldly, as ‘an Anglo-Saxon’ (alongside ‘celebrity’, ‘masturbator’ and ‘mammal’). He might find a striking chord in the pages of the Woodbridge town guide, which discloses how the area’s original Anglo-Saxon elite ‘travelled, throughout Europe and further afield collecting objects of great artistic and technical sophistication’.


While it remains a place of seclusion, ancient history and patrician charm, the Woodbridge area has known its share of ‘technical sophistication’. Thanks to its proximity to the European mainland, East Anglia has been prime territory for the building of airbases ever since the Battle of Britain at the beginning of World War II. Opened in 1944, the extensive military facility at Bentwaters, two miles to the north-east of the town, was a late addition to the RAF’s aerodrome network. Beginning life as a station from which fighters headed out in support of the D-Day landings, Bentwaters developed significantly after it was handed over to the United States Air Force in 1950. Boasting Europe’s longest runway, the station was subsequently home to Voodoo and Phantom bombers and their payloads of long-range nuclear weapons and, thus, for forty years, drowsy, antiquated Woodbridge was effectively on the Cold War frontline. Happily, the last bomber left the base in 1993, after which Bentwaters briefly hit the headlines again when the Natural Law party planned to use it as a training centre for ‘yogic flyers’.


A mile or so to the south lays another military base, the former RAF Woodbridge, another Second World War-era airstrip later handed over to NATO forces. Nicknamed ‘the crash drome’, it was designed as an emergency-landing runway for crippled aircraft limping back from European action. More than 4,000 relived air crews touched down there.


At the height of the USAF occupation in the mid-1950s, the two airbases thronged with nearly 17,000 American personnel – a population four times that of Woodbridge, the nearest substantial settlement. Thus the little burgh became something akin to a gold rush town, its cramped streets flooded by GIs with their very particular leisure needs and disposable income. The town adapted to cater for them and thrived as a result. Throughout the 1950s and ’60s, Woodbridge’s tumbledown streets brimmed with milk bars – Anglicized versions of US jukebox burger joints; there were twenty in simultaneous operation at one time. Similarly, its pubs were packed to the gills every night; the twang of accents from Poughkeepsie and Tuscaloosa mixing with the fruity brogues of Rendlesham and Lower Ufford.


It was into this curious amalgam of timeless English rurality and martial modernity that Brian Eno was born on Saturday 15 May 1948, at the Phyllis Memorial Hospital, Melton, on the eastern fringe of Woodbridge. His father, William Eno, was, like his father and grandfather before him, a practising Catholic and dedicated Woodbridge postman – a job he’d maintained since the age of fourteen. The Eno family name (derived from the French Huguenot surname Hennot) was long established in eastern Suffolk. William had interrupted his postal duties long enough to serve in the British Army during the Second World War and at the end of hostilities found himself billeted in Belgium awaiting passage back to England. There, by roundabout means, he fell in love with a Flemish, Catholic girl called Maria Buslot who would duly become his wife. As a wistful Brian Eno explained to the Independent on Sunday’s Ben Thompson in 1996, the story of his parents’ betrothal was particularly touching: ‘While my dad was staying there he fell in love with this picture of a young girl, who turned out to be the family’s daughter. She’d been in a German forced-labour camp, building Heinkel bombers. When the war ended, it took her ages to come back, she only weighed five stone and she had a one-year-old daughter – the father had disappeared from the camp and was never seen again – but my dad was waiting for her. They got married a couple of years later …’*


Brian Peter George Eno, as he was christened at St. Thomas’s Roman Catholic Church, Woodbridge (his more fanciful middle names would arrive some years later), was a healthy baby born into a working-class family still essentially recovering after the upheaval of war, and struggling, like many similar British households, to make ends meet. Hostilities may have been over for three years but, with American wartime aid long withdrawn, the England of 1948 was economically emasculated. It was a make-do-and-mend world of Bakelite and bronchial fogs where a tin of pineapple chunks constituted inconceivable luxury. There were green shoots of rebirth, however. The Labour government rolled out the National Health Service in July and in the same month a surge of optimism accompanied the second London Olympics. In the wider world, 1948 was the year of the Berlin airlift, the Maoist revolution in China and Communist clampdown in Czechoslovakia, of Mahatma Ghandi’s assassination and George Orwell’s dystopian 1984. It was also an annus mirabilis for durable inventions: the hologram, the long-playing vinyl record and miracle adhesive system Velcro were all born that year. Meanwhile, the recently patented transistor – a tiny metallic semi-conductor able to amplify electrical signals – was being put into production for the first time.


News of the latter might well have interested a young Parisian radio station engineer called Pierre Schaeffer, who, in the year of Eno’s birth, broadcast a revolutionary radio sound piece called Étude Aux Chemins De Fer (‘Railway Study’). Compiled entirely from recordings captured at a Paris railway depot, the sonic montage included six whistling steam locomotives, accelerating engines and wagons passing over points. Regarded as a critical, embryonic moment in the evolution of musique concrète, it would presage a career that would also embrace protosampling, magnetic tape manipulation and rudimentary echo and reverb experiments. ‘At that moment,’ one critic wrote of Schaeffer’s breakthrough composition, ‘the “train” of contemporary musical aesthetics left the station, never to return to its familiar old rounds.’ Brian Eno would soon be catching that train and driving it, via some scenic branch lines, onto the mainline of popular musical taste.*


A product, then, of his age as much as his immediate environs, Eno’s youth, like many of those of the ‘baby boomer’ generation, could be defined in terms of cusps – caught equidistant between ancient, quasifeudal order and onrushing technological innovation; between an older, dyed-in-the-wool England and a post-war sensibility hungering for social change and cultural modernity. Even his filial position was betwixt and between; his half-sister Rita was already starting school when Brian was born, while his younger sister Arlette and brother Roger wouldn’t arrive for another decade. Although he would happily play with his much older half-sister, for many years Brian was a de facto ‘only child’ and learned from an early age to rely on his own devices. He once reflected that the greatest gift his parents bestowed on him was to leave him almost entirely alone for long stretches of time.


Maria and William Eno were mostly preoccupied with pressing economic expediencies. A postman’s weekly wage in 1948 was a meagre £7 and 10 shillings (Brian vividly recalls the ‘red letter day’ in 1960 when his father’s pay hit the £20-a-week mark, with £1 and 10 shillings going on rent and the same on coal), and while the family waited to be housed by the local council, they lived cheek by jowl with William’s father in his home in Crown Place, Melton. The house was a deconsecrated Catholic chapel whose resident priest had committed suicide inside its walls – something which, by Vatican statute, put paid to its days as a place of worship.


The arrival of Brian Peter George would herald a move to a council house at 21 Queens Avenue, Woodbridge. William Eno combined his postal duties with a kitchen-table business repairing clocks and watches (‘though it was really just for friends and he usually only charged sixpence’) – a knack for tinkering with machinery, which seems to have been etched into the Eno DNA. Whatever domestic privations there may have been they don’t appear to have had any debilitating effect on the young Brian, who – as soon as he was old enough to play unattended – would delight in solitary games of the imagination. He had few toys, although he relished a Bako building set and also possessed the essential plaything of all small boys of his era – a train set, which he particularly enjoyed adapting to his own ends. With mathematical precision he’d pile up books under the rails, creating a slight, consistent gradient, then let the train freewheel by the most gradual route to the ground. It was the first of many Brian Eno ‘systems’.


He was also fond of playing in the mud, but this went beyond the tactile pie-making beloved of most small children. One game pointed to a natural facility for engineering. ‘This game involved me digging a hole and collecting a number of sticks that were not long enough to span it, and then weaving a roof which I would cover with mud. And I’d weave a second roof and cover that with mud as well. And then I would ask my dad to jump up and down on it. And if it could support my father I considered it a success.’


He loved to draw from a young age, so much so that his mother sometimes had to encourage him to go outside and play. At the age of six, he began drawing a series of elaborate houses. Intricately rendered, these fantasy dwellings were organic, futuristic architectural spaces he would picture himself living in. They might be balanced on some precarious rocky outcrop, slung from jungle treetops, or have rivers running through them. Even in childhood, Maria Eno later remembered, ‘Brian was always looking for something different.’


All this prescient ingenuity took place long before music gripped the young Eno’s attention. Music, however, was already in his genes. In addition to coming from a long line of postmen, Brian Eno was born to an equally redoubtable lineage of eccentric musical dabblers and amateur instrumentalists. His grandfather had been a saxophone player and bassoonist (the only one in Suffolk prior to the Second World War, so he would claim) and had even spent time in Germany playing professionally with parade bands. He also built and repaired church organs, mechanical pianos, music boxes and hurdy-gurdies. So devoted to his organs (‘the synthesizers of their day’ as Brian refers to them) was he, that he could never throw away even the most insignificant broken component. As a result he’d amassed a trove of stops, keys, valves, pipes and miscellaneous mechanical parts, which filled every nook in the Crown Place house. Towards the end of his life he would meticulously transform this debris into one enormous, ‘holistic’ organ, with over 600 pipes extending like some sprawling H.R. Giger fantasy along every wall and into every corner of the house. ‘When he died, they just broke it up,’ his oldest grandson later lamented. ‘It was a great shame. But he had made an organ that he could sit inside, actually, that’s what it was. It was all around him.’


