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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, herm-aphrodite 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, ‘plunder-phonic’ 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, Cold-play et al, traces of the Eno artistic genome continue to suffuse popular music, identifiable in everything from the abstract meta-rock of Radio-head 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 ‘multi-tasker’ 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 poly-math 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 restlessfuturist’, 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 the next General Election). It’s a move whose super-ficial ‘conservatism’ has been greeted with severely raised eyebrows in some quarters – the kind of reaction which Eno’s apparently counterintuitive 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 bull-shitter. 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 Enoesque. 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–Ifelt 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 every-man 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.

[image: Image]

* 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 ‘Enocyclopaedia 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 south-eastward 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 relieved air crews touched down there.

At the height of the USAF occupation in the mid-1950s, the two air-bases 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 Wood-bridge. 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 Gandhi’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 proto-sampling, 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, quasi-feudal 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 Polfuss 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 Bing 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 Wray’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, Wray’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 neigh-bours’ 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 text books, comics and magazines. As puberty approached, he, like many thousands of other hormonal British school boys, 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 post-Elvis 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 Teagarden 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 eleven-plus 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.

[image: Image]

* 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)
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(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 draughts-manship 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 ready-made 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 stew-ardship.

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, auto-destructive 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 avant-garde 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 dark-haired, 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 “in-post” …’

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 poly-rhythms 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, multi-tracked 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.’*

Despite the incipient upheaval in his personal life, there would be no thought of Eno interrupting his education. Even the imminence of family life couldn’t persuade him to consider gainful employment. The marriage took place in March. It was an ultra-discreet affair, as the newly named Sarah Eno remembers: ‘We were married at Winchester registry office, grabbing a couple of people off the street as witnesses. My mother disapproved of marriage, and my father signed a “release” form because I was under twenty-one! We probably didn’t invite Brian’s parents because his mum would have wanted a proper “do”. We were pretty poor with a baby on the way and the marriage was, we thought, a way of getting an increase in Brian’s student grant as well as making life easier in what I thought of as a High Church country town!’

The newlyweds lived for a while in a ‘rather quaint but delicious rented flat, called Sussex Cottage, where we boiled eggs in the kettle’, but with the baby coming they were forced to leave and camped out in the house of one of the art school staff during the last two months of the pregnancy.

Perhaps it was the resilience, or even ignorance, of youth, but none of this seismic domestic upheaval seems to have had any obviously adverse effect on Brian Eno’s burgeoning creative ambition. He continued to run the Winchester Student Union ‘Ents’ office as his own personal avant-garde fiefdom and was broadening his network of musical and artistic contacts exponentially. It was during his first year at Winchester that Eno would meet another profoundly influential artist with whose life and work he was destined to intertwine in the coming years, Peter Schmidt. A gifted painter, sculptor and sound artist then employed by Watford School of Art where he taught, and had befriended, Eno’s erstwhile Ipswich comrade John Wells, Schmidt had been asked to deliver a lecture at Winchester and needed a place to stay. Wells recommended Eno.

Born in Berlin in 1931, Schmidt’s family had escaped Nazi Germany in 1938 and moved to London. Schmidt had studied at Goldsmiths and the Slade schools of art in the 1950s, and soon after established himself on the London gallery scene. In 1961, he was even the subject of a BBC film study called Departures. He had latterly moved into multi-media arts and increasingly relied on systems to produce work that was often inspired by or related to music. In 1967, he would perform a piece called A Painter’s Use of Sound at the ICA in London and would pursue other sonic-related work long into the 1970s, along with light-boxes and, eventually, more orthodox figurative work. Schmidt was also a keen record collector and soon had Eno filling his notebook with his album recommendations. After Schmidt’s Winchester sojourn he and Eno would become firm friends.

Eno was now becoming a recognizable figure on the Winchester campus with his wispy blond hair worn to the shoulder and his face masked by a pair of inscrutable blue-lensed sunglasses. His name was also known by association with the college magazine, Caliban, to which he contributed aphoristic, Cageian word games called things like ‘Do Nothing Until A Mistake Is Made’ and ‘Do Something Until A Mistake Is Made’ – Oblique Strategies in embryo. He would become even more visible in the ensuing months, particularly when spied around the campus en famille.

In early 1967, the gates of the psychedelic era were unlocking. The incipient ‘summer of love’ would open the floor to hirsute mavericks such as Brian Eno; there was a spirit of adventure in the air, magic was afoot and licence to experiment was granted. By now Eno had taken to describing himself provocatively as an ‘art kleptomaniac’ and began staging various ‘happenings’ in and around the college. One witness to the nineteen-year-old enfant terrible was a teenage Winchester schoolboy called Robyn Hitchcock. These days a successful international rock musician in his own right, Hitchcock remembers being acutely impressed with a brace of Eno ‘happenings’ which took place in June 1967: ‘Eno staged a music event in a 14th-century flint-walled cellar – essentially a dungeon with electricity. He had unscrewed the college 60-watt light bulb and inserted his own blue bulb. A reel-to-reel tape recorder stood on a bare table beneath the light, playing Dylan’s “Ballad Of Hollis Brown” backwards, while somebody I didn’t recognize was bowing a one-string violin. A microphone ran from the tape machine into the audience, where it was draped enticingly over the chair in front of me. About fifteen boys, chaperoned by one of the younger hipper teachers, came in and sat in the chairs. Eno lit a stick of incense, started the tape machine and nodded to the violinist. After a while I tapped the mike in front of me. It didn’t seem to be switched on. I sang along with backwards Bob Dylan, but that didn’t come out either. Eventually the music finished. I can’t remember if we clapped or not.

‘“Any questions?” said Eno.

‘“Er, would you call this kind of thing music, as such?” asked the teacher. Eno explained why it was naive to even ask that question. He had the serene, knowing aura that hipsters of that period had. Everything was a facet of everything else, glittering in his blue lenses.

‘“What was that microphone for, Mr Eno?” I asked, in my barely broken voice.

‘“So you could participate, man,” replied Eno, glittering my way.

‘“Er, it wasn’t switched on,” I croaked.

‘“Next question?” called BE to the audience. I was still buzzing from having actually asked the blue-lensed man a question in public.’

Hitchcock was present the following week when Eno staged a second event. He and some willing assistants had borrowed helium cylinders from the nearby Science School and were using the gas to inflate balloons which they began setting off in the water meadows that lay close to the art faculty. Hitchcock recalls the scene: ‘The sun shone and the clouds were few – Sgt. Pepper was released the same week. BE’s glasses marked him out among the cylinders and balloons. Like fairground barkers, BE and his roadies (who included the legendary anti-philosopher Galen Strawson [today professor of Philosophy at Reading University], who was then fifteen going on 1,000) were handing out cardboard labels as they filled the eager balloons.

‘“What’s that for, man?” I asked.

‘“So you can write a message on it, man.” BE was patient – one day I would get it. My grandmother had died two weeks earlier and school regulations had kept me from going to pay my last respects to her. She was an open-minded woman – earlier that year, when she was still well enough to travel, I had bombarded her with Bob Dylan. She tapped her knee and murmured “I gave her my heart but she wanted my soul” after Dylan sang that line. So I wrote:

‘“Dear Granny, sorry I couldn’t come to your funeral – love, Robyn.”

‘“That’s beautiful, man,” said one of Eno’s assistants. He tied the label to a balloon and I wandered off into the meadows to release it. I’ve always been grateful to BE for giving me this opportunity.’

Hannah Eno was born at Winchester Hospital in July. Soon after, Brian and Sarah packed up bags and progeny (and Eno’s other baby, his Ferrograph tape recorder) and found some idiosyncratic ‘family accommodation’ in a village on the outskirts of Winchester. Their new home was a kind of wooden cabin, the extension to a house belonging to an obscure eccentric novelist. For a peppercorn rent the family Eno could occupy the one-room annexe and come and go as they liked, with the proviso that Sarah attended to the writer’s housework. ‘The wooden extension was rather nice – it had a garden where I started to grow some vegetables, but the house was very badly heated,’ Sarah recalls. ‘In retrospect it was lucky Hannah was several months old when winter came! I cleaned for the landlady and often had to suffer her Daily Express views. I have never forgotten her tirades against the “blacks” in South Africa as they rose up against apartheid. It was a lesson in right-wing politics, since I had grown up in an extremely left-wing household …’

The enforced sobriety of nappy-changing may have played its part, but while the era’s bohemian, ‘everything is allowed’ ethos certainly had its effect on Eno, LSD-laced all-nighters, psychedelic light shows and petal-strewn love-ins had only a tangential impact on him. He had already scavenged in the more ascetic margins of musical experimentation. Having tasted a rarer fruit in the company of Cardew and co, he found much of the acid-fried rock – with its token flavours of the ‘Mystic East’ in the sound of sitars and ersatz profundities about flowers, white rabbits and vestal virgins – small beer.

For all that, Eno kept one ear attuned to developments on the rock front (he would soon book an unknown experimental beat group called The Pink Floyd for a Winchester Student Union gig), including, as Robyn Hitchcock bore witness, those relating to the ubiquitous Bob Dylan. Eno was fond of Dylan’s sprawling 1966 opus, Blonde On Blonde, its surreal, alliterative lyrics and ‘thin, wild mercury sound’ proffered kinetic rock ‘n’ roll as glimpsed through the smoky prism of French symbolist poetry and abstracted beat romanticism. While it was recognizably rock music, it nudged orthodox boundaries and Blonde On Blonde was still a hip accessory to be carrying under one’s arm, or to have lying beside one’s bedsit Dansette, well beyond 1966. But even Dylan paled beside Eno’s next discovery in rock – a group to which he’d been first alerted by Peter Schmidt; the Velvet Underground.

Built around the Hubert Selby Junior-influenced demimonde narratives of leader Lou Reed and given wing by doomy-voiced German chanteuse Christa Päffgen –a.k.a. Nico – the primitive drumming of Maureen ‘Mo’ Tucker, the garage-baroque guitar of Sterling Morrison and swooping, atonal viola of John Cale, The Velvet Underground & Nico was a record which seemed to offer endless, dazzling contradictions. Released in spring 1967, it imbued New York street smarts with arty European cool and wedded pure pop melody and unalloyed dissonance to cool literary detachment and white-hot, primal rock ‘n’ roll. Nominally produced by the band’s Svengali, pop-art plutocrat Andy Warhol – the sleeve featuring his handiwork in the form of a peel-off, pop-art banana – it was an album whose commercial failure on release was in direct opposition to its massive, if slow-burning, catalytic impact. Eno claimed to be among the very first in Britain to own it. His oft quoted assertion that ‘Only a few thousand people bought that record, but all of them formed a band of their own’ is a rock-history truism, but probably fairly accurate nonetheless. The VU were hugely influential on a small, but significant corpus of 1970s and ‘80s rock vanguard, including any number of future Eno collaborators. In their different ways, David Bowie, Bryan Ferry, Talking Heads and U2 all owe a sizeable debt to Lou Reed and co.

For Eno, the Velvet Underground’s importance was manifold. He relished the fact that their songs were often as melodically accessible as the cream of contemporary pop, yet also proffered a dark side, brimming with daring discords and experimental, atonal flights. Lyrically they were as far removed from Tin Pan Alley stereotype as was imaginable. The imprimatur of Andy Warhol, then the world’s most famous, if not notorious, contemporary fine artist, was also significant for sometime painter Eno. What’s more, the VU were, with the notable exception of viola player John Cale, all unschooled musicians. Eno was delighted to learn that drummer Mo Tucker had acquired her primal, metronomic percussion style by repetitively thwacking a stack of New York phone directories and that Reed was given to writing songs by tuning all six strings on his electric guitar to the same note.