Music had certainly surged on down the Eno bloodline. William Eno had been a drummer in his youth. He’d often play at wedding receptions and would arrive with his drums in his motorcycle sidecar, although this was something only revealed to his amazed eldest son – by then a successful international musical figure – towards the end of his life. William Eno was, superficially, the most taciturn of men. His wooing of Maria had proven his capacity for the romantic and he also possessed lyrical proclivities that his musical children would all inherit (‘He was a fantastic whistler,’ Eno also remembers). Used to the postman’s habitual early rise, William would often cycle up to a piece of raised common land just above the town called Broom Heath. There, he would contemplate the sun rising above the eastern marine horizon. When, in later life, Brian learned of his father’s barely revealed poetic side, he was initially taken aback: ‘He didn’t seem like that kind of person at all … but I think that was a line that ran through my family.’


Many of the Eno males enjoyed creative hobbies – and all seemed to have some innate capacity for music. One of Brian’s uncles was an accomplished amateur clarinettist and another had played marching drum in the Woodbridge Excelsior Brass Band. These antecedents may go some way to explaining Brian’s lifelong fascination with rhythm, and, for the self-professed ‘non-musician’, an instinctive facility for manipulating drums and drummers. The young Eno’s ears were being filled with more than the oompah-pah of the local marching band, however.


In the wider word, popular music – and the technology for recording it – was making forward strides. In the early 1950s, Wisconsin-born songwriter and inventor Lester William Polsfuss had modified a reel-to-reel tape recorder to facilitate ‘sound-on-sound’ recording, a primitive form of multitracking. Les Paul, as he was professionally known, already held the patent on the electric guitar pickup and had adapted the audio tape machine recently developed by the Ampex Company’s Jack Mullin (with funding sourced, partly, from Big Crosby – a singer that Paul had backed on many occasions). Although Pierre Schaeffer had anticipated it, the era of the studio-as-instrument was effectively ushered in by Les Paul – paving the way for ever more exhilarating sonic evolutions that would transform pop music into a kaleidoscopic playground of virtual realities and aural illusions.


Pop music as an expression of the impossibly exotic has been a lifelong fascination of Brian Eno’s – indeed, that’s one definition of his own musical calling over the last thirty-five years or so. That enthralment owes its genesis to the very particular circumstances in which pop music first entered his life. By the mid-1950s, Brian had embarked on his education amid the starched habits of the Convent School of Jesus and Mary, on the Woodbridge Road in nearby Ipswich. At roughly the same moment, Elvis Presley and rock ’n’ roll were beginning their bodysnatching invasion of Western youth – beaming frissons of liberating sexual energy into millions of unsuspecting adolescent bedrooms. From Memphis to east Suffolk, rock music’s primal pulse was beginning to throb and the colourless post-war world was beginning to flush with youthful colour. Adolescents were suddenly being defined not as young adults but as a sovereign generational demographic – teenagers.


Presley’s effect was certainly felt in parochial Woodbridge. Indeed, the local populace had already been alerted to the allure of R’n’B, country and blues – the music that Presley had himself ingested and recapitulated for a white US – and thence global – audience. Courtesy of the two local airbases, the little Suffolk enclave was arguably one of Britain’s hippest musical epicentres, with novel American pop music seeping into everyday life courtesy of the town’s innumerable café jukeboxes and the on-base PX stores, where the latest US records could be purchased. The authentic stuff sometimes had to fight to be heard, however, amid a plethora of blander, home-grown fare, as Eno told interviewer Charles Amirkhanian in 1988: ‘Every café in the town had this sort of pathetic, dreadful English cover version of things like Cliff Richards and Craig Douglas and all these miserable honkies. But also, because of the huge American contingent, they had the R’n’B originals of them. So I knew which ones I preferred.’


For the pre-adolescent Eno, the significance of Presley’s breakthrough hit, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, was less in the performance, sultry and electric though it was, and more in the heavily treated sonic aurora which framed the singer. A deep, well-like reverberation made Presley’s voice shimmer with otherworldly overtones – a sound completely new to English ears. The effect – tape delay – had been perfected by Presley’s first producer, Sam Phillips, at Sun Studios in Memphis, using a pair of Ampex 350 reel-to-reel machines. Presley’s early singles were among the first examples of recordings whose aesthetic relied as much on the artificiality of the studio as on the faithful capturing of a performance. No one in his family could explain to the enquiring Brian just what this new sound was and the mystique grew all the more intoxicating.


There were other examples of this ‘mystery music’. Two of Eno’s other favourite singles of the era were Don and Juan’s ‘Chicken Necks’ – a fast-paced R’n’B paean to the eponymous fowl viscera – and Little Richard’s explosive ‘Tutti Fruiti’. Eno especially loved its phonetic ‘a-wop-bam-a-loo-bop, a-wop-bam-boom’ vocal ‘drum-roll’ intro and lyrics which offered a flamboyant, often barely comprehensible vocabulary unlike anything heard on staid British pop records. Indeed, by comparison with the insipid, domestic fare served up the BBC Light Programme or, his sister’s favourite, Radio Luxembourg’s Saturday Club, it really did seem like music teleported from an impossibly glamorous parallel universe. ‘I can never explain to people what the effect of that was,’ Eno told journalist Lester Bangs in 1978, ‘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.’


Bathed in echo and reverb effects, rhythm and blues harmony records (they would only be retrospectively dubbed ‘doo-wop’) such as ‘Get A Job’ came freighted with sublime vocal descants and lyrics of youthful bravura, starry-eyed dreaminess and unrequited ardour. Like legions of their peers, The Silhouettes, a quartet from Philadelphia with a gospel background, brought the numinous poise and yearning tenor of church music to the secular altar of pop, creating hymns for anguished teens – not to mention astonished little Suffolk boys. The Silhouettes’ ‘Get A Job’ remains Eno’s most cherished single of the era, closely followed by The Lafayettes’ ‘Life’s Too Short’ (a title which might also be the quintessential Eno maxim). The first record he ever purchased, from the aforementioned PX store when he was nine years old, The Silhouettes’ ‘Get A Job’, coincided, ironically, with a vow Eno made to himself to never get a job. Not so much a gesture of juvenile indolence as an early example of a signature Eno characteristic – the desire to ‘work by avoidance’ – it was partially a reaction to the long, debilitating hours of overtime he saw his father putting in just to make ends meet. Many years later, when Brian was commanding enormous fees as an international record producer, Maria asked him if he thought he’d ever get ‘a real job’. A few months as a paste-up artist on a south London advertising free sheet aside, Brian never really has.


The workaday world couldn’t hope to compete with ultra-vivid stimulations of rock ’n’ roll’ – a music accompanied by an alluringly futuristic lingua franca. The idiomatic lexicon of Comets, Del-rons and Velvetones echoed the latest advances in US high-tech design, resonant analogues for the ostentatious fins on Cadillac automobiles and the plunging aerodynamics and gleaming hardware of the burgeoning space race. Equally ultramodern doomsday machines were idling in the hangars of nearby Bentwaters, yet somehow the new technocracy seemed a galaxy away from the cosy domesticity of Woodbridge, postmen, nuns and unaerodynamic train sets.


Elsewhere, state-of-the-art technology was being tested, stretched and subverted to artistic ends. 1956 saw the release of Link Ray’s ‘Rumble’, an instrumental hit single whose primordial fuzztone guitar sound – the recording world’s first, and one which Eno would later parlay into extravagant new forms – was born when Ray slashed his amplifier speaker with a switchblade. In November, Ray’s contemporaries at USAF Bentwaters were themselves ready to ‘rumble’ after Khrushchev’s Red Army tanks crushed the anti-Communist uprising in Hungary and a briefly thawing Cold War turned perilously icy again.


However parlous the global situation, Woodbridge residents got on with their daily lives regardless – like millions of other global citizens existing beneath the nuclear penumbra, pushing their American neighbours’ raison d’etre to the back of their minds. Young Brian Eno’s mind was certainly on things other than imminent apocalypse – American pop records, mostly, even though the details of their provenance remained inscrutable and the majority of the artists he adored just faceless mysteries: ‘Little Richard was probably my biggest influence when I was young … when I first saw a picture of him I thought, “Oh, he’s a black man, that’s interesting”; then gradually I realized that so were all the others …’*


The young Eno was anything but parochial, however. As a young child he had been taken on trips to his grandmother’s house in the small Belgian town of Buggenhout, equidistant from Brussels, Ghent and Antwerp. This was an experience which, coupled with exposure to Woodbridge’s American populace, meant the world beyond East Anglia was far from being a closed book. Like many of his peers, Eno hoovered up information about the wider world from textbooks, comics and magazines. As puberty approached, he, like many thousands of other hormonal British schoolboys, would be inexorably drawn to National Geographic magazine and its vivid photographs of dishabille tribeswomen – one of the few places to ‘legitimately’ absorb otherwise taboo images of female nudity. Such pictures seem to have struck a particularly resonant note with the young Brian and the voluptuous Amazon stereotype would remain his oft-admitted fantasy fetish long into adult life.