The Velvet Underground would continue to exert a very particular influence over Eno. One of his favourite records remains the band’s third, eponymous album, a record he reveres so completely that he claims never to have owned a copy for fear of growing over-familiar with it. The VU split up in 1970 but in 1974 Eno’s name would be (erroneously) linked with a putative reformation. In the same year he would begin working with the VU’s sole British member, Welsh classical-prodigy-turned-rock-magus John Cale. Cale’s journey from provincial Britain to the very hub of the American avant-garde contains echoes of Eno’s own musical odyssey, and – in hindsight – their meeting seems almost predestined. That the Welshman was one letter away from bearing the name John Cage always seemed providential.

Gaining inspiration from the Velvet Underground, in late 1967 Eno made his first ‘serious’ stabs at sound-based performance and began collaborating with others in musical ensembles for the first time since the days of The Black Aces. One of these was the whimsically monikered Merchant Taylor’s Simultaneous Cabinet – a loose agglomeration of Winchester undergraduates, including Eno’s friends David Hallows and Alf MacDonald, usually described as a ‘performance troupe’ but actually a group of like-minded students keen to pursue interactive musical collaborations. With Eno at the helm, they were directed towards the avant-garde and attempted highly conceptual works by the likes of Christian Wolff, La Monte Young, Cornelius Cardew, Tom Phillips and George Brecht. In late 1968, they performed a piece by artist Brecht called Drip Event that Eno describes as ‘one of the best things I did in my art school days’.

Brecht, a student of John Cage’s late 1950s experimental hotbed, the New School for Social Research, was also affiliated with the multi-disciplinary events and DIY aesthetic of the 1960s Fluxus movement. A musician with a fine art sensibility predicated on semi-mechanical systems, Brecht was meat and drink to Brian Eno. ‘George Brecht produced this thing called “Watermelon” or “Yam Box” or something like that,’ Eno reminisced to Lester Bangs a decade later. ‘It was a big box of cards of all different sizes and shapes, and each card had instructions for a piece on it … All of the cards had cryptic things on them, like one said, “Egg event – at least one egg.” Another said, “Two chairs; one umbrella; one chair.” They were all like that, but the Drip Event one said, “Erect containers such that water from other containers drips into them.” That was the score, you see.’

In fact, Eno created two versions of Drip Event – a simple, solo version even won him a minor college award. Duly inspired, he and his cohorts constructed a much larger model based on Brecht’s loose directions – a ten-foot cube made from screwed-together Dexene shelving metal. The contraption collected rainwater which would then be ‘disseminated through a whole series of channels and hit little things and make noises as it went down’. At the foot of this loquacious frame was a surrounding wall, on the inner surface of which were placed absorbent, ink-impregnated papers which would be slowly brought to life by the dripping water. It survived for a few days before vandals came and tore down the construction; Eno thought it ‘beautiful’ and rued never getting so much as a photo of it.

Merchant Taylor’s Simultaneous Cabinet was soon deep into territory where art, performance and music coalesced. None more so than in what Eno claims was the first ever performance of La Monte Young’s X For Henry Flynt whose score called upon the performer to ‘repeat a loud, heavy sound every one to two seconds as uniformly and regularly as possible for a long period of time’ (the X of the title representing the unknown number of repetitions). ‘My version lasted three and a quarter hours,’ Eno remembered. ‘It’s a piece where you sit at a piano and you try to hit as many notes as possible. I foolishly chose 3,600, the number of seconds in an hour, thinking I could do it one a second. Of course I slowed down a lot.’

One version of Young’s piece found Eno, his arms fully extended, trying to play as many of the keyboard’s eighty-eight notes at once. Another performance used an open piano frame against which he would spend an hour repeatedly smashing a large chunk of wood. As noisily anarchic as it often was, there was something in all this crashing about on the perverse edges of music that seemed to trigger in Eno a response that went far beyond noisy spectacle or wilfulness. The little sonic ambiguities and random disparities of loud, repetitious sound events started to materialize in Eno’s mind as ‘musical’ events in themselves, with aesthetic qualities and transcendental possibilities of their own. He would subsequently spend hours in Zen-like contemplation of single notes on the piano keyboard, pressing his ear to the instrument’s body to better experience every last resonation. It was, he concluded, ‘the closest thing in music to a drug experience I’ve heard’.

All this musical activity came at the expense of painting. In the summer term of 1968, Eno’s inability to stick to the curriculum was getting him into trouble. ‘A way shall be found before a why shall be found’ was his latest dictum. Winchester was all about the ‘why’. ‘The feeling was I was a disruptive element,’ Eno recalled. Henghes wrote to Eno insisting that he formally demonstrate his commitment to painting and printing. Failure to do so would result in his County Council bursary being rescinded for the following year. Some tutors sympathized with Eno – they recognized his talent, but thought he was on the wrong course. Anthony Benjamin was one of Eno’s few champions, saying in his report that ‘the course is inadequate, not the student’. Eventually Eno knuckled down sufficiently to be allowed to carry on.

During much of 1968 and early ‘69, Eno would exploit his student union contacts to organize performances of his own in a number of provincial art schools and universities. Armed with his trusty Ferrograph, he would wow small but like-minded student audiences with his own manipulated tape pieces and performances of extant avant-garde works such as Tore Takemitsu’s Piano Distance (a piece for contrasting sustained and clipped piano notes). One 1968 Eno performance at Reading University’s student union was witnessed by a Cornish-born, ex-Westminster Grammar School boy and head chorister called Andy Mackay. Latterly the saxophonist for Home Counties soul combo Nova Express and, like Eno, a sometime member of college performance troupes (namely the New Arts Group and Sunshine – the latter also featuring future Roxy Music publicist Simon Puxley), Mackay was a gifted oboist with more than a passing interest in avant-garde music. Little could he or Eno have guessed the later significance of their meeting, but when the two conversed after Eno’s performance they found they had much in common – not least a high regard for the Velvet Underground, John Cage and Morton Feldman. As an act of reciprocation, Eno invited Mackay’s New Arts Group to Winchester where they performed a lengthy performance piece called Mona Lisa Five in the refectory. Eno and Mackay would subsequently keep up a regular correspondence and later even formed a short-lived, mostly theoretical avant-garde group known, improbably, as Brian Iron & The Crowbars. It came to nothing, mainly because Mackay, unable to make a living as a musician in the UK, would soon take up a postgraduate teaching post in Rome.

Eno’s next musical venture was an attempt to blend avant-garde ideas with the kind of combustible electric guitar playing being popularized by contemporary rock stars such as Jimi Hendrix and The Who. Although guitarist and fellow Winchester student Anthony Grafton was no Pete Townshend, he could make a substantial racket and Eno now decided that he wanted to try and make music in tandem with the guitarist. While Grafton cranked out freestyle blues licks, Eno was free to improvise, restricting his role to ‘vocals and signal generator duties’. He was pleased with the results. ‘One night at the end of the Christmas term we got together and he just started playing the guitar and I started singing and that was the first thing we wrote – straight off,’ Eno later recalled. ‘The first thing I did in rock was an instant success! … I’ve still got that tape. It’s called “Ellis B. Compton Blues”. It’s got this amazing guitar solo on it.’ The project provided the first instance of Eno’s still favoured lyric-writing method – words suggested not by predetermined authorial intention but spontaneously by contours of the music.*

The two-man ‘band’ was christened the Maxwell Demon, after a character in Scottish physicist James Clerk Maxwell’s 1867 ‘thought experiment’.†

It was short-lived, although they did get round to writing at least one other song, called ‘Mr Johnson’. ‘We rehearsed a great deal and recorded very little,’ Eno admitted to NME’s Ian MacDonald in 1977. ‘I used to just wave this thing around all the time that generated very pure, very loud sound waves.’

Eno also dabbled with another college band, the whimsically named Dandelion and The War Damage. Eno sang, Anthony Grafton was again on guitar, Dave Hallows played bass and Alf MacDonald drums. The keyboard player was a non-art college acquaintance from nearby Basingstoke called Jim Johnson. ‘I met Brian at his house in Winchester – I was introduced to him by a mutual friend called Rita Harris,’ Johnson remembers. ‘She was also studying art. I was thinking of studying at the music college there and she said “you have to come and meet this guy Brian Eno”. Winchester was great – it had a little scene of its own. I remember the poet Brian Patten was staying with Sarah and Brian. I hit it off with Brian straight away and Sarah was lovely too – pretty and congenial.’

The War Damage soon became a going concern: ‘We rehearsed a little bit at college or at Brian’s house. I played a Farfisa organ, Tony Grafton played lead guitar and Brian was frontman. He was really theatrical – almost Bowie-esque, but before Bowie! It’s a great shame none of that was ever recorded because it was really good music – not avant-garde at all; it was a pretty melodic rock band. Mostly Brian and I, or Brian, Tony and I wrote the songs. We did a small, motley tour of other colleges in my Commer van, which I recall breaking down beside Hyde Park on the way back from a gig. I remember playing at Cambridge University; a big Freshers’ Ball – it was packed. Afterwards Sarah and her sister did a striptease.’

Not content with being a lead singer, Eno now invested in his first bona fide electronic musical instrument – a Starway electric guitar purchased at a music shop during a day trip to Portsmouth. It cost him nine pounds and fifteen shillings and would stay with him for many years and several albums. Its strings were never changed and it was habitually fed through a Project Wem fuzzbox to ameliorate its – and Eno’s – technical deficiencies, creating saturated wedges of sound closer to that of an aero engine than a guitar. The numerous credits for ‘Snake guitar’ on Eno’s 1970s albums generally referred to the faithful Starway and fuzzbox set-up.

Actually mastering the guitar was still of little importance, however, while Eno concentrated on his theories and conclusions about composition – most of which circumvented the need for any instrumental facility at all. Transcribing and editing his copious notes from the first of many black Challenge or Oldwich notebooks, Eno wrote an analytical essay, ‘Music For Non-Musicians’. Courtesy of Winchester Art School print department, his extended tract was published in a bijou edition of twenty-five. It was a pamphlet – a brief theoretical discourse inspired by lessons learned from John Cage, Christian Wolff and George Brecht, and from his own tentative stabs at tape composition. Effectively it was ‘create parameters, set it off, see what happens’ as a manifesto. It also chimed with Steve Reich’s essay ‘Music as a Gradual Process’, also written in 1968, which posited models for radical new compositional means. Eno proposed to circumvent composition, in the accepted sense, entirely – although he would have found an echo of this in Reich’s essay: ‘I am interested in perceptible processes. I want to be able to hear the process happening throughout the sounding music.’

With a slim publication under his belt, Eno’s self-confidence burgeoned, a self-assurance reflected in his increasingly outré appearance. Long a habitué of second-hand shops and jumble sales, the father of one was now favouring ladies’ chemises, feather boas and, courtesy of his wife, had begun to dabble with make-up. He drew the line at skirts and always maintained that his was not a case of cross-dressing but simply a typically art-school-inspired attempt to ‘stand out’. ‘I always felt like a pop star,’ Eno told Michael Bracewell. ‘Even when I was at art school I dressed very strangely.’ He also later claimed that, as he was buying his costumes from jumble sales where the clothes were rarely sorted into male and female bundles, he lighted on anything that appealed to him, irrespective of its gender design. ‘I wore them not because they were women’s clothes but because I liked them. I wore anything I thought looked good, including make-up …’ He later recalled: ‘Everyone thought I was homosexual.’