Pre-adolescent voyeuristic thrills had to compete with a litany of new musical epiphanies from across the Atlantic, however. These included a piece of heartbroken euphony called ‘Tragedy’ by The Fleetwoods, a lachrymose slice of doo-wop called ‘Daddy’s Home’ by Shep & The Limelites, a somewhat eerie reworking of the nursery rhyme ‘Little Star’ by The Elegants, and the African-originated ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ by The Tokens, a song which might have provided a resonant accompaniment to those National Geographic images of dusky savannah pulchritude. Eno was also smitten with a Buddy Holly obscurity with the unprepossessing title ‘Wait Til’ The Sun Shines Nellie’, which, like most of the songs he truly cherished, came wreathed in otherworldly echo effects. ‘For me these records amalgamate into a general set of experiences I was having at the time,’ Eno reminisced to NME’s Ian MacDonald in 1973. ‘They’re very much connected with my adolescence and form the first body of music that had an emotional meaning for me. The quality of sound is very strange and elusive – possibly due to the primitive recording techniques of the time.’


While the sonic compass of US pop widened, equally unconstrained advances were being made in more rarefied parts of the American musical map. Enfant terrible avant-garde composer John Cage had already made the ultimate modernist musical statement with his notorious 1952 piece 4’ 33”. Four and a half minutes of ostensible silence, it was the aural equivalent of the early 20th-century white canvas paintings of Russian ‘Suprematist’ painter Kazimir Malevich, which had invited audiences to question the very nature of painting itself. Cage’s piece functioned analogously, allowing random sonic minutiae: the distant rumble of traffic, a ticking watch, the beating of a heart, to fill the ‘composed’ space, testing the distinction between sound and music. The early 1950s also found Cage making sound works using early IBM card system computers, composing music for radio frequencies and, with pieces like Williams Mix, creating sound collages from hundreds of random electronic noises.


The possibilities of electronic sound were also being probed by the likes of Karlheinz Stockhausen, a student of Olivier Messiaen and onetime assistant of Pierre Schaffer’s, who spent most of the 1950s revolutionizing the school of music at Darmstadt with his elektronische musik compositions. Hungarian composer György Sándor Ligeti, studying at Cologne, was contemporaneously inventing his ‘texture music’, a forerunner of minimalism, and French musique concrète pioneer Edgar Varèse, a visionary who had mooted electronic compositions as early as the 1920s but whose ideas always ran way ahead of technological innovation, returned to composition in the 1950s with his tape collage Deserts – a terrifying encapsulation of the atomic age. More pertinently still, at RCA’s Princeton Laboratories in 1954, electronic engineers Harry Olsen and Hebert Belar created a room-sized matrix of transistors, resisters and copper wiring which they dubbed the ‘Mark 1’. It was the world’s first sonic synthesizer.


News of this was yet to penetrate deepest Suffolk – and in the Eno household rock ’n’ roll was a revolutionary enough sound to be going on with. Brian’s half-sister Rita – just entering her teens as the postElvis floodgates were opening – shared her half-brother’s taste for rock ’n’ roll – indeed, it was the soundtrack to her adolescence. This being US Air Force-saturated Woodbridge, the blossoming Rita was soon being squired by American suitors. One beau in particular kept his girlfriend – and thus Brian – plied with the latest recordings. Rita would eventually marry a US airman and relocate to Seattle. In A Year with Swollen Appendices Eno recalls the poignant day the family drove Rita to the airport as she departed for the USA (although Maria, pregnant with Arlette, couldn’t make the trip). The American North-West seemed a very long way from Suffolk in the early 1960s.


Brian had become especially close to Rita. They shared a vivid imagination. On one occasion, the two of them thought they saw a UFO flying low over the Suffolk countryside. ‘I still don’t know really, whether it was something we imagined, the two of us together, or whether it was something that really happened,’ Eno admitted to Michael Engelbrecht in 1990. ‘It was actually a simple enough thing: we were in the garden, it was twilight, and we saw an object in the sky, which was not an aeroplane. It was a long – sounds strange to say – greenish-coloured object with strangely shaped windows. It didn’t have round windows – they were actually shaped like television screens.’ So fanciful an experience was it that in adult life Brian wrote to Rita to confirm that it had actually happened and she replied in the affirmative. Perhaps, he may have pondered, this was where the ‘outer space music’ really came from?*


Close encounters of a musical kind continued to impact on the impressionable Brian. A friend of the Eno family Brian knew only as ‘Uncle Stan’ was an avid collector of swing records who, when he was forced to move away from the Woodbridge area in the late 1950s, stored his sizeable record collection with the Enos. Stan’s taste ran to big band music of the late 1940s, especially Jack Teegarden and Ray Conniff – Brian was particularly drawn to the Ray Conniff singers, relishing their ‘lush, soft, silky quality’.


Of no less artistic influence was his father’s brother, Brian’s Uncle Carl Otto Eno (a name inspired by his father’s stint in Germany). An amateur landscape painter, porcelain repairer, sometime postman (inevitably) and, latterly, Woodbridge town gardener, he had already led a rich, colourful life when nephew Brian came under his spell. A cavalryman in the British colonial army in 1930s India, Carl Eno’s thick, black hair and dark features (visual characteristics which resolutely bypassed the wan, fair-haired Brian – although his young brother Roger would inherit the brunette gene) reinforced a particular affinity with all things Indian. In classic Eno fashion, Carl’s outlook was radically changed after a transport accident – in his case, falling from a horse, after which he went native, exchanging military service for what sounds like a pastoral forerunner of the hippy trail. Brian describes his uncle’s ‘mystic’ exploits with a mixture of pride, amusement and reverence, recalling how Carl came back from the East ‘with a number of very exotic theories about reincarnation and so on which struck the Suffolk farmers as extremely odd … He really was the exotic creature of the town.’


Carl Eno had travelled widely in the East, dallied with hashish and opium and even spent a sojourn in pre-Communist China, eventually resettling in Woodbridge after the Second World War. His small house was home to his wife, Frieda, seventeen cats, a tame jackdaw and a veritable treasure trove of exotic ephemera, including ‘swords and flags and suits of armour and skeletons and old instruments’. It was Carl who introduced a nine-year-old Brian to modern art, courtesy of his library of miniature Methuen World of Art monographs, one or two of which he would judiciously select for his young nephew to peruse on each visit. Brian was instantly fascinated, particularly by a book devoted to the work of Dutch modernist painter Piet Mondrian. Two paintings made a particular impact: Broadway Boogie-Woogie and Victory. Both were vividly pigmented, geometric abstractions inspired by New York City’s grid-like street layout and the cellular forms of the city’s skyscrapers. These were paintings that pulsed with a palpable musicality, distilling the very particular essence of Manhattan down to bold, rhythmic shapes, lines and vivid lozenges of colour. Mondrian’s paintings ignited Brian’s imagination so profoundly that from the moment of their discovery he knew that he wanted to be an artist.


When not engaging in matters creative, one of Eno’s delights was to survey the extensive woodlands and field-scapes which surrounded Woodbridge. He would also spend many hours cycling the local lanes or perambulating the water meadows along the Deben, absorbing the wide horizons glinting across the muddy estuary, lost in his imagination. Indeed, today Eno reflects that his most acute memories of childhood concern spending time on his own: ‘Aside from the customary melancholy of adolescence I never thought of myself as a lonely child. However, I enjoyed doing things alone and was quite happy with my own company. I don’t remember being bored very often and if all else failed (for example if the weather was bad) I was quite happy to sit at home reading Pears Cyclopedia … I had a hobby as a child, one which I didn’t share with anybody else (I would have, but I didn’t know anyone else interested in it!). I collected fossils. East Anglia, having been so recently undersea, is abundant in fossils, and even my dad’s garden would usually turn something up within a few minutes’ digging. I enjoyed cycling out to old quarries and stony beaches and seeing what I could find – I’d take a sandwich and a thermos flask and spend the day pretty much on my own, returning as dusk gathered. I loved that.’


The quality of sentient solitariness is certainly at play in many of Eno’s more meditative works – a mood most overtly felt on his 1982 album On Land, whose tracks are each predicated on particular memories of childhood haunts and the emotions stirred by studying a map of familiar landmarks from his youth. But even here the atmosphere evoked is less one of sentimental yearning and more one of introverted, sensual intoxication. ‘The sense of a sort of loneliness in my work is not, in my opinion, self-pitying or mawkish but more reflective,’ Eno stresses. For all that, it remains a quality that can provoke intense feelings of nostalgia in both listener and artist. Eno once described how a particular sound on ‘The Lost Day’, a piece of music he made for On Land, had a particularly poignant effect on him: ‘… in the distance there’s this little bell sound. It’s not really a bell; it’s actually the sound from a Fender Rhodes piano played very, very quietly … Every time I heard it, it had a pull on me that I couldn’t explain … I went home at Christmas 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 this sound was so identical. I suddenly realized where I got this sound from.’


The young Eno cut a rather idiosyncratic figure in Woodbridge. ‘This isn’t to say I was without friends,’ he stresses, ‘however, being Catholic, I went to a different school from my neighbours – one that was some miles away from my hometown – and thus my out-of-school life involved a different set of friends than my in-school life.’ His Church of England Woodbridge friends seem to have made light of his religion, occasionally teasing him with the name ‘Roman Candle’ but nothing worse.


He would mix with his Woodbridge friends in another favourite haunt, a small piece of wasteland to the rear of Castle Street known as ‘The Pit’. The site of a demolished infants school (the school at which William Eno was first educated in fact), it was now overgrown – the perfect refuge in which to make camp amid the briars and wiregrass and to swing on a rope and tyre secured to a sturdy tree branch. In 1985, in a gesture of discreet largesse, Eno would purchase this by-now somewhat neglected and rubbish-strewn oasis for £15,000. His aim was to protect it from encroaching developers, and, while handing responsibility for the plot back to Woodbridge Town Council, he hoped that it would be preserved as a playground to be enjoyed by succeeding generations of local children. Sadly, the land remained semi-derelict and a stand-off developed between Eno and the local council. While Eno expressed his concern about the diminishing amount of green space in Woodbridge and wanted the land – as he was quoted in the Ipswich Evening Star – ‘to be kept as a green lung’, the council refused to pay for clearing rubbish from the site. Their spokesman, also quoted in the paper, concluded somewhat testily that ‘Mr Eno was making certain suggestions to the town council that there could be a community use of some sort but in this instance we should not take financial responsibility for clearing what is a private site. The owner probably has more finances available than the town council has to clear the site.’*


Being wealthy enough to purchase parcels of his hometown – not to mention grappling with the vicissitudes of its petty bureaucracy – would have been unimaginable to the nine-year-old Brian Eno. In 1957 he was still playing in ‘The Pit’ – although, partially thanks to his Uncle Carl’s miscellanea, the world beyond the confines of Woodbridge was taking on an increasing allure. The naturally private and introverted schoolboy was beginning to grow in confidence and spread his wings in other ways.


At primary school, Eno became the class clown and began to live on his wits, as he revealed to Lester Bangs: ‘I can’t remember anything I actually did; I can just remember keeping in balance this mixture of being bright enough to get by – so the teachers couldn’t actually get on my back too much – and also being kind of precocious at the same time, always managing to stay one up. I could actually do the work as well, because I was one of the brighter kids – in fact, I even used to quite consciously do a lot of sort of secret research, so that I could stay bright enough to maintain my freedom in that respect.’


A lot of this ‘secret research’ came courtesy of the Pears Cyclopaedia Eno mentions, a gift from his father on his ninth birthday. A doorstepsized almanac of compressed facts, potted histories, scientific diagrams, geographic phenomena and general knowledge, it was the internet of its day, proffering endless stimulations for the burgeoning Eno brain. After reading about the history of the calendar one weekend, Eno was delighted the following week to hear Mrs Watson, his teacher, ask the class if they knew anything about the very same subject. Brian put up his hand and duly reeled off an accurate description of the transition between Roman and Gregorian calendars and the exact number of minutes and seconds there are in a year. ‘From that time on,’ he remembers, ‘she sort of held me in awe, which gave me all sorts of freedoms in her class.’


Junior school had one major drawback for Eno, ‘the appalling quality of the food’, which meant anxious mornings awaiting the horrors of lunchtime.


Capable enough to keep the nuns at bay and also to pass his elevenplus exam, Eno gained a place at the nearest Catholic grammar school, St. Joseph’s College in Birkfield, Ipswich, which he began attending in September 1959. The school, set amid green swards on which cricket and rugby were keenly pursued, was run by the Catholic brethren of the Jean-Baptiste de la Salle order. Students were encouraged to adopt the order’s sanctified nomenclature as part of their own identity. Thus, at a stroke, the sturdily Suffolkian-sounding Brian Peter George Eno became the impossibly exotic Brian Peter George Jean-Baptiste de la Salle Eno.*


Despite the devout nature of his schooling, and Sundays in church taking holy communion, Catholicism seems to have had little more than a superficial impact on the now ostentatiously monikered adolescent. Instead, his lightly worn religion simply added, at least when he was out of school, to a general state of ‘feeling a bit different’. As his grammar-school years unfurled he found he was increasingly able to dismiss the more sanctimonious trappings of Catholic education, as he admitted to Lester Bangs: ‘… there was this “you’ll go to hell thing”, and nuns giving descriptions of what would happen to you there. I don’t think I took it seriously enough for it to leave a real impression, because when I was about fourteen the whole body of theory started to conflict with the way I wanted to behave, and I just chose the latter, without much guilt.’


Art was quickly established as his favourite subject – in and out of school, Eno reveals: ‘In my early teens I started painting watercolours, and I have very vivid memories of sitting cross-legged in leafy summer lanes with my paper-block on my knees and a little box of Windsor and Newtons. I loved the different grades of drawing pencils and was proud of having every one from 3H to 6B … I remember once I sat down to start a picture and surprised a grass-snake, which wriggled out from under me and shot off into the undergrowth. I still recall these times as the happiest of my childhood: I used to get a funny feeling in my stomach when I was alone in a new place like that. I suppose I’m still looking for that funny feeling when I’m making something new.’


St. Joseph’s was a typically austere, late 1950s grammar school, but it had an enlightened side, boasting a locally renowned debating society and a relatively progressive approach to the curriculum, offering something called ‘Rural Science’ (i.e. farming) for those of a less academic bent. Eno, although hardly academic, was a workmanlike scholar and he was mostly able to reprise his junior school trick of doing just enough work to become trusted and thus earn a certain degree of lassitude from the teaching staff. Being particularly good at art but poor at games (only ever scoring one ‘complete mystery goal’ in a house football match) and preferring English to the arithmetic at which he struggled (curiously, given his later fascination with numbers and systems), Eno was some distance from being the model grammar-school boy. However, his adaptable personality meant the transition from junior to high school had held no real trauma for him and he seems to have spent his grammar school years in a cheerful daze, with little to distract from his extra-curricular preoccupations. In fact, the most striking memory that Brian has ever vouchsafed about his St. Joseph’s days concerned his enjoyment of the daily assembly hall hymn-singing: ‘… the sadder they were the better I liked them’.


Even before school, hymns had beguiled Eno. His grandfather had, among his many keyboard devices, a number of mechanical and clockwork pianos and Brian was particularly enamoured of one – a cylinder-powered ‘player’ piano that disgorged a rousing instrumental version of ‘Jerusalem’ at the turn of a handle. Perhaps it was telling that this instant music, requiring no musical ‘skill’, merely the operation of a simple mechanism, attracted him over the many other less immediately rewarding instruments which cluttered up his grandfather’s house. However, he was soon ‘treating’ the instrument, adding his own puncture marks to the perforated paper scrolls that governed the musical notation. The aching descants and see-sawing cadences of hymns (if not their devotional texts) would find implicit echo in many of his later instrumental works.*


Socially, Eno was a typical, hormonally confused adolescent, and, equally typical, rather uncomfortable in his own skin. ‘I thought I was terribly ugly and that I would never be able to get any girls,’ he admitted, going on to explain how he would compensate for his perceived inadequacies. ‘I began cultivating certain eccentricities, or encouraging ones which might have been already present, figuring that perhaps then girls would like me. And I think to an extent that it worked. There was this one girl in school, Alice Norman, that I and everyone else was madly in love with, but she was so beautiful that she seemed untouchable. No one would ever dare approach her … One day she just walked up and started talking to me; I couldn’t believe this was actually happening, but … I guess it worked.’


One ‘eccentricity’ that he could easily massage for the attraction of the opposite sex was his interest in music. In the summer of 1964 he took this to a new level by forming his first group with friends Pat Boome, Colin King and Algy Gray, all of whom met regularly at the local youth club in Melton. Like several dozen other provincial youth-club combos in 1964, they styled themselves the Black Aces (and like most of the others, they were far from being ‘aces’, and could hardly have been any whiter). Originally designed as an a cappella group, the Black Aces’ ‘career’ would amount to one summer 1964 concert at the Melton youth club, with Eno playing rudimentary drums. The combo is now remembered only by the fading monochrome band portrait that adorns Eno’s studio wall. In it, Eno, looking like a prepubescent Brian Jones, surveys the world from behind inscrutable shades and a white-blonde fringe.