As his appearance became more flamboyant, so Eno’s art practice became more elaborately conceptual. Ever more fascinated by serendipity, he developed several behavioural games whose only real purpose was to facilitate encounters he wouldn’t otherwise experience. One of these came into play whenever he visited the local library. Halting outside the building, he would make a note of the number plate of the last car that passed him. Keeping the last three numbers in his head, he would then find the book whose three-digit ‘Dewey’ identification matched the licence plate number. Inevitably, he would stumble on books he would never have thought to peruse. The first time he used the method he lighted upon a guide to breast-feeding, which, given his domestic situation, might have been useful.

In 1968, the privations of the young Eno family’s domestic arrangements were having a detrimental effect on the marriage. Sarah was often left to look after the baby alone. ‘Once I had Hannah life was pretty much centred round her,’ she concedes. ‘The hard thing about living in the village was being so isolated from anyone my own age. It was a village of eccentric older folk – including a woman who had known Amy Johnson! I had worked in Winchester library, a job I loved, but there was not a social life attached to that. It was a hard change. Brian tried to be home so I could go out in the evenings – but I had no good network of friends apart from Brian’s and it didn’t work out really …’

Colin Newman, a young, would-be artist and musician would follow Eno to Winchester in the early 1970s to study a foundation art course (and would subsequently front his own, influential, art-school-incubated group, Wire). Newman, a major Eno fan, was naturally eager to find out about his hero’s days at the school and frequently quizzed the staff, many of whom were survivors from the late 1960s, about their memories of Eno’s tenure. ‘I asked the lecturers, “What was the deal with Eno?”‘ he recalls. ‘They just sort of said “Oh him … there was always this girl and a baby hanging around.” They were most disparaging about him and his little family in fact – like they didn’t want to remember that he’d been there at all.’

Those same lecturers can’t have been too disappointed, then, when, in June 1969, Eno graduated from Winchester with his Fine Art Diploma. Having completed his tertiary education, his head brimful of musical ideas, he felt it was time to move on in every sense. By then, he and Sarah had separated. ‘It wasn’t a stormy parting,’ Sarah reveals, ‘but I don’t think we discussed it really. I was in a bad state, probably what would now be diagnosed as post-natal depression, and I think Brian saw this move was inevitable.’

While Sarah remained phlegmatic, the reaction of Maria Eno – a woman who had herself been left to bring up a small child on her own – can only be imagined. It was almost certainly the Eno family’s Catholicism which meant no formal divorce would be entered into – and indeed a decree nisi wouldn’t be issued until well into the 1980s, just in time for Brian’s second marriage. Over the next two decades, he would maintain only a fleeting contact with his wife and child, although the relationship was apparently never acrimonious. ‘Neither of us was very expressive of our feelings,’ Sarah admits. ‘I didn’t realize how much Hannah mattered to him until many years later. We were also both pretty poor for years; in fact I was on benefit and used to send some of my money to Brian while he got his music scene going. Brian’s life was pretty chaotic, too, so making contact wasn’t at all well organized.’

Eno’s post-married life, chaotic or otherwise, would now be played out in the beating metropolis. He had been a regular visitor to London’s concert halls, art schools and galleries for four years and a move to the capital now seemed logical. He was hardly taking the road less travelled – preliminary contacts with the avant-garde scene having already been made, and, besides, Anthony Grafton and the rest of Dandelion and The War Damage came along with him. So it was, in the high summer of 1969, just as man was preparing to take a first step on the moon, Brian Eno took his own giant leap and moved to London.

In 1969, the capital was a honey pot for artists, radicals, free-thinkers, anarchists, opium eaters and the full spectrum of young liberals in search of alternative lifestyles. Areas such as Camden Town and Notting Hill – close to the heart of the West End but full of crumbling housing stock – became centres for a flourishing squatter scene, and all over London’s sprawling bedsit land, under peeling wallpaper and posters of Bob Dylan and Che Guevara, youth was kicking over the traces, reinventing itself as a thing of free-spirited, creative adventure, political agitation, narcotic mind-expansion and sexual liberation. This was the apogee of the underground press and the self-styled arts lab – an era of political consciousness and radical campus uprising, sharpened to a point by the anti-Vietnam War movement, burgeoning militant feminism and an increasingly potent counterculture.

While, on one hand, all roads lead to the ‘back to the country’ hippy idealism epitomized by August’s colossal Woodstock Festival (an idealism somewhat contaminated by the fatal violence of the no-less-epochal Altamont Festival in December) another kind of utopianism seemed to crystallize in 1969. ‘Progress’ and ‘space age’ were buzzwords as commonly heard as ‘permissive society’. Dazzling scientific innovation was rife as a prosperous Britain invested in what Prime Minister Harold Wilson had, earlier in the decade, dubbed ‘the white heat of technology’. Despite the palpable tensions of the Cold War, throughout the West technocracy manifested in everything from the Apollo lunar missions to pocket calculators, from Concorde and colour TV to Polaroid cameras and giant hovercraft car ferries. The future seemed to promise only exponential technological advancement and unimaginable transformations in everyday life.

Pop and rock music began to reflect this futuristic spirit. Zager & Evans’s ominous but inalienably forward-thinking ‘In the Year 2525 (Exordium And Terminus)’ was a UK Number One in August, while David Bowie’s first hit single, the Apollo-referencing ‘Space Oddity’ would see ‘Major Tom’ crash into the Top Five soon after. When BBC television showed the Apollo moon-landing live in July, they invited Pink Floyd to jam stratospherically along in the studio and even the Beatles were adding Moog synthesizers to their valedictory opus Abbey Road.

It was against such a background at the height of summer 1969 that Eno touched down in the capital. Eager to make his way, he had written in his notebook a list of important places to go, people to see and things to do. Top of the list were ‘Richard Williams’ and ‘Sign on’. The latter, a reference to the all-important social security benefit – the dole – was a matter of expediency, as Eno was still steeling himself against the notion of working for a living. The former entry was the name of the influential Melody Maker journalist who, along with BBC Radio One DJ John Peel, was one of the few high-profile champions of leftfield rock music and one of the UK’s only vocal supporters of the still obscure Velvet Underground. Presciently, Eno intuited that Richard Williams could be an important contact and a conduit through which to access London’s hipper musical circles.

Courtesy of a tip from Tom Phillips, Eno, Grafton and co found a habitation, two doors down from the artist’s home at 100 Grove Park, Camberwell. A sturdy, late Victorian red-brick villa located in one of the district’s better-appointed and uncharacteristically leafy wards, its facilities were basic. There was barely any furniture and there was no heating, but Eno’s second-floor room wasn’t quite the artist’s garret of popular cliché. It was a singular dwelling all the same, as Tom Phillips recalls: ‘It was a shared house, with a shifting entourage of drifting people. It was like a small commune. I seem to remember people sleeping on shelves! It was difficult to tell who actually lived there, and who was just passing through. I remember asking Brian, “Where do you sleep?” and he just sort of shrugged – and pointed to the shelves.’

The house operated as an ‘art co-operative’. In addition to The War Damage (whose pooled resources also stretched to a small rented warehouse rehearsal studio at No. 2 Wilkes Street, Spitalfields), Eno’s Ipswich alumnus John Wells was a commune member as were Leeds School of Art graduates Julian Mainwaring, Robert Johnston and Rob Neeley. They christened their collective HUS (although no one can remember why). Neighbour Tom Phillips was even asked to create an emblem for the commune. Phillips still owns the original artwork – one of twenty signature Humument prints he made, which were to be sold as a fundraiser for the collective.* The print featured the legend ‘Just for HUS’ imposed vertically down the right-hand side. ‘By the time I’d done a print for them, they had changed the name to something else,’ Phillips recalls ruefully.

While they waited for dole entitlements, the commune’s most pressing concerns were financial. Again, Phillips came to Eno’s aid – offering him an occasional job as his assistant for a few shillings’ remuneration, or actual painting for ‘40 bob an hour’. ‘Brian helped out with a few things that seemed interesting to do,’ Phillips remembers. ‘I certainly remember involving him in one or two paintings I was doing – I think he even did half of a couple of things.’

‘We all did a bit of work for Tom,’ Jim Johnson recalls. ‘It was basically painting-by-numbers.’ The commune lived a hand-to-mouth existence, he remembers: ‘I was the house cook. I used to go down to Spitalfields market. Once it was closed I used to collect up all the vegetables that had been thrown out. We virtually ate for free. There were leather workshops down there too. There was a big dustman’s strike in 1969 and all the bins were brim full of these scraps of leather. We helped ourselves and made it into things like patchwork shoulder bags or hand-stitched toy mice. We’d then go round gift shops selling this stuff – anything to make a few pounds.’

A few intermittent pounds were hardly enough, however, and – reluctantly – the comrades soon found themselves looking for jobs. It was the first and last time Eno would be driven to this unconscionable extreme. Eschewing his more outrageous garments and armed with his diploma, he wandered into the Camberwell Labour Exchange in the late summer and found himself a placement as an assistant paste-up artist with a local advertising free-sheet called the South Londoner. As he confessed to Lester Bangs, Eno took to the work surprisingly easily: ‘I didn’t hate it. I became very successful at it. I started off at the bottom, doing a very menial job, and in the four months I was there I got promoted again and again and again, and I ended up earning four or five times as much as I’d started with, and sort of running the office. And then I realized that I could carry on doing that and never do anything else, because I wasn’t doing anything else.’

The ‘anything else’ Eno was failing to do was music: ‘I kept saying to myself, “Oh well, I’ll do some music this weekend”, and then I wouldn’t, I’d be too tired and I’d say, “Oh, I’ll do it next weekend”, and then I wouldn’t do it, so I just gave it up after a while. It was exactly what I knew a job would be like – not horrible enough to make you want to get out, just well paying enough to make you comfortable and to keep putting things off.’

Once again unemployed but undeterred, Eno began hustling for a living. With his highly attuned nose for a bargain, he had already scoured the second-hand shops of south London for discarded instruments and electrical goods, much as he had done in Ipswich. His most significant find was a warehouse stash of PA equipment that had once belonged to the recently closed Pearl & Dean cinema chain. Eno picked up a job lot of seventy-five loudspeaker columns for a modest few pounds then gradually sold them on, at considerable profit, piece by piece. He also bought Jim Johnson’s Farfisa organ.

More odd jobs for Tom Phillips and for printmaker Ian Tyson, another of Tom Phillips’ neighbours, also kept the wolf from the door for a while. Later, in the 1970s, Eno claimed that he’d kept body and soul together at this time by occasionally acting in ‘X-rated’ underground films – as he reminisced to the aptly named Lester Bangs: ‘I made a few blue films. I didn’t feel bad about it; mostly felt tired. And it takes a long time, as well; not a long time in terms of Apocalypse Now, but it takes about two hours. And because you always do it indoors of course, you have to do it under these very bright lights.’