The Britain he was looking out upon was a country in transition. 1964 was a leap year in more than one sense. The election of Harold Wilson’s Labour Government in October put paid to thirteen years of Tory rule but was just one element in a broader climate of optimism buoyed by near full employment, a booming Western economy and an upswing in confidence following the recent nadirs of 1962’s Cuban Missile Crisis and the assassination of John F. Kennedy in November 1963. If the face of popular culture hadn’t yet quite turned technicolour, then it was at least getting ruddy about the cheeks. The Beatles had now set up stall in the nation’s affections and their influence, in style and attitude as much as music, was becoming ubiquitous. The Fab Four’s youthful irreverence and self-possession was mirrored elsewhere in the satirical comedy boom which arrived in the wake of Peter Cook’s iconoclastic Establishment Club and Ned Sherrin and David Frost’s mildly seditious That Was The Week That Was TV show. London was preparing to swing, and, as the Beatles made manifest, provincial Britain wasn’t far behind.


Out in Suffolk, Brian Eno, having made up his mind to avoid at all costs the irksome prospect of a nine-to-five existence, now harboured the desire to go to art college. Art was the only school subject at which he excelled, although he eventually passed four O levels including, surprisingly, maths. The latter achievement, Eno firmly believes, was only due to a gross bureaucratic error. The boy who sat in front of him was something of a mathematical prodigy but inexplicably failed his exam. Brian assumes their papers got mixed up.


While his academic qualifications were unremarkable, his spiritual education was completely negligible. Five years being edified by the Brethren of the de la Salle order had, ironically but surely not uniquely, succeeded in turning Brian Eno into an atheist. He would have no qualms about using the full, ostentatious appellation granted him by St Joseph’s, but any vestige of Catholic piety – save a slight sense of guilt about ‘enjoying things’ excessively, that would stay with him into adult life – was now just so much spilled communion wine. To the apostate Brian Eno, art and music were his gods and art school would be his new church.


* If nothing else, this tender story of loyalty and romance confirms one little reported detail: that Brian Eno is not only an Anglo-Saxon but also half-Flemish. His is, therefore, a name to add to the notoriously meagre roll call of ‘famous Belgians’.


* Schaeffer’s concrete music experiments anticipated Brian Eno by a quarter of a century. He studied the sonic effect of striking solid objects and observed that a single sound event could be characterized not only by timbre, but by attack and decay – appellations still to be found on the control switches of modern synthesizers and recording effects units. He recorded bell tones straight to disc, manipulating a volume control between the microphone and disc cutter to eliminate the attack – creating gliding tonal waves that are not far removed from latter-day ambient music.


* Brian’s equally beloved ‘Life’s Too Short’, a 1962 hit by the soulful Baltimore R’n’B sextet The Lafayettes, reversed this polarity. In the wake of their chart success, the band was often booked to play black clubs in the South, the owners of which would look on disbelievingly as the preppy, all-Caucasian combo walked through the door.


* Rendlesham Wood, close to the Bentwaters airbase, was the scene of the UK’s most widely reported UFO sighting, in December 1980.


* In the mid-1990s, Anthea Eno told me, the Enos kept a ‘tiny terraced house for occasional weekends’ in Castle Street, which was sold only after Brian’s father passed away and his mother was hospitalized elsewhere.


* St. John Baptist de la Salle was a 17th-century French theological scholar from a devout Catholic family who was ordained as a priest at twenty-six and who went on to renounce his worldly possessions in order to teach the poor. According to his edicts, teachers are ‘ambassadors of Christ’. He was officially canonized as a saint on 24 May 1900 and, on Brian Eno’s second birthday, 15 May 1950, he was proclaimed the patron saint of all teachers by Pope Pius XII.


* A penchant for hymns was, perhaps, the first sign of Eno’s latent partiality for spiritual music. Only later would he identify the paradoxical connection between rock music’s secular, sensual drive and the uncontaminated divinity of its black, gospel roots.




3. Here He Comes


‘In a roomful of shouting people, the one who whispers becomes interesting.’ (Peter Schimdt)


N nothing


O on


T this


E earth


B betrays


O our


O own


K karakter


S so


(Mnemonic entry in Eno’s notebook, 1968)


‘Our friendship is like a rumbling appendix.’ (Tom Phillips on Eno)


In the late summer of 1964, armed with his middling O-level qualifications, Eno swapped the barathea blazers and sacrosanct ambience of St. Joseph’s for an altogether different educational environment – Ipswich School of Art. It was impossible for a sixteen-year-old, foundation-level student to obtain a full County Council bursary, so Eno had had to plump for the nearest art college to home. By coincidence, in 1964 the tiny art faculty housed within Ipswich Civic College was struggling for a quorum, which meant any application was welcome. That it was also, briefly, one of the most radical provincial British art schools of its era would prove to be a hugely significant piece of serendipity for Brian Eno.


Overseen by a maverick educator called Roy Ascott, Ipswich School of Art could hardly have made a starker contrast with Eno’s recently vacated alma mater. Ascott was a pioneer in his field, with a wildly unconventional pedagogic approach that had already got him sacked from his previous job as head of Ealing School of Art. There he’d founded something called the ‘Groundcourse for Art’, which tore up the rule book for formal art education in favour of an anthropological remit based on disorienting psychological games. At Ipswich, Ascott had gathered round him a small, dedicated staff – some of them fellow refugees from Ealing. Their collective approach owed more to the existential psychodramas of R.D. Laing and the ‘self-teaching’ libertarianism of A.S. Neil’s Summerhill School than to the technique-based curriculum of traditional art schools. Actual mark-making or draughtsmanship came a distant second to the acquisition of lateral, cerebral skills and a facility for conceptual thinking. Ascott was also an early and eager proponent of cybernetics – the study of complex communication systems and their structures – and interposed his ideas in the educational arena, often eliciting scorn from the academic establishment.*


An excited, if still wet-behind-the-ears Brian Eno arrived at art school with a small box of acrylics and vague aspirations to becoming a painter, perhaps in the style of his beloved Malevich or Mondrian. Ascott’s regime immediately turned all his preconceptions on their head. From day one it was made clear that the accepted structure of formal art education was to be almost entirely eschewed in favour of a timetable so weighted towards conceptualism and psychological development that it might make even today’s art students blanch. For Eno, Ascott’s methods would offer a vital proving ground. The first thing he was asked to do was to put his paints away and take part in a role-play exercise: ‘There were only thirty-six of us in this little college in Ipswich, we divided into pairs and each of the eighteen pairs were asked to design a game of some kind and the idea of that game was to test everybody else in the group, for them to go through the game and to play it and to see by how they played this game, what their reactions were, what choices they made – to try to compile a sort of description of that person; a psychological behavioural description of them.’


The game-playing appealed to Eno. Indeed, it was as if his previous sixteen years of languidly accrued, mildly eccentric experiences had been preparation for this liberated art school ethos. On one level, Ipswich was just another playground in which to let his imagination loose, but, now crucially, Eno’s wilder proclivities would be encouraged and new horizons opened up.


He quickly hit his straps, elatedly cycling from Woodbridge every day for the short ride to college and another dose of heady expectation-confounding. Not everyone was so sanguine about Ascott’s innovative techniques, however, as Eno recalled in a 1985 Keyboard Wizards magazine interview: ‘The first semester was devoted to destroying readymade answers that the students might have. In fact, three of the kids had nervous breakdowns in that time. That first term was specifically designed to dismantle the damage that had been done by the education that everyone had gone through before. It got rid of the old rules that said, “This is possible and this isn’t”, and instead said, “We’re not going to tell you what is possible or isn’t, we’re going to teach you techniques for entertaining all kinds of possibilities at all times.”’


Ascott’s methods meant relatively few physical ‘products’ ever accumulated and when Education Department inspectors visited Ipswich they’d be bemused to find that rather than busying themselves at easels or printing screens, the students would be performing cryptic plays or indulging in gestalt games. Paintings were notable only by their scarcity. Inevitably, Ascott’s days were numbered (he would shortly be sacked again) but, significantly, Eno’s two-year tenure at Ipswich coincided almost exactly with the duration of Ascott’s unconventional stewardship.


The experimental approach was designed to establish each student’s personality or ‘mind map’, in order to then challenge natural behavioural instincts. The subsequent aversion exercises forced students to adopt completely counter-intuitive traits for the duration of the first term. Eno, full of the confidence-boosting attentions of Alice Norman, arrived at art school as one of the more gregarious freshers – his ‘mind map’ was assessed as one that tended towards the extrovert, even domineering, and he was thus required to adopt a contrastingly servile role for the full ten-week semester. Eno elected to sit on a porter’s trolley and act as a ‘servant’ to the other students who would wheel him back to their work spaces where he was made to ‘execute their wishes’, uncomplainingly. There were even more extreme examples of this aversion method. One particularly exuberant girl could only calm herself down by tying her own legs to a chair. Another, very anxious, student called Lily suffered from vertigo, but defied her neuroses by building and learning how to walk a tightrope.