No cinematic evidence has yet come to light to support these dubious thespian assertions, which may be just as well. Eno’s well-documented enthusiasm for sex was already evident, however. ‘I don’t recall Brian being connected with any blue movies, but that may have been after my time,’ Jim Johnson reflects. ‘He did definitely like sex, though. He was like a rabbit. I remember coming home one evening and hearing this blood-curling female scream coming from Brian’s room. I rushed upstairs, thinking someone was being murdered and burst into his room to find Brian in flagrante delicto. His conquest had been shrieking with sheer pleasure. It was incredibly embarrassing for me. I never really knew if Brian had girlfriends or just one-night stands. He was very clandestine – apart from the screaming! He was always at it, but you wouldn’t know particularly who with.’

Eno was in his element in London. A bus from the Peckham Road or overground train from nearby Denmark Hill would whisk him in a few minutes into the heart of the metropolis with its galleries, art schools, bookshops, clubs and beautiful people. The contrast with quiet, patrician Winchester – let alone, rural, conservative Suffolk – was stark. Eno was close to the epicentre at last.

[image: Image]

* Ascott, nowadays a leviathan in electronic art circles, made the prescient forecast in the mid-1960s that ‘the interaction of man and computer in some creative endeavour, involving the heightening of imaginative thought, is to be expected’.

* Suitably inspired, Eno began making his own abstract, diagrammatic scores and would even parcel one off to Cage via the contact address published in Silence. Several weeks later a standard reply came back thanking Eno for his submission and reassuring him that it had been duly filed.

* In later life Eno would come to regard his mother-in-law as one of his closest and most trusted friends. When he went to live in New York City in 1978, he lent Joan his Maida Vale flat and would continue a weighty correspondence with her for many years.

* Inspired by Eno, Maxwell Demon was the name given to a character in Todd Haynes’ 1998 glam rock fantasy feature film, Velvet Goldmine, which also used several Eno compositions on its soundtrack. Eno accompanied Bryan Ferry to the film’s premier in Cannes. ‘I had never closely followed Eno’s solo career, though I always loved it when I did hear his stuff,’ Ferry told me. ‘We were watching this film and halfway through, this song “Baby’s On Fire” came on and I remarked to Brian how great it sounded. Brian said that was actually him. I hadn’t recognized it!’

† His ‘Demon’ was part of Maxwell’s overarching theory, which questioned the second law of thermodynamics. It states that ‘in an isolated system, entropy never decreases’. [Maxwell (1871), reprinted in Leff & Rex (1990)]. Einstein, no less, described Maxwell’s work as the ‘most profound and the most fruitful that physics has experienced since the time of Newton’.

* A Humument is a doctored book, with manipulated text whose source is always W.H. Mallock’s obscure Victorian novel A Human Document.


4. Spirits Drifting

‘Chance favours the prepared observer.’ (Louis Pasteur)

‘Luck is being ready.’ (Brian Eno)

In the summer of 1969, Cornelius Cardew’s ‘Experimental Music’ composition classes at Morley College solidified into an identifiable musical ensemble. In May, Cardew, along with twenty others, including John Tilbury, Gavin Bryars, Michael Parsons and Howard Skempton, had set out to premier Paragraph II, one of the ‘collective composition’ vocal movements from Cardew’s masterwork, The Great Learning, based on texts by Confucius. However, finding that the venue for the performance was much larger than first envisaged, Cardew urged his colleagues, all of whom dabbled in teaching of one kind or other, to round up their students to swell the chorus – execution of which required no formal musical ability. The numbers duly arrived; the ‘scratch’ performance was deemed a success and the Scratch Orchestra was duly born.

Formed around the nucleus of Cardew, Parsons and Skempton, the orchestra held its first formal meeting on 1 July 1969 in a warehouse in London’s St. Katharine’s Dock. The previous month Cardew had published the Scratch’s ‘Draft Constitution’ in the pages of the Musical Times. Written and signed in Tom Phillips’ Grove Park garden, the manifesto promised: ‘A large number of enthusiasts pooling their resources (not primarily material resources) and assembling for action (music making, performance, edification).’ Its repertoire sought to embrace ‘Improvisation Rites, Popular Classics, Compositions, and Research Projects’.

The early Scratch Orchestra performances were spirited affairs. Tom Phillips was an enthusiastic participant, before, as he puts it, ‘dreary Marxism was succeeded by even drearier Maoism’. Certainly the early days of the Scratch were characterized by a mischievous brand of subversion. The ‘Richmond Journey’ concert, held on Saturday, 16 May 1970, was typical. An ‘ambulatory performance’, its instructions involved strolling through Thames-side water meadows, improvising on flutes and whistles and attempting ‘to break the claustrophobic spell of capitalist normalcy in Richmond high street’. It sought to ‘produce imbalance in Dickens and Jones’ and ‘sever Marks and Spencer’s’.

Given his musical predilections, it was logical that Brian Eno would be drawn to the Scratch Orchestra. Tom Phillips remembers ‘transmitting Scratch Orchestra news to Brian’ and recalls Eno’s excitement on being shown a visually arresting graphic score for a piece Phillips had composed for the Scratch called Cezanne. Similarly, Eno relished the Scratch Book, a sizeable tome documenting all the scores produced by orchestra members – everything from conventionally notated manuscripts to wild, abstract graphic representations and vague instructional texts. Printmaker Ian Tyson – another of Tom Phillips’ Grove Park neighbours – was charged with printing a number of the Scratch Orchestra’s graphic scores and did similar work for Scratch affiliate and emerging composer Gavin Bryars. Eno had first encountered the bullish, twenty-four-year-old erstwhile jazz bassist during a 1969 performance at Portsmouth College of Art, where Bryars lectured. Bryars remembers Eno’s tangential links to the Scratch Orchestra: ‘Ian Tyson lived next door to Tom Phillips in Camberwell and Tom and I worked together. Ian and Brian printed some early scores of mine. Brian helped to put together some of the scores – that was his job.’

Although enthusiasm ruled over competence, the Scratch Orchestra wasn’t quite the full embodiment of Music For Non-Musicians. In a BBC Radio 4 interview with Alyn Shipton, Tom Phillips recalled that ‘very few people had no musical background, even later on. I mean people who were in the second wave of that Scratch Orchestra world. Someone like Brian Eno, well, he couldn’t read music, it’s true, but his uncle was a clarinettist, and he was obsessed by music.’*

For Eno, the Scratch Orchestra was an effective crystallization of all that he’d absorbed from the experimental scene. As Phillips suggests, Eno was part of the ensemble’s ‘second wave’; most of his activity with them took place later in 1970 and into 1971, during which time he appeared on the Deutsche Gramophone recording of Cardew’s The Great Learning, as one of the many overlapping, murmuring voices that constitute the piece ‘Paragraph Seven’. February 1971 sessions for The Great Learning took place at Chappell studios in Bond Street – the first occasion on which Brian Eno ever entered a professional recording studio.

Cardew’s score for ‘Paragraph Seven’ offered a set of instructions to any number of singers, all of whom were presented with the same short lines of text and a range of numbers indicating the frequency of repetitions. Pitched notes would be chosen at random by the singers and held until embarking on a new line of text, for which a different note would be selected. Although open to innumerable random interpretations, performances of ‘Paragraph Seven’ all tended towards a similar outcome – a lulling, numinous drone. The way in which the piece’s apparently haphazard vocal elements ineffably cohered into rational harmonic clusters seemed hugely significant to Eno. This, he reasoned, was a self-regulating system – a phenomenon, he would later delight in informing baffled interviewers, known as autopoiesis. Eno would come to equate ‘Paragraph Seven’ with ‘my personal discovery of complexity theory – the idea that complex, self-consistent systems can derive from very simple initial conditions, and quickly assume organic richness’.

Alongside exposure to the Scratch Orchestra, there were other turn-of-the-decade musical epiphanies, including a concert by Philip Glass at the Royal College of Art in early 1970. A contemporary of Steve Reich’s (he and Glass had once scraped a living together in Chelsea Light Removals – an ad hoc Manhattan furniture-moving firm), the cellular, diatonic repetitions and modulating polyrhythms of Glass’s music owed much to Reich’s phase experiments and his subsequent compositions for small ensembles. Glass would later refute Reich’s influence – even going so far as changing the name of early composition ‘Two Pages (For Steve Reich)’ to, pointedly, ‘Two Pages’. However ‘Reichian’ in his approach, Glass was undoubtedly his own man and by 1970 was helming a loudly amplified ensemble of electronic keyboards and brass, playing self-explanatory pieces – ‘Music In Similar Motion’ and ‘Music With Changing Parts’ – that allied rigorous minimalism to a noisy, rock-music-like dynamic. At the Royal College, the Philip Glass Ensemble’s unequivocal performance scored a direct hit on Eno’s sweet spot: ‘This was one of the most extraordinary musical experiences of my life – sound made completely physical and as dense as concrete by sheer volume and repetition. For me it was like a viscous bath of pure, thick energy. Though he was at that time described as a minimalist, this was actually one of the most detailed musics I’d ever heard. It was all intricacy and exotic harmonics.’

When not keeping pace with the vanguard in contemporary music, Eno was generally cloistered in his Grove Park billet with his tape recorders and the detritus of his sometime electronics-trading sideline. He might have been forgiven an uncharacteristically hermetic period while pondering the irrefutable evidence that, at almost twenty-two, his fine blond hair was beginning to fall out from the temples.

However mortifying his tonsurial predicament, Eno didn’t sit and brood about it for long. His penchant for sartorial ostentation went undaunted and, if anything, his hermaphrodite image became more extreme as 1970 unfurled. He knew when to rein it in – a sexually ambiguous flaneur could have expected short shrift, or worse, on the streets of nearby Peckham. All the same, done up, as he often was, like a cross between Marlene Dietrich and an extra from Roger Vadim’s 1968 sci-fi fantasy Barbarella (with just a touch of Pre-Raphaelite damsel in distress), he would stand out even among the more unconventional denizens of Camberwell Art College who consorted in his neigh-bourhood. Tom Phillips remembers Eno at large in SE5: ‘He was a definitely noticeable figure in the Camberwell area. Of course, where we actually lived it was slightly different – there were a lot of artists and Terry Jones of Monty Python lived in the same street; it had a certain bohemian quality.’

By the 1970s, superficial gender-blurring was hardly unique to Brian Eno, and feminized male fashion would shortly ease into the British high street. The drift towards androgyny was reflected demonstrably in Donald Cammel and Nic Roeg’s 1969 film Performance. Starring a heavily made-up, sexually ambiguous Mick Jagger, the film addressed questions of role play and masculinity, wittily juxtaposing London’s hippy underground with its criminal underworld and wallowing in a hazily glamorous demi-monde of blurred identities and mutable gender. By this time even road menders would be deploying hairdryers to style ever longer locks while male earrings and medallions would soon be commonplace sights on football terraces and in saloon bars. Contemporaneously bucking the trend, the last vestiges of Eno’s once-beloved mod fashion had now morphed into the skinhead – its stylish, ska-revering roots increasingly co-opted by unenlightened practitioners of racist violence and gratuitous hooliganism.

Meanwhile, Eno added to his slowly widening portfolio of creative endeavours. In the summer of 1970, the sound of manipulated tape and avant-garde records seeping forth from his Grove Park room was progressively joined by the wheezing, wheedling tones of woodwind as he wrestled with the rudiments of playing the clarinet. This was no idle caprice, but actually the result of exposure to a Gavin Bryarshelmed musical phenomenon called the Portsmouth Sinfonia.

The Sinfonia’s genesis occurred during a whimsical May 1970 event staged by Bryars at Portsmouth College of Art. Entitled Opportunity Knocks and based on the format of Hughie Green’s so-named TV talent show, Bryars’ participation was supposed to be a one-off joke, corralling a cabal of students, most of whom couldn’t play a note, into an ad hoc orchestra in order to cacophonously essay famous passages from various classical works. Calling this ragbag the Portsmouth Sinfonia was supposed to compound the joke. Bryars recalls the event fondly: ‘It was held in the courtyard in the middle of the college. At about three days’ notice we decided we’d do this event. There were people doing ventriloquist acts, comedians, a rock group … The thirteen people of the Portsmouth Sinfonia were also the Pontypridd Male Voice Choir. We just put down our instruments and sang “The Lord Is My Shepherd”. Four of us were also the Borodin Quartet and six of us were the Pyrotechnic Pyramid from the Pyrenees. Basically, three of us knelt down; two knelt across the three of us and one stood on top – we just sort of went “ta-da” and that was it.’

The Sinfonia failed to win the competition, but enthusiasm for the amusingly off-kilter project soon gained its own momentum, with a conductor, John Farley (who was so unmusical that he’d introduce a three-quarter-time waltz with the count ‘One, two, three, four … ‘), Leeds University arts professor Adrian Rifkin and Portsmouth students Robin Mortimore and James Lampard forming the nucleus of a sustainable ensemble. Their numbers would eventually swell to a hefty eighty-two. Once it was up and running, the Sinfonia – unlike the Scratch Orchestra – restricted itself to an established repertoire of well-known movements from popular classics (‘the famous bits’ as they dubbed them). Although it shared an implicit, Cardew-esque ethos that sought to rescue the orchestral canon from its elitist, bourgeois constituency (or what Sinfonia’s rank and file liked to call ‘tuxedo Nazis’), there was a light-hearted brio to everything they did – even if, as Tom Phillips contends, the idea had been filched from Cardew: ‘The Portsmouth Sinfonia was for fun, but it was really one idea of Cornelius’s extended. In the Scratch Orchestra we used to do these pieces like Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, with people playing as best they could on instruments they didn’t play – or Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto with John Tilbury playing with his back to the piano, which was a pretty spectacular event. At that level the Scratch Orchestra was much more hairy than the Sinfonia, which really was a kind of joke ensemble – though I’m not certain that Gavin would thank me for saying that.’

However original or otherwise, the Sinfonia was soon a going concern and Bryars was keen to make recordings of his splendidly unwieldy ensemble: ‘Shortly after the talent show we went to a sound studio at the college run by this documentary film-maker and recorded a single of the “William Tell Overture”. It came out on a flexi disc, like the things you used to get on the cover of Private Eye. We used it for that year’s degree show invitation and we also sent it to people that we admired like [Australian test cricketer] Rodney Marsh, Mao Tse Tung, Leonard Bernstein and people we didn’t like, like Pierre Boulez, too. I think the mail room at Portsmouth was completely baffled by some of the addresses.’

Humour was always central to Sinfonia activities, but despite their inherent eccentricity, their collective tongue was never completely stuck to its cheek. This became more apparent when their flailing attempts at the classics unerringly produced music of naïve, crippled poignancy that many found unfeasibly moving. Eno was an instant convert, joining its questionable woodwind ranks later in 1970 and revelling in the unlikely allure of the unique, pro-am ensemble, as he told Keyboard Magazine in 1981: ‘Most people when they talk about the Sinfonia talk about it as though everybody in the orchestra was incompetent. This wasn’t true, exactly. There was a range of competence, from extremely competent – we had some bona fide virtuosi in there – to completely incompetent. What was interesting about it was this mix … You’d hear the melody of whatever it was, hidden somewhere among all those approximations of the melody. It was like a very blurry version, a soft-focus version, of classical music, and it produced some beautiful music.’

Eno was a Sinfonia regular in time for their December 1970 guest spot at the Queen Elizabeth Hall’s Beethoven Today concert organized by the Scratch Orchestra on the bicentenary of the composer’s birth. Within eighteen months, Eno’s burgeoning pop star credentials would open interesting doors for the bizarre ensemble and he would remain affiliated to the self-styled ‘world’s worst orchestra’ until 1974, eventually producing two of their three, cherishable cock-eyed albums. By that point the Sinfonia had a manager and record contracts to their name and had become an (almost) serious business, albeit one that would regularly reduce audiences to convulsions of tear-streaming laughter.

The Sinfonia seemed to attract members by osmosis. Among the ranks of noble amateurs were such gifted luminaries-in-waiting as composers Michael Nyman and Simon Fisher Turner, singer and wood-wind maestro Kate St. John, hit pop producer Clive Langer and renowned free improviser Steve Beresford. Nyman’s introduction was typical. He would eventually puff away at an asthmatic euphonium, but, as he told the Sunday Times’ Dan Cairns, during his first Sinfonia concert as a spectator, ‘I sat through the first half and I was so moved and entertained and excited by the music that I went up to Gavin in the interval and said, “Is there a spare instrument? I’d like to join.” They had a spare cello, so suddenly I was playing [Greig’s] “In the Hall of the Mountain King” in the second half.’

Even though they enjoyed a healthy notoriety, none of the Sinfonia’s activities ever made any money for the participants. At the end of 1970, making money from music – even music without bum notes – was but a fanciful dream to Brian Eno, if he entertained the dream at all. While he was occasionally selling the odd piece of salvaged PA equipment, he still lived in relative penury, although he took succour from the creative life he was now leading – it was, despite the deprivation, better than the shackles of the unconscionable nine-to-five job. Creatively, he was still very much the enthusiastic dilettante, searching for an outlet, ‘a voice’. If he thought about his future at all, he rather imagined he’d end up teaching art, like Tom Phillips. Certainly, a ‘career’ in music was the last thing he was pondering on the fateful December morning he stood waiting for a Bakerloo Line train at Elephant & Castle underground station.

As the train pulled up it offered Eno, rather like the main protagonist in the film Sliding Doors, a choice of carriages. He thought about entering the one to his right but then chose left. It was fortuitous that he did. As he sat down, there, seated directly opposite, was his old friend Andy Mackay. Eno later ventured that if he’d chosen the other carriage his subsequent life would have been entirely different. He and Mackay greeted each other excitedly. After enquiring whether Eno was still dabbling in musical electronics, Mackay seized the moment, as Eno recalls: ‘He said, “Have you still got some tape recorders? I’m in this band, we need to get some proper demos made.”’

Mackay sounded slightly anxious, but also animated – his enthusiasm for his current musical project palpable. This, Eno intuited, was obviously something more substantial than some Brian Iron & The Crowbars-style theoretical group.

In fact, the group in question was still little more than a musical idea at this point. The brainchild of a pit-pony-manager’s son from Washington, Tyne & Wear by the name of Bryan Ferry, the as-yet-unnamed combo consisted of singer Ferry, saxophonist Mackay, a bass player called Graham Simpson and occasional guitarist John Porter. Ferry, already hard at work ameliorating his Geordie accent and purposefully distancing himself from his working-class roots, had recently graduated from Newcastle University with a degree in Fine Art. Equally a graduate of the Tyneside live music scene, he had been lead singer with working men’s club journeymen The Banshees and latterly versatile college soul combo The Gas Board, alongside Simpson and Porter. Their repertoire of covers ran the gamut from Stax to Sinatra. Like Eno, Ferry was a connoisseur of 1950s and ‘60s American popular music, with an equal penchant for classic Hollywood cinema, modernist design and the theatre. He had been a visible presence in Newcastle, whose streets he patrolled in an ostentatious, gas-guzzling American car.

If anything, Ferry’s was an even more catholic palate than Eno’s, embracing everything from Hoagy Carmichael to Southern soul, Charlie Parker to Ethel Merman, Bob Dylan to Noel Coward. His favourite musicians were the unlikely pairing of Jimi Hendrix and Cole Porter. Tall and reserved, with a touch of Dirk Bogarde’s swarthy elegance and the natural diffidence of a born aesthete, in 1970 he was still labouring beneath an unbecoming feather-cut and favouring sweatshirts and tennis shoes over the gigolo glitz with which the name Bryan Ferry would become synonymous. A self-taught pianist of few chords and little else, Ferry was nonetheless eager to write songs of his own. His Gas Board stint, during which he was obliged to tackle everything from Otis Redding rasp to Tony Bennett croon, had buffed a naturally limited singing voice into a thing of tremulous efficacy – oozing slurred elegance and vampiric, lounge lizard cool. With it he yearned to sing songs that grafted the collaged aesthetic of pop art onto the crafted classicism of his Tin Pan Alley and rock ‘n’ roll heroes. At university, Ferry had been taught by a Tom Phillips-style mentor – the British pop art painter Richard Hamilton, who’d helped instil in Ferry a robust self-belief along with a fascination for manipulating the iconography of glamour and luxury consumerism. After graduating in 1968, Ferry had arrived in London to pursue his songwriting dream, but by the close of 1970 the dream remained unrealized and he scraped a living as a part-time furniture restorer and van driver. He maintained a sideline in ceramics and had even exhibited his wares in small London galleries. In December he’d been sacked from a part-time job, teaching pottery at St. Paul’s Girls’ school in Hammersmith, where he generally neglected to fire up the classroom kiln in favour of record-playing sessions.

As if to compound his misfortunes, Ferry suddenly had a crisis of confidence about his lack of instrumental prowess. Having had just one abortive piano lesson as an eight-year-old, he was yet to fully master singing and playing the keyboard simultaneously. He tried a few more lessons but eventually resorted to advertising for the service of a more dextrous keyboard player. Andy Mackay was one of the few to answer the ad, but when he arrived at Ferry’s small Kensington Heights flat to audition, he was forced to admit that his own keyboard skills weren’t up to much. He could, however, offer something original on the tenor sax and oboe, which he happened to have brought along. Initially sceptical, Ferry was quickly swayed as Mackay demonstrated his equal facility for R’n’B riff and baroque etude. In addition, Mackay spoke eloquently about the musical avant-garde, name-checking his favourites: John Cage, Morton Feldman and the Velvet Underground. He also announced himself the owner of a portable, briefcase-sized EMS VCS3 synthesizer – then a futuristic object of awe-inducing rarity.* Ownership of the synth conferred on Mackay a significant cachet. The fact that he had next to no idea how to work the machine was brushed over; for Ferry, Mackay offered something far more attractive than mere keyboard proficiency – his particular instrumental versatility seam-lessly corralling the classical and the ultramodern into a style that would in time come to define the Roxy Music aesthetic. Mackay also looked the part: film-star cheekbones, dark, luxuriant locks and a penchant for sharp tailoring – he might have been Ferry’s slightly less angular brother.

As Christmas 1970 approached, Mackay joined Ferry and Simpson (fresh from a stint with rockers Cock-A-Hoop) in what was still more a theoretical concept than a working band. Ferry had already written some of the songs that would appear on the debut Roxy Music album some eighteen months hence, and was anxious to record them in demo form. Still full of their Bakerloo Line reunion, Mackay mentioned Eno to Ferry, who was intrigued as much by the bizarre picture Mackay painted of his exotically named acquaintance as by the potential value of Eno’s alleged technical expertise. In truth, Eno’s art school background, doo-wop and R’n’B connoisseurship, and his by now considerable avant-garde credentials – not to mention the science-fiction surname – might all have been designed for Ferry’s retro-futurist, self-styled ‘avant rock’ blueprint.