One of the most liberating aspects of Ascott’s regime was its plurality – few subjects were out of bounds. Eno soon found he’d swapped Catholic for catholic. He was already considering how he might introduce his beloved pop music into a meaningful art school context, although to date art and music seemed like obdurate mutual exclusives. That changed one autumn morning at the beginning of Eno’s second year, when an animated Ascott appeared at college clasping a 7” vinyl record – ‘My Generation’ by The Who. Pete Townshend, The Who’s guitarist and songwriter, had been a student of Roy Ascott’s at Ealing. It was while under Ascott’s tutelage that Townshend attended a lecture by German-born artist Gustav Metzger, famed for his violent, autodestructive sculptures. The latter would inspire the notorious guitar-trashing finales of 1960s Who concerts.


Written by Townshend after his car – a black, 1935 Packard hearse – was towed away from a Belgravia street, allegedly because the sight of it offended the Queen Mother as she was driven past every day, ‘My Generation’ was a visceral howl of liberation that married the dangerous electricity of rock ’n’ roll to the uncompromising conceit of youth. When Ascott played his former protégée’s record for the Ipswich students, Eno almost swooned. Even the rawest song by Little Richard – and nothing by the now-ubiquitous Beatles – had prepared him for this. ‘My Generation’ was a radical, even revolutionary celebration of adolescent autonomy – the empowered juvenile feeling of 1965 crystallized and it became a clarion call for the students at Ipswich. For Eno, ‘My Generation’ was another of his musical ‘Eureka!’ moments. This was pop music with its art school slip showing – as invigorating as it was emancipating. At a stroke, its three minutes of febrile, distinctly British musical energy convinced Eno that contemporary art and music could legitimately cohabit.


Bowled over by this potent synergy, Eno became a raging Who fan. Aspiring to the sharp, Ivy League clothes worn by many of the band’s following – imported Levi jeans and button-collared shirts in particular – he soon considered himself something of a mod, although he eschewed the self-respecting modernist’s obligatory motor scooter (even today, Eno spurns autonomous motorized transport and has yet to learn to drive a car). Eno was, in his own memorable phrase, ‘a rather conceptual mod’, but at seventeen he was quite the dandy – his neat, schoolboy blond crop was beginning to grow out; eventually it would rival the lengthy manes worn by the dangerously unkempt Rolling Stones. A little later he would take to wearing shirts run up from offcuts of garish upholstery material.


In addition to Ascottian radicalism, Ipswich proffered some high-calibre tutors, among them Anthony Benjamin, who had studied in Paris with Ferdinand Leger, and a London-based painter called Tom Phillips. A product of St. Catherine’s College, Oxford, and Camberwell School of Art, Phillips combined a methodical-yet-playful approach to painting with an esoteric taste in classical history, literature and avantgarde music. He had played piano in the late 1950s with the Philharmonia Chorus and had been composing his own music since the turn of the ’60s. Although only in his late twenties, Phillips was an imposing figure; heavily bearded and always dressed entirely in black (the students referred to him as ‘Black Tom’), he impressed in other ways, as Eno affirmed to the Independent’s Lucy O’Brien: ‘He was very authoritative, whereas a lot of teachers in the ’60s had an “anything goes” attitude. And he had a rigorous approach to being an artist. I remember working on a painting for some time, and he looked at it in his sceptical way and said: “It’s rather slight, isn’t it?” That discomfited me, but it didn’t annoy me. His coolness was intriguing.’


Eno quickly became Phillips’ acolyte. The feeling was mutual, however, as Phillips recognized Eno to be that rarest of things: a motivated student with a genuinely enquiring mind. Phillips recalled Eno as ‘this strange blond boy in the corner … When I first met him, Brian dressed conservatively, like a normal Ipswich boy. But he was also pretty weird-looking, very strange and fey – an oddity.’


Today a CBE, honorary member of the Royal Society of Portrait Painters, and a revered éminence grise of British art, the seventy-year-old Phillips can still keenly recall his early impressions of the adolescent Brian Eno: ‘I think Brian and I arrived at Ipswich College of Art on the same day. Within a couple of weeks he was noticeably someone to be looked at. From the start he took things in a different direction from other people. I always maintain that drawing is fundamental for all art students however avant-garde they later become and we did lots of drawings in different ways. Once I told them to make a drawing made only of dots, but to make them rhythmical, so it was like the “Niebelungen”, in “Niebelheim” [from Wagner’s Ring Cycle]. It was a great noise. I really enjoyed that, though I’m not sure the students were quite aware of how much I was enjoying it … I remember Brian did a big drawing like this [makes expansive gesture], then tore out the good bit and handed that in. I thought it was a very inventive thing to do, sort of courageous and not quite along the usual lines. He was watchable thereafter.’


Phillips and Eno’s was a relationship, if not of equals, then certainly of like minds, and one that exceeded the standard bond of teacher and student. Phillips once told Eno that if students were transferred between colleges like professional footballers, he’d value Brain at £10,000 (a mind-boggling sum in 1965). Eno may have blushed, but his self-confidence was considerably boosted by Phillips’ unswerving endorsement. Ostentatiously intellectual, Phillips, who also taught a splendidly vague and highfalutin ‘Liberal Arts’ course at Ipswich, would be a dependable conduit to all kinds of cultural activity beyond the art school walls. Apart from painting, he foisted literature and experimental music on his young wards. Phillips always carried with him John Cage’s 1961 treatise on avant-garde first principles, Silence, and would soon thrust it at Eno.


Silence was the catechism for discerning early 1960s avant-gardistes. Cage, himself a student of early 20th-century modernist Arnold Schoenberg, was the established godhead for experimental composers on both sides of the Atlantic. A charming, witty, playful provocateur, for Cage, music was an extension of personal spirituality, based upon esoteric Eastern philosophy, Tao-ism, Zen and aleatory texts such as the I-Ching. Famed more for the pioneering unorthodoxy of his compositional methods than for (with a few notable exceptions) the listening pleasure that resulted (although his lovely, meditative piano exercise, ‘In a Landscape’ – written in the year of Eno’s birth – anticipates ‘ambient’ by thirty years) Cage was the sainted modernist gate-opener, granting license for bold experiment to musicians – and other artists – everywhere.


Naturally, Eno lapped up Silence. For him, Cage was someone who saw composition as ‘A way of living out your philosophy and calling it art’. This was also the message being transmitted by Phillips. Eno soon concluded that ‘… if you wanted to be an artist there had to be a motivating force which was more than simply wanting to add attractive objects to the world’.


Phillips also waved philosophical texts under Eno’s nose – particularly those by Ludwig Wittgenstein – and there were novels, too. It was Phillips who introduced Eno to Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, whose themes of adult game-playing and paedophilic passion were considered highly risqué in an era still blushing after the belated publication of D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Nabokov remains one of the few fiction writers that Eno regularly trumpets (he claims to have read Lolita ‘at least ten times’).


Around the same time, Eno fell in with a small, much older bohemian crowd revolving around a local girl called Janet Brown. She presided over an Ipswich council flat ‘salon’ at which Eno was adopted ‘as a kind of mascot’. Inspired by a taste of la vida boheme, Eno and a couple of friends cobbled together ten pounds and bought a wrecked wooden boat moored on the River Orwell. It became a sort of clubhouse – Eno even lived there for a few weeks over the summer, surviving on tins of baked beans.


By the time he was seventeen, Eno yearned to taste the bohemian air beyond the bounds of somnolent Suffolk and began making forays into Cambridge and, later, London, often in the company of an art school friend, John Wells. Eno’s world was opening up in other ways – he was soon squiring his first serious girlfriend, Sarah Grenville. Brought up in a staunch left-wing Bury St Edmunds household, Sarah was a darkhaired, poetry-espousing bohemian. It was in Cambridge, in the summer of 1965, that she first laid eyes on a coltish Brian Eno ‘hanging out around the “beat” scene as we liked to think of ourselves’. He obviously made quite an impression: ‘He was classy. He knew how to project an image. Slender build, long blond hair, handsome, composed, sporting a lovely ebony cane and not into drugs – a big plus. He was a more serious person and definitely very interesting, much more so than the rather nihilist gang I hung around with!’