Recalling Eno’s impressive Ferrograph tape recorder, Mackay asked whether its owner would mind hauling it over to Ferry’s flat in order to record some songs which Ferry hoped might yield a publishing contract and some much-needed start-up capital. A date was made for early in the New Year. Eno spent the Christmas holidays at home in Suffolk, visiting his child and dodging his parents’ querulous enquiries about his future employment prospects. As ever, many hours were spent glued to the radio or in his Uncle Carl’s eccentric netherworld – two generations of Enos united by their love for art, music, bric-a-brac and a long, straggly coiffure.

As a particularly bleak January gripped the south-east, so Eno returned to his Camberwell abode. Gazing through the frosted window panes he must have wondered what the coming year had in store – his devotion to music was undaunted, but after eighteen months in London his own sense of ambition still lacked any real focus. Later in the month he joined Ferry, Mackay and Simpson in Ferry’s bijou bolthole, weighted down with his equipment, but not by any palpable sense of expectation.

Eno was nonetheless impressed with the polite, shy but unquestionably stylish Ferry. There was something about his songs, too – awkward, yet at the same time oddly refined, while Mackay’s contributions, especially on the oboe, convinced Eno that he’d stumbled upon something genuinely original. Ferry was no less taken with Eno: ‘I was very impressed with his strength at carrying that huge reel-to-reel tape recorder – it was bigger than him. I immediately recognized he was an interesting character, he seemed to be a bit of a boffin at first.’

An equally significant presence at this initial summit was Mackay’s VCS3 synthesizer. It was Brian Eno’s first exposure to the instrument with which he is still most widely associated. As he had still not progressed much beyond switching it on and being aware of his acquaintance’s technical adroitness, Mackay encouraged Eno to take the synth home with him and find out what it was capable of. He didn’t need much encouragement. Back in Camberwell, he started experimenting. First he plugged the synth into his ex-Pearl & Dean PA amplifier, then he fed it into his tape recorders. He was immediately in his element. The VCS3 synthesizer was essentially a noise-generator with various switches and a multi-coloured pin-board for cross-patching, allowing diverse permutations of oscillation, filtration and envelope shape to be deployed. Thus, simple sound waves could be wobbled, expanded, equalized and pitch-shifted to often startling degrees. Eno relished the opportunity to manoeuvre pure sound without recourse to a traditional notational keyboard – particularly delighting in the instrument’s small joystick control, which allowed wild variations of pitch to be essayed with instinctive, physical movements.

Eno’s almost instant capability with the VCS3 impressed Mackay and Ferry when they visited him in his Grove Park lair. They were equally wowed by his retinue of salvaged PA stacks and the assorted electronic debris among which he lived. ‘Brian had all his wires and gadgets set up there; it was a real mess of a place,’ Ferry recalls. ‘It was fantastic – a maze of wiring, leads, bits of old speakers everywhere, old amps … an Aladdin’s Cave of barely held together technology.’

After a further rehearsal at Ferry’s girlfriend’s house, Eno decided that the band needed a space where they could turn up the amps without annoying the neighbours. He duly set about soundproofing a large, second-floor landing at the Grove Park house with foam and cardboard, rigging up his PA system to cater for microphones and Ferry’s battered Hohner Pianet and wheezing harmonium. It served a purpose; fortunately Eno’s housemates were both musical and tolerant. ‘The house was great, actually,’ Ferry remembers. ‘It was a real commune – there were always lots of different people running up and down stairs all the time. It had a good atmosphere.’

Although somewhat Heath Robinson, Eno’s set-up was robust enough to use for auditions, which began almost immediately with a succession of budding drummers. One applicant was an American percussionist called Dexter Lloyd, late of the Cleveland Symphony Orchestra. ‘Dexter Lloyd was a made-up name,’ Ferry reveals. ‘He was a draft-dodger actually. He wore a handlebar moustache and was quite a character. He had these beautifully tuned military snare drums and played finger cymbals.’ Eventually Lloyd was hired (despite there being considerable interest in a girl drummer called Susie who couldn’t really play but was pretty and spirited). He was the only drummer who knew how to contribute anything to the long, quieter passages that dotted Ferry’s odd, portmanteau songs.

With Porter now otherwise engaged, a guitarist who met Ferry’s discerning requirements for power, elegance and originality were proving more difficult to find. Eventually, courtesy of the ‘Musicians Wanted’ columns of the Melody Maker, an applicant with at least some of the credentials was located. Norwich-born Roger Bunn had been a fixture on the London rock scene throughout the late 1960s and had even jammed with one of Ferry’s heroes, Jimi Hendrix. In 1969, he’d released an elaborate solo album, a convoluted song cycle recorded with the Dutch National Orchestra that one critic had deemed ‘too clever’ for popular consumption. Bunn had latterly played in obscure, short-lived rock band, Enjin, and was looking for a new opportunity.

Ferry, meanwhile, was still searching for an appropriate appellation for this unlikely band. He had toyed with the name ‘Roxy’ for a while; its marriage of the retro-chic cinema chain and a punning nod to rock seemed apt on several levels. Then, in early 1971, he learned that US label Elektra had signed a group with the same name. So, after dismissing other cinematic possibilities such as Essoldo, Ritz and Plaza as inferior alternatives, he simply appended the ‘Music’ suffix to Roxy, by accident or design making the band sound like what it really was – a genre of its own.

Initially the name was written in ironic quotation marks, although what impact such semantic nuances had on the professional Bunn goes unrecorded. Whatever the details, the fledgling Roxy Music must have had something, as Bunn regularly schlepped over to Camberwell from his Earls Court stamping ground to rehearse in Eno’s claustrophobic garret, and he stuck with the band throughout the summer of 1971. The idiosyncratic Dexter Lloyd disappeared in June in unexplained circumstances (inspiring an Eno tape piece, ‘Sinister Dexter’), and was replaced – once again via the auspices of Melody Maker’s classified section (Ferry’s ad read, baldly, ‘Wonder drummer required for avant rock group’) – by Jarrow-born, erstwhile Smokestack drummer and building-site labourer Paul Thompson.

Once an apprentice at Palmers shipyard in Hebburn, South Tyneside, Thompson’s vigorous drumming could have put rivets through granite. As brutally metronomic as his hero, Led Zeppelin’s John Bonham, his uncompromising style had been honed in boisterous South Shields nightclubs where he’d played with innumerable local combos. He’d even enjoyed a stint in superannuated 1950s rocker Billy Fury’s backing band. Thompson was the polar opposite of the sensitive, classically trained Lloyd and passed the audition, even though he had to borrow a drum kit from the group Matthews Southern Comfort while his own languished in a Denmark Street lock-up. The doughty Geordie instantly furnished this band of incongruent, bobbing elements with an indefatigable anchor. During the convoluted quiet passages he simply stopped playing. Eno would later cite Thompson’s appointment as the moment Roxy Music was truly born.

Thompson even moved, temporarily, into the Grove Park commune where he would probably have had more in common with the house’s only non-’Communist’ tenant, a long-distance lorry driver who lived in the attic. With Thompson on board, Roxy’s long gestation was starting to yield exciting – and extremely loud – results. Eno’s tiny Camberwell room was now regularly trembling with the clamour of fully amplified rehearsal. ‘There were six of us in there, with all the gear,’ he told Robert Sandall in 1990, ‘and the noise was fucking staggering.’ Ferry concurs. ‘We certainly made a racket – the volume was useful, it could mask a multitude of sins!’

Undaunted, Eno managed to capture some of this clamour on his tape recorder. Indeed he’d recorded nearly everything they did. Although the volume, distortion and general musical eccentricity could sometimes obliterate Ferry’s more subtle, sensitive touches, several tracks were deemed worthy as demos. Early versions of songs that would grace Roxy Music’s debut album were included. ‘Some of it was quite delicate, actually,’ Ferry remembers. ‘I know “Chance Meeting” was on it – I remember Dexter Lloyd did some very dexterous, orchestral drumming on that.’

As the summer of 1971 wound on, Ferry, demo tape in hand, was regularly to be found wearing out shoe leather on London’s Tin Pan Alley – the huddle of music publishing offices that lined Denmark Street in the heart of the West End – searching for a deal. He didn’t get far. In fact, Ferry was exhibiting a mixture of naivety and cussedness by canvassing the songwriting establishment. He imagined that any knowledgeable music apparatchik worth his salt would immediately spot the Cole Porter-like couplets, swooning chord changes and intimations of impossible glamour that were at the core of the band’s eclectic maelstrom. To most ears, however, it was just ‘too weird’.

Chastened by the universal incomprehension, Ferry wondered if the group’s collective inability (Mackay aside) to read music was holding them back. Oddly, it was the experimentally minded Eno who most readily agreed with Ferry’s prognosis. After a particularly unsatisfactory Camberwell rehearsal, Eno led the band two doors up the street to Tom Phillips’ house where Phillips’ wife, Gill, a secondary school music teacher, was requisitioned to pass on her wisdom. Tom Phillips recalls the rather quaint-sounding group lessons: ‘The band came to my house to learn the basics of elementary music. Brian led them all over. My ex-wife was instructing them in the rudiments of music as formally written down – which wasn’t their strength. I don’t think they got very far – I’m not sure if she was the wrong kind of teacher for them or they just decided they didn’t want to know … I’ve never been sure quite what happened there. They certainly came two or three times; I remember them all gathered around the piano …’

In fact, groups of Roxy Music’s arty, exploratory disposition were more likely to attract industry attention in the crucible of the concert venue, building a live following and demonstrating their commercial pulling power. This had been a successful model during the previous decade when idiosyncratic non-conformists from Pink Floyd to the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band proved their worth by consistent hard gigging. Without any kind of track record, it was no surprise that lo-fi Roxy Music recordings fell on deaf ears. Even when they could be heard, Ferry’s songs were complex, disjointed and often without a recognizable chorus.

Unbowed, group rehearsals continued on a regular, three or four a week basis. ‘I was obsessive about the band,’ Ferry admits. ‘I didn’t really think about anything else.’ As Eno’s proficiency with the VCS3 improved, so his role began to evolve. ‘Technical assistant’ soon became ‘sound manipulator’ as he began feeding guitars, keyboards and even Ferry’s voice through the VCS3 with increasing legerdemain, creating dissonant distortions and wild tonal shifts. To avoid the confusion caused by having two people with the same (albeit differently spelt) name in the group, his bandmates began referring to Brian as the singular ‘Eno’. Despite Enos being a popular brand of pharmaceutical liver salts, the austere yet somehow oddly sensual designation fitted the otherworldly persona Brian was developing. Even at art school he’d often been referred to simply as ‘Eno’ – less a personality, more a brand, like ‘Warhol’.*

Although he has often been credited as the pioneer of synthesizer ‘treatments’, Eno was not the first to wrap guitars and keyboards in the synth’s modulating embraces. Pete Sinfield affected a similarly semi-detached synth-wielding libero role with English progressive rock avatars King Crimson. Practically an orbiting satellite of the main corpus, Sinfield and his equipment would set up for gigs at the back of the hall, alongside the mixing desk, from where he would impose his textures. It was a routine that Eno would mimic with Roxy Music. What gave Eno an edge of originality was his use of tapes and electronic mediating agents, apparatus which by the recording of Roxy’s debut album in early 1972 included two Revox reel-to-reel tape machines strung in sequence, the trusty Ferrograph tape recorder, an Ampex cassette recorder, a control keyboard, a customized delay echo unit and the all-important VCS3.

While the experimentally minded Andy Mackay was happy and willing for Eno to remotely manipulate the sound of his sax, to maximize the otherworldly effect of his synthetic gadgetry the band needed a fairly ego-less guitarist willing to work synergistically with the non-musician – someone unlikely to be fazed by Eno’s often disorientating interventions. There were times when Roger Bunn had no idea whether it was he or Eno controlling the sound – often he heard a guitar riff reverberating back at him many seconds after he’d played it. Perhaps as a result, by the autumn, Bunn had quit and Roxy were auditioning again.

Eking out another dull day at Clarkson’s Travel Agency in central London, sometime guitarist Philip Targett-Adams was glancing through Melody Maker’s classifieds when he happened upon Ferry’s ad for a ‘Tricky Dick lead guitarist’. Born in London in 1951 to a peripatetic diplomat father and subsequently brought up all over Latin America, the unusually cosmopolitan Targett-Adams had been a boarder at Dulwich College Boys’ School where he’d joined his first band, Pooh And The Ostrich Feathers. For the stage he would later adopt his Colombian mother’s surname, Manzanera, but it was under his more Britannic moniker that he’d developed a distinctive guitar style – Hendrix-like pyrotechnics, complex time signatures and a touch of Latin swagger – in amateur prog rock band Quiet Sun. The group, featuring bass guitarist and future Eno collaborator Bill MacCormick and drummer Daevid Allen, later of hippy collective Gong, had thus far enjoyed about as much music-industry penetration as Roxy Music and were effectively a busted flush. Targett-Adams was on the lookout for something new and exciting and when he turned up to audition for Roxy Music he thought he’d found it.

Compared to the Byzantine convolutions of Quiet Sun, what Ferry and co proffered was, technically, a walk in the park. Despite unconventional structures, most of the songs were in straight-as-a-dye 4/4 time. The unwavering Paul Thompson and the no-less-rock-solid Graham Simpson provided steadfast rhythmic support. Proficient if not virtuosic, Targett-Adams felt duly liberated and later jammed through a few Carole King songs as an audition. He even remained unflustered when, inevitably, Eno started interfering with the sound of the guitar. The combination sounded good to everyone, but Ferry would soon be sending a disenchanted Targett-Adams back to Clarkson’s as, in typically Machiavellian style, he had secretly gone out on a limb to procure the services of a star guitarist.

David O’List was already a ‘name’, having been a London scenester with club habitués The Attack before joining keyboard maestro Keith Emerson’s band The Nice – part of erstwhile Rolling Stones manager Andrew Oldham’s Immediate stable. O’List’s pedigree included playing understudy to the errant Syd Barrett in a 1968 incarnation of Pink Floyd. Endorsed by Jimi Hendrix, with whom they toured extensively, The Nice would go on to break The Who’s box office record at the UK rock scene’s clubhouse, the Marquee in Wardour Street. The Nice played to their own rules, essaying a soi-disant ‘new fusion music’ – an embryonic precursor of progressive rock. The band would eventually split in 1970 (Emerson going on to co-found prog leviathans Emerson, Lake & Palmer), by which time O’List was long departed. Indeed, after a dalliance with a fledgling Jethro Tull, by 1971 the guitarist was at a crossroads. He’d gone so far as placing an ad in Melody Maker. It read, ‘Well-known guitarist seeking image-conscious, progressive, rock group with recording contract and agency.’

Despite his group not satisfying at least two of those criteria, Bryan Ferry answered the ad. When the ‘well-known guitarist’ turned out to be O’List, Ferry was ecstatic. He’d seen The Nice at Newcastle City Hall in 1968 and assumed that a man who’d had hit albums, worked with a synthesizer player and had jammed with one of his heroes, Jimi Hendrix, could surely help transform Roxy Music from an avant-rock pot pourri into a commercially viable group. Recruiting O’List was certainly something of a coup for Roxy. Although their ironic, anti-Vietnam deconstruction of Leonard Bernstein’s ‘America’ had bothered the lower reaches of the singles chart in 1968, The Nice were never a real ‘hit singles band’ but their two, highly conceptual albums undoubtedly set the tone for many of the ensuing decade’s gatefold extravaganzas. In 1971, their kudos among the rock cognoscenti remained considerable and news of O’List dabbling with a virgin rock group inevitably caused ripples of intrigue.

Just as Ferry had hoped, Roxy Music’s stock instantly rose. O’List had taken some persuading, only agreeing to join the label-less rookies after auditioning the band at Mackay’s Battersea home and making it clear that his role would be that of guitarist and arranger, with a concomitant share of royalties and the freedom to wander back to his own solo career whenever the mood took him. Desperate for the cachet they knew his presence would attract, Roxy collectively agreed to his every demand.

A gifted arranger, as proficient on the trumpet as he was lead guitar, O’List’s recruitment had an immediate impact on Roxy Music. He set about abridging many of their songs’ more intricate detours, accentuating such chorus hooks as there were. Though O’List’s may fly tenure in Roxy Music would be influential, it might have worked out very differently if, as he hoped, Roxy would go public performing a number of his own compositions. He certainly made them rehearse the unlikely sounding ‘Green Willow Tree’ (‘like a slightly faster “Chance Meeting”,’ according to O’List) and songs called ‘White Indian Butterfly’ and ‘O’List’s Waltz’. ‘They suited Bryan’s voice and we started singing them together as a duet,’ the guitarist asserts.

With O’List on board, Ferry was able to attract some financial backing for the band courtesy of an acquaintance from Newcastle University days, a sometime lecturer and fledgling property magnate (he had recently become the proprietor of Bath’s Theatre Royal) called Charlie Ware. Meanwhile, fate was also taking a hand. Ferry had distributed a pair of Roxy’s Eno-recorded demos to two of the rock scene’s most intrepid patrons – BBC Radio 1 DJ John Peel and the man at the top of Eno’s ‘must meet’ list, Melody Maker journalist Richard Williams. The latter, with no commercial record company or publishing house axe to grind and an extensive knowledge of rock’s outer margins, actually found merit in Roxy Music’s strange, eclectic soup. The erstwhile Nottingham cub reporter and Velvet Underground fan had recently presented BBC television’s groundbreaking Old Grey Whistle Test rock show, and was widely acknowledged as that rarest of phenomena: a music biz insider of honour, taste and integrity. When it came to Roxy Music’s tape, he could hear what many others could not. ‘There was a lot of jamming – or at least experimental jamming on it – but it certainly wasn’t professional in any sense,’ he remembered in Johnny Rogan’s 1981 band portrait, Roxy Music: Style With Substance. ‘Parts of it had things overlaid on the tape so that you’d be hearing two things at the same time. And there was an oboe on there which was very unusual. Several of the tracks, like “The Bob (Medley)”, were vaguely recognizable on the first album.’

Despite his uncommon fealty to new and undiscovered music, Williams was not in the habit of telephoning importuning young artists. But there was something about the Roxy tape that made him react instantly (the band’s name had been written on the tape box by Ferry in a hand that Williams recognized as belonging to someone ‘obviously very intelligent’). Given Roxy’s complete lack of endorsement thus far, the Bryan Ferry who answered Williams’ call could have been forgiven for sounding astonished. While Ferry pulled himself together, Williams established a few facts about the group then volunteered the idea of a more formal interview, which was duly arranged.

In early August, Melody Maker printed Williams’ half-page interview with Ferry, under the headline ‘Roxy In The Rock Stakes’. For devoted Roxy Music connoisseurs this brief but luminous prologue to the career of ‘a band called Roxy which has produced one of the most exciting demo tapes ever to come my way’ is holy writ. Certainly the combination of Williams’ proactive approval and Ferry’s aspirational, if somewhat supercilious tone (‘We’ve got a lot of confidence in what we’re doing … we’re determined to make it, but in as civilized a way as possible … ‘) signalled an end to Roxy’s prolonged period of furtive incubation.

Before Williams’ intervention, however, the band’s continued existence had been in serious doubt. Indeed, evidence that Ferry was prepared to give up on his grand design altogether had come earlier in 1971 when he auditioned for the vacant lead vocal berth in King Crimson. The band, led by West Country guitar virtuoso Bob (after 1971, he would insist on ‘Robert’) Fripp, had debuted in front of 650,000 at the Rolling Stones’ Hyde Park free concert back in July 1969 and had since gone on to notoriety and the upper echelons of the album chart, establishing themselves as Britain’s foremost purveyors of prog grandiosity. However, they’d been riven by personnel problems and were currently looking to replace incumbent lead singer Greg Lake, who had jumped ship to join The Nice’s Keith Emerson in Emerson, Lake & Palmer. Before Ferry, a young Reg Dwight, a.k.a. Sir Elton John, was briefly considered for the Crimson frontman job – reportedly demanding a £250 session fee to sing all the songs on the band’s 1970 In the Wake of Poseidon album. Ultimately, John’s soulful, transatlantic bleat was judged incompatible and Lake was persuaded to stick around long enough to lay down his vocals.

After that short reprieve, Crimson were back in the market for a singer. Eventually, martinet bandleader Fripp and lieutenant Pete Sinfield (himself co-writer of such Crimson benchmarks as ‘In the Court of the Crimson King’, ‘21st Century Schizoid Man’ and, incongruously – a decade later – the Bucks Fizz hit ‘The Land of Make Believe’) deemed Ferry’s tremulous vibrato and wistful falsetto unsuitable decoration for Crimson’s stentorian art rock. Sinfield in particular thought Ferry a rather awkward onstage presence. He and Fripp were also looking for someone to double up on bass – something Ferry was never going to manage – and it was their bassist, Gordon Haskell, who eventually landed the singer’s job; for a while, at least. Despite the thumbs-down, both Fripp and Sinfield had noted the sophistication of Ferry’s mannered but controlled singing style and mentioned him to EG – their young, thrusting management company – as a talent to watch.

Helmed by and named after rakish Old Harrovians David Enthoven and John Gaydon, EG had waltzed into rock management after remortgaging a house the pair co-owned, ploughing the proceeds into the nascent King Crimson. Courtesy of Fripp and co’s almost immediate international success they had quickly become prosperous music industry heavyweights who by 1971 could name T. Rex and Emerson, Lake & Palmer among their discreet but stellar roster. ‘EG was quite a successful company – as mad as tits but successful; it was quite a vibey place to be,’ Enthoven (latterly back in the uber-manager bracket, due to his stewardship of Robbie Williams) remembers. ‘I think Ferry made the decision that’s where he wanted to be, thanks to the King Crimson connection more than anything.’

Ferry made sure Enthoven received a tape of the Roxy Music demo. It made an instant and profound impact on the young manager: ‘This tape came in. I could not believe my ears when I heard it, I have to say. I had the same sort of feeling I had when I heard King Crimson for the first time – I thought, “I’ve got to have this.” Then we saw them at a gig somewhere, it was fairly squeaky and farty and noisy, but different. I loved the experimentation of it. It was like the tape – the quality was actually quite dire but I loved what they were trying to do. It was a breath of fresh air.’

Before EG could move, Enthoven and Gaydon had to strike a deal with Roxy’s incumbent manager, Charlie Ware. ‘He wasn’t really a manager, more a financier,’ Enthoven clarifies. ‘We had to go and see him and tell him he was going to get some money back for the effort he’d put in.’*

EG would become central to the story of Roxy Music and Brian Eno. In 1971, Mark Fenwick, of the Fenwick’s department store dynasty, joined the company along with Isle of Man accountant Sam Alder (a specialist in off-shore banking business), while Gaydon would soon move on, becoming a Hollywood producer. Enthoven would hang on until late 1976 as the company’s ‘creative maverick’ and principal Eno supporter, an escalating drug dependence eventually getting him, by his own admission, effectively sacked from his own company. For a while, however, intrepid, astute hippy-entrepreneurship was bolstered by heavyweight bean-counting and blue chip capital, which meant that EG had a substantial presence on the early 1970s UK music scene.

With EG hovering in the wings, there was finally a sense of forward momentum about Roxy Music. After the best part of a year’s gestation, Ferry’s attention belatedly turned to live performance – albeit strictly on his terms. As his airy pronouncements in the Melody Maker had hinted, he wasn’t about to drag his troupe of well-schooled sophisticates around the tenebrous, sticky-floored UK rock circuit. Instead, he stuck to his word and arranged a warm-up show at a party held by his girlfriend, Susie – the band arriving in Andy Mackay’s father’s Austin Princess, with the instruments lashed to the roof. Courtesy of Ferry’s burgeoning art-world networking, they landed a subsequent show at the Friends of the Tate Gallery Christmas party, at which Phil Targett-Adams was invited to work the mixing desk alongside Eno (though neither of them had much of a clue what to do). This was followed by a gig at the Christmas Union Ball at Mackay’s alma mater, Reading University, where the long-suffering Targett-Adams was redeployed to man the lighting rig.

These early Roxy shows were beset with technical problems. Even experienced sound engineers were befuddled by Eno’s complex apparatus, as Andy Mackay recalls: ‘When we first started, we didn’t really have amps on stage. I know it sounds ridiculous, but there was a point where we used to just be DI-ed [directly injected] through his [Eno’s] synths, a mixing desk, and he’d be out in the audience mixing. It was incredibly unsatisfying, because you couldn’t really hear what you were doing. And then what you were doing bore no resemblance to what was coming out, so we soon abandoned that. That was probably the most extreme. That was pretty far out for 1972 …’

The band were also yet to be fully kitted out in their signature sci-fi glamour outfits, and were, despite Ferry and Mackay’s already established stylishness, an oddly eclectic-looking bunch. Bassist Graham Simpson, secretly enduring stressful psychological problems, cut an increasingly remote figure on stage. Only Eno, a one-man Busby Berkeley spectacular in rouge, satin and leopard skin, affected an outrageous image, and he wasn’t even on the stage. The heterogeneous effect was deepened by O’List’s ambiguous role – neither fully integrated into Eno’s circuitry nor quite the spotlight-hugging soloist; his was an increasingly incongruous and unpredictable presence.

Onstage awkwardness and technical teething problems notwithstanding, Roxy Music soldiered on, playing fourth on the bill to Home Counties bluesman Paul Jones at St. Gabriel’s teacher-training college in Camberwell and impressing Richard Williams at a December press showcase at the bijou 100 Club on Oxford Street. Despite yet another imperfect sound balance, Roxy’s original champion was thrilled to hear the live band easily eclipse the promise of the raucous demo. Williams even found merit in O’List’s dubious showboating guitar solos. Indeed, the set bulged with songs that O’List had helped to shape, many of which would soon be enshrined for posterity on the band’s eponymous debut album. In the precipitant, call-and-response flash of ‘Re-make/Re-model’ and the subverted 1950s rock ‘n’ roll of ‘Would You Believe’ (with Mackay merrily running the gamut of saxophone clichés and Eno bellowing doo-wop-style harmonies disconcertingly from the back of the room) they had a visceral immediacy that brooked no argument.

Things took an upswing before Christmas, when John Peel offered the band a session on his Radio 1 Top Gear show. That Peel, the white knight of BBC Radio and his equally estimable producer John Walters, were both avid fans of David O’List can’t have done any harm, but there was more to it. Ferry had gone to the Peel show’s office at Broadcasting House in person to drop off the tape. There he recognized the well-travelled Walters from his stint as trumpeter in 1960s Newcastle combo, The Monty J. Young Jazz Band. Walters asked Ferry to stay for a coffee and the pair reminisced about the Tyneside music scene. Walters subsequently paid more than usual attention to Ferry’s tape and found it persuasive enough to give an old acquaintance a leg-up.*

With Christmas 1971 come and gone, Ferry was eager to capitalize on the band’s sudden upswing. A Walters-arranged gig at Peel’s discreet Perfumed Garden club (supporting Genesis) and the Peel session itself would surely alert industry players. On the chilly evening of 4 January 1972, the band duly assembled at BBC Kensington House studios in Shepherd’s Bush. Thompson arrived smothered in cement dust from his labouring day shift. Andy Mackay drove a borrowed van packed with the band’s gear from his teaching job at nearby Holland Park Secondary School. Eno arrived from Camberwell by bus. Graham Simpson, meanwhile, was suffering a slow nervous breakdown and could hardly meet his bandmates’ eyes. He proceeded to spend much of the ensuing session in uncontrollable floods of tears.

The studio was a typical BBC anachronism – its control room created, bivouac-style, in one corner behind carefully arranged baffles, entered only through an arch of perilously suspended electric cables. The band was set up to be captured ‘live’, with no overdubs. While session producer John Muir carefully arranged microphones, Eno buttonholed assistant engineer Bill Aitken, quizzing him at length about phasing effects and reverb settings.

Polished as they were by the best part of a year’s rehearsal and the recent warm-up shows, the band were nonetheless infused with nerves as they began the first ever bona fide Roxy Music recording session. The results, heard today, are an odd hybrid of the familiar and the alien. The performances and recordings were, conspicuously, light years ahead of the Eno-recorded demos, with Ferry swapping his harmonium and Hohner Pianet for the BBC’s grand piano. ‘The Bob (Medley)’ was a far more intense animal than its ‘official’ successor (and a better showcase for Eno’s synthetic gunfire effects and wild VCS3 drones) while ‘If There Is Something’ and ‘Sea Breezes’ were almost unrecognizable from their later incarnations, being essentially vehicles for O’List’s extensive, and by no means note-perfect, soloing – most of which he essayed lying on his back. A vigorous ‘Re-make/Re-model’ would rival the later album version, and be another showcase for Eno’s synthetic arsenal. ‘I recently heard that BBC session – I don’t think I’d heard it for thirty-odd years,’ Ferry told me. ‘Brian does some great things on “Re-make/Re-model”. It’s taken at a slightly slower tempo than the album version and there’s a great bit in the middle when Eno and Manzanera lock in together. It all works. That was Roxy at its very best, I think. Even my piano playing is acceptable!’

His rockist indulgences notwithstanding, the band was still benefiting from O’List’s reflected fame and after its broadcast on 21 January, the session had a suitably galvanizing effect. Having finally outgrown (and out-volumed) Eno’s Grove Park attic, the band were ready to move on to a swisher address. David O’List recalls the band rehearsing in Hampstead at the studio of ‘a photographer friend of Bryan’s, who sometimes worked for Time Out magazine’. There, they would store a new PA system that was a serious upgrade on Eno’s Pearl & Dean cast-off, purchased with a bank loan that Mackay and Ferry had secured in tandem. They also rehearsed for a time in an abandoned, semi-derelict house in Colville Terrace, Notting Hill, and it was here, after Ferry’s entreaty, that the King Crimson duo of Fripp and Sinfield came to bear witness to the Roxy Music phenomenon. Sinfield was particularly impressed, as he reminisced to Roxy biographer David Buckley: ‘I went down to their rehearsals. I thought they were very, very interesting, not so far on musically, but very intelligent, lovely people with brilliant ideas.’

In late January, EG arranged what David Enthoven calls ‘a theatrical audition’, at the monolithic Granada cinema in Wandsworth. It was hardly the art deco picture-palace Ferry might have wished for – indeed it wasn’t even a cinema any more, having recently been transformed into a bingo hall, but, undeterred and thinking on his feet, Ferry invited Richard Williams to sit in and the sainted journalist duly obliged, later reporting the day’s events – in glowing tones – in Melody Maker: ‘Stroll through a door marked “No Entry” and up the concrete steps into the disused balcony, where the seats are heavy with dust. Suddenly, a burst of machine-gun guitar scatters the cobwebs to be followed by the sound of a rock ‘n’ roll band gunning their motor through the changes of a song which sounds like the product of some weird meeting between the Marcels and one of the heavier German bands. It’s Roxy Music and although the school kids outside may be playing football like nothing was happening, it’s a very important day for the band. The Famous Manager has come to hear them.’

Williams pointed up Eno’s idiosyncratic contribution to the band – ‘a gaunt, pale gentleman who’s deeply into electronics and overlays the band’s sound with an aural frieze of squeals, squirts, screams and sirens’ – hinting at the bizarre audio-visual spectacle that was the Brian Eno of early 1972. ‘Famous Manager’ David Enthoven reveals that Roxy were already a shoo-in for the EG roster by this stage but despite his endorsement and Williams’s positive reportage, the mood in the band was less than sanguine, with David O’List the main focus of discontent. Eno’s ire was firmly directed at the guitarist who had failed to turn up to a final, pre-audition rehearsal at Grove Park, claiming illness. Furthermore, Paul Thompson and O’List got into an onstage slanging match and almost came to blows over who was to count in one particular song, putting a serious kink in the mood of the showcase.

Perhaps to spite the errant guitarist, Eno and Mackay had invited the faithful but misbegotten Phil Targett-Adams down to the audition, this time in the guise of ‘road manager’ – giving him the perfect excuse to note down O’List’s equipment specifications and amplifier settings, and to study at close quarters exactly where the maestro put his fingers on the fretboard. ‘In hindsight,’ O’List later admitted, ‘I suppose Eno instigated a change of guitarist, even though he was talking about me producing the first album just a few weeks before.’

The observing Targett-Adams had noted the appearing cracks, he revealed to NME’s Nick Kent in 1974: ‘David O’List was rather a problem case … Something to do with drugs and generally feeling sorry for himself but also, while the others in the band were all for “mucking in” – shifting equipment and that – O’List, who’d already tasted stardom with The Nice, wasn’t into that side of the deal at all.’

Despite the various hiccups, on Valentine’s Day 1972 EG officially signed Roxy Music to an exclusive management deal.

Meanwhile, Eno’s extra-curricular activities developed apace. In early March 1972 he attended the opening of an exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery. It was a group show with a name that might have been designed to ensnare him: Systems. There was much to intrigue him but he was particularly drawn to the work of film-maker Malcolm Le Grice who was experimenting with repeating, cellular loops of imagery designed to explore ‘how the eye works and how the mind builds up a perceptual rhythmic structure’. Le Grice’s films were effectively a visual equivalent of Steve Reich’s tape pieces. One work, entitled Berlin Horse, was a nine-minute-long looped projection of a stallion being repeatedly led from a burning barn – its colours mutating as it slipped in and out of negative. Berlin Horse utterly beguiled Eno. At the Whitechapel opening he introduced himself to Le Grice and expressed admiration for the film, although he voiced doubts about the quality of its scratchy, inconsequential soundtrack. Le Grice concurred that the sonic element was the worst thing about the film and happily approved when Eno volunteered to make something better. Eno returned to Grove Park and instantly