It was Sarah’s idea to go up to London with Brian on 10 June 1965 for what would be their first significant ‘date’. Their destination was the Royal Albert Hall, which was staging the First International Poetry Incarnation – an event later regarded as Britain’s earliest full-scale ‘happening’. Hosted by wild-eyed, heroin-addicted Scottish novelist Alexander Trocchi, the ‘Incarnation’ consisted of a full day of readings by the cream of the beat poets, including American heavyweights Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso and Lawrence Ferlinghetti, alongside British counterparts such as Adrian Mitchell and Christopher Logue and others including maverick ‘jazz poet’ Michael Horowitz and Austrian phonetic bard Ernst Jandl (who made a particular impact on Eno). Amongst the poetry, there would be tirades against the newly flaring Vietnam War, waif-like dancing damsels distributing gladioli, much pot-smoking and North African-tinged interlude music from folk-savant guitarist Davy Graham. The event drew an astonishing 8,000 eager, would-be English bohemians (and a few bona fide ones, too) and was effectively the year zero for British 1960s counterculture. Eno vividly recalls the air of consequence: ‘It was stunning to realize that that many people were interested in what seemed a very obscure corner of modern culture at the time. That was really the beginning of what you’d call the ’60s in England.’


Poetry and literature had their place in Eno’s affections but it was art and music that preoccupied him and he continued to feed greedily on scraps from Tom Phillips’ table. Soon he was digesting the work of Cage’s affiliates and followers –the New York School composers David Tudor, Christian Wolff, Morton Feldman and Earle Brown, along with Californian contemporaries such as La Monte Young and Terry Riley, whose fledgling minimalist experiments would prove so influential on a succeeding generation of musicians. Phillips – based in south London when not teaching at Ipswich – also moved in the same circles as several young British composers who were equally indebted to Cage’s revolutionary thinking. They formed the hub of a small but vibrant London experimental composition scene. Notable figures among the cabal included fledgling composers Gavin Bryars and Howard Skempton and a New Statesman music critic, Michael Nyman. As he readily acknowledges today, Phillips was the bridge to this new and exciting realm, firmly alloying the realms of art and music in the mind of the young Brian Eno: ‘I could bring information about people like John Cage to the school, because I was that bit older – and Ipswich was a long way from European music, or world music, at the time and I had a bit of information and a bit of an alibi for uniting being an art student and making music. It was current anyway, since most music got made in art schools. When I was teaching it was the only gig – the only place you could get someone like John Cage, or Christian Wolff or Morton Feldman to perform was in an art school – the musical schools weren’t interested. So in a sense Brian was in the right place at the right time; at least in an outpost of the right place, which I tried to make an “inpost” …’


Cage’s complete disregard for virtuosity or the traditional manuscript score hooked Eno. For Cage, composition was partly a matter of chance; a process of circumscribing parameters within which any number of sonic events might be allowed to occur. It was a conceptual approach that chimed perfectly with Ipswich’s lateral outlook on visual art. ‘Process not product’ was Roy Ascott’s abiding dictum. What’s more, many of Cage’s scores took the form of geometric diagrams, or impressionistic flow charts – closer, in fact, to abstract drawings than to traditional notated music. Tom Phillips used a similar, and visually even more refined, approach to the compositional score.


Eno’s London trips became more frequent in 1966, usually with Sarah at his side. Their destinations would most often be the ICA on the Mall, the Royal College of Art in South Kensington, or wherever else the cognoscenti could gather to hear new music performed.* The tiny London scene felt to Eno like a fabulous, clandestine club, membership of which he’d been miraculously handed. The same thirty or forty faces would be at each performance, most of them fellow composers. Eno’s face was soon equally ubiquitous. He was introduced to the main players – many acquaintances of Tom Phillips. Principal among them was Cornelius Cardew.


Perhaps the closest thing to an English John Cage, Cardew was the scion of a famous upper middle-class English Arts & Crafts family. A teacher, helming classes in experimental composition at the Royal Academy of Music and at Lambeth’s Morley College, he was a gifted cellist and pianist who’d studied under Stockhausen at Darmstadt. While in Cologne, Cardew had witnessed life-changing performances by Cage and his cohort David Tudor and – fascinated by the open, spontaneous nature of the new American avant-garde – became infected with revolutionary spirit. Initially a Marxist (and later a Maoist), he would seek to remove classical composition from the clutches of middle-class elites (of which, of course, he was one) and make it accessible to the proletariat.


As minuscule as the London scene was, it reflected a much more widespread mood of musical experimentation, which was then being felt even in the heartland of commercial pop. It was no coincidence that in 1967 Paul McCartney had selected Stockhausen as one of the figures to adorn the iconic, Peter Blake-designed cover for the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album. Indeed, while partner John Lennon was living a life of superficial suburban convention out in the Surrey stockbroker belt, McCartney was scurrying about central London in his Aston Martin, busily exploring the avant-garde in music, art and film, communing with beat writer William Burroughs, gorging on Jean-Luc Godard films and grooving to Morton Subotnick’s newly released Silver Apples of the Moon – the first ‘classical electronic’ album ever to be commissioned by a record company (Nonesuch). While by day he worked on the saccharine pop of ‘Honey Pie’ and ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da’, by night McCartney would adjourn to the music room of his St. John’s Wood house to build cacophonous mini-symphonies on a cannibalized Brennell tape recorder, using multi-tracking bongos or stroked wine glasses. Later that year he made an ostentatious point of turning up to a John Cage performance at the Royal College of Art.


Soon to be an exponent of the cannibalized tape recorder himself, Brian Eno was riding this zeitgeist with the characteristic enthusiasm of any eighteen-year-old who’s freshly stumbled upon his metier. The experimental composition scene proffered music that sounded like nothing he had heard before. It made the exotic American R’n’B singles of his youth – even the unfettered art rock of The Who – seem tame by comparison. It helped that the London-based composers were accessible and young – Cardew (thirty-one in 1967) was the oldest, but others were practically Eno’s contemporaries. Among them were further acquaintances of Tom Phillips such as John Tilbury and Howard Skempton. Tilbury, a gifted pianist with a keen interest in Cage and the static minimalism of Morton Feldman, performed a repertoire that drew on much that was current in the avant-garde. Tilbury was already active in the distinguished and influential free improvisation group AMM (to which Cardew was also a contributor), an archivist of experimental scores and custodian of the renowned Experimental Music Catalogue. Skempton, another young and exceptional pianist and nascent composer, studied with Cardew at Morley College, contributing to a series of important lecture-cum-performances that Cardew presented as part of his Experimental Music class.


Perhaps curiously, given his family’s musical predisposition and his brief stint in the Black Aces, Eno had never learned to play a musical instrument. Unfazed by his lack of formal musical skill and energized by Silence and a 1966 performance of Christian Wolff’s compositions for unskilled musicians (especially a piece called Sticks & Stones, which sourced ‘music’ from the banging together of bits of wood and small rocks), Eno was now keener to manipulate sound than paint. For what the London experimentalists had provided was licence to treat music not as a formal, canonical language of notes, keys, time signatures and modes, but as raw data – sound as a malleable, fluctuating medium to be manoeuvred and recontextualized. It was, at the very least, the aural equivalent of ‘action painting’, or brush drip abstraction. The abiding Cageian rubric was ‘create parameters, set it off, see (or rather hear) what happens’.


Initially unsure how he might inculcate himself within the experimental scene, Eno sought the advice of Tom Phillips, who alerted him to the possibilities of tape recorders. Phillips proffered the example of American composers La Monte Young and Terry Riley whose experiments with tape had in turn influenced the work of a fast-rising avant star, Steve Reich. Reich would eventually evolve a style of music in which repeating cells of melody and rhythm cross and recross to form a rippling, often intensely beautiful moiré of polyrhythms and counterpoint cadences. Reich had only achieved his signature style after a number of systematic ‘phase shifting’ experiments with percussion and acoustic instruments, all of which in turn grew out of early tape pieces called ‘It’s Gonna Rain’ and ‘Come Out’. On the former, Reich had edited the recording of a fervent oration by Pentecostal preacher Brother William given in San Francisco’s Union Square in the wake of the 1963 Cuban missile crisis. Reich cut out a loop imparting the febrile incantation ‘IT’S GONNA RAIN!’, copied it and played it back simultaneously on two Wollensack tape recorders. Thanks to the inconsistency of motors, the two machines gradually slipped out of unison, resulting in a process of hypnotic smearing; the twin vocal loops gradually sliding out of phase with one another, creating implied polyrhythms and taking on ghostly ‘musical’ overtones in the process.


When Eno eventually heard Reich’s piece on his 1969 debut Columbia album Steve Reich – Live/Electric Music, it confirmed all that the theoretical piece had promised, although it was also far more beautiful than he had imagined. It was radical sound manipulation that required no formal instrumental élan, yet produced something almost preternaturally ‘musical’. It was ‘sound painting’. It was also, like many of the Cage-inspired pieces Eno had been lapping up, music produced not by virtuoso technique, formal aesthetics or the descending muse but as the end product of an imposed system. It was ‘create parameters, set it off, see what happens’, writ large.


In 1966, all this theoretical ‘sound painting’ made Eno’s visual art feel prosaic and unwieldy by comparison: ‘… with the paintings, there was a tremendous amount of preparation and then you were left with this thing lying about … With music, it lasted for as long as the act of doing it, and when it was finished, that was it.’


In his second year at Ipswich, Eno’s painting became hugely detailed and increasingly abstract. Without a guiding principle, he found he’d often (literally) paint himself into a corner, engrossed in meticulous mark-making at the expense of the overall image; it was ‘process not product’. Feeling the need to impose some constraint, and inspired by Cage’s ‘prepared randomness’, he began fumbling towards what would become an article of faith – making art with systems – and began looking for ways to unlock what he called ‘rapt situations’. One way to circumvent these immersive cul-de-sacs was to absent himself from the laborious toil of applying paint to canvas altogether. Eventually he would begin to consider his paintings almost as performance pieces. One later painting called Scene of the Crime involved someone else painting a canvas, without Eno seeing it, then removing the picture, leaving Eno to try and reconstruct it like a painterly pathologist, guided only by the drip marks on the floor.


Ipswich continued to offer extra-curricular cultural experience. Eno’s paramour Sarah recalled there being ‘quite a few old film nights with friends – watching Chaplin and Marx Brothers films somewhere in Ipswich’. Brian wasn’t keen on racing home once the movies were over; like many an art student before and since, he naturally gravitated towards bohemian enclaves. ‘He liked late nights, so hung out in the cafés where there was a big prostitute scene – what with the US army base at Bentwaters and the docks. I think he liked the colour, warmth and perhaps a certain rough friendliness.’


In the daylight hours, Eno’s attention returned to the prospect of tape recorders. He begged his parents to buy him one for his birthday and at Christmas, but to no avail. There was, however, a pair of functioning, if antediluvian, machines with external microphones, which belonged to Ipswich Civic College. Eno began to monopolize them. He quickly mastered the technology, not by reference to manuals (a purposeful negligence he would persist with – and set great store by – in later life) but by throwing himself into trial-and-error recording experiments. Almost immediately he began to subvert the machine’s basic function by running the reels backwards and experimenting with the vari-speed control, which altered the rotational velocity and thus the pitch of the recorded sound. His first ever recorded ‘piece’ was the sound of a pen striking the hood of a large anglepoise lamp, multitracked at different speeds to form a shimmering, bell-like cloud of tones, over which a friend read a poem. Its hazy reverberations, Eno told me, ‘sounded very similar to the music I make now’.


Once bitten, Eno became a veritable tape machine junkie. He’d sate his habit with second-hand players found in Ipswich junk shops and at jumble sales (paid for with money earned painting boat decks on the Orwell). By his twentieth birthday, Eno owned thirty tape recorders of various designs and in various states of disrepair. Each had its own characteristic and he would collect ‘any piece of rubbish I could find that would turn a piece of tape’. Only one of them, a Ferrograph, worked properly.


Genetically infected with the spirit of his paternal grandfather William (a man for whom nothing was beyond repair), Eno – often in company with Tom Phillips – would bicycle around Ipswich scouring junk shops and jumble sales, developing a judicious radar for recyclable gems lurking amid the second-hand detritus. In addition to tape recorders, Eno and Phillips amassed several broken pianos (a subject, thanks to his grandfather, Eno knew something about), which, as Tom Phillips recalls, they turned to creative advantage. ‘I’m not sure if Brian or I invented it, but we had a game called “Piano Tennis” and it was great fun. Like a lot of great things it was made of life as it was: pianos were cheap, they were always being broken up. I think probably only Brian and I enjoyed the sound of broken pianos, but they were so common. I can’t remember how many we got in the end, perhaps five, and we invented this game, hand tennis, where the score was made according to the sound, if and when you struck the right bits of the exposed piano. It was terrific fun, but it couldn’t really be sustained as part of the course, as such.’


Eno was keen to pursue his art education further. Having gained his foundation qualification from Ipswich in the summer of 1966, he wanted to try for his Diploma in Fine Arts (a fine art ‘degree’ as such didn’t exist). He was now old enough to apply for a full County Council bursary, a princely £330 per annum (about a third of his father’s annual wage). The world was his oyster. His friend John Wells had applied to Watford College of Art and had been accepted. Eno considered Watford but applied to Winchester, encouraged by Anthony Benjamin who would also teach there. Winchester’s Painting & Sculpture Course had only recently been granted full Diploma status under the stewardship of sculptor Heinz Henghes – another enlightened pedagogue whose favourite maxim was ‘A work of art is a wide open window onto a full world’. Henghes shared Roy Ascott’s basic belief that art education should be a course of preparation for life; although the similarities ended there. That Winchester was also served by a fast, frequent rail link to London added to its appeal for Eno. His application was accepted.


Imbued with a fascination for cybernetics as espoused by Roy Ascott, Eno was ready to broaden and deepen his faith in systems. For Tom Phillips, Roy Ascott had been ‘… a majester and an authoritarian’, and he’d found many of his methods intimidating: ‘Cybernetics matched his authoritarianism, and he embodied it, too; he was really quite daunting for the students and for me. He told you what to do and you did it.’ Eno, however, had found something beyond didacticism in Ascott’s teachings. What Phillips could quickly disregard (‘I was just a part-timer, glad to get my forty quid and get back on the train to London’), the suggestible Eno took as gospel and carried with him like conceptual tablets of stone. Thus, his three years at Winchester would be spent, often contentiously, delving into the textual processes that could be used to generate music, in its broadest sense – so much so that his approach to painting, sculpture and music effectively merged into one.


Eno’s adherence to ‘process not product’ would eventually rub up against the authorities. Heinz Henghes’ report on Eno at the end of 1967 described him as: ‘A promising student. Difficult to pin down to work. Hampered by intellectual considerations, but certainly worth the effort made for him.’


While Winchester may have proffered a more formal ethos than Ipswich, any British art school of the period was necessarily a place of excitement and liberation, unavoidably attuned to the dawning Aquarian age. Seizing the cudgel, Eno quickly got himself elected (unopposed) as head of Student Union Entertainments, which gave him free rein to invite guest lecturers and musical performers. He duly indulged himself, welcoming a distinguished, if esoteric retinue of performers and speakers, including Tom Phillips, Christian Wolff (then enjoying a UK-based sabbatical from Harvard University) and Wolff’s friend and composer Frederick Rzewski among numerous others, some of whom played to an audience consisting of one; a Mr B. Eno.


Eno wanted to learn, but he felt more engaged by a Christian Wolff performance than he did by tutorials from the estimable Henghes or head of painting, Trevor Bell, and he found many of the tutors ‘too fluffy’, as he told Michael Bracewell in 2007: ‘For me, the teachers at Winchester weren’t doctrinaire enough … they were into things like colour theory – which seemed to me at the time to be completely unimportant.’


Eno’s extra-curricular encounters felt far more significant. Tom Phillips recalls a lecture/performance he gave at Winchester leaving a marked impression on Eno: ‘It was called “Ephremides” – a kind of random talk based on cards and slides. The cards contained text – just various observations – which I then shuffled, so the accompanying slides were not contiguous with what I was reading. It was a kind of Cageian thing to do. It was quite good, actually. Brian was particularly taken with one, which he used as a kind of motto: “You can only truly use chance, if you use chance, by chance.” I remember him writing that one down in his notebook.’


By the close of 1966, all sorts of creative possibilities were beginning to open up seductively for Brian Eno. Seduction of another kind would have far more immediate repercussions for him, however. Just before Christmas he learned that girlfriend Sarah was pregnant with his child.


Although the permissive era was inexorably dawning, in 1966 Liberal MP David Steel’s abortion bill had only just been presented to Parliament. The Abortion Act would become law the following year. Illegal back-street terminations, which the Act sought to eradicate, were still common in 1966, although Brian and Sarah contemplated no such measure. The baby was due the following July. Despite the undoubted social discomfiture both Brian and Sarah’s families were supportive of the putative teenager parents. That said, the stigma of a baby being born out of wedlock couldn’t be countenanced by the Catholic Enos. Plans were duly made for a Winchester registry office wedding the following March.


Sarah’s mother Joan Harvey held a dim view of marriage. An active, progressive socialist, she was a member of the ‘Committee of 100’, the British anti-war group set up in 1960 by pacifist philosopher Bertrand Russell as a more subversive adaptation of the anti-nuclear-lobbying CND. Harvey had taken to Brian – recognizing an intuitive intellect. She wondered what such a bright boy was doing ‘wasting his time’ at art school. It was a question that flummoxed Eno, setting in motion what he would later describe as a ‘mid-life crisis’ – which is going some for an eighteen-year-old. Harvey’s querulous probing also had a positive effect, as he later confessed: ‘… it set a question going in my mind that has always stayed with me, and motivated a lot of what I’ve done: what does art do for people, why do people do it, why don’t we only do rational things, like design better engines? And because it came from someone I very much respected, that was the foundation of my intellectual life.’*
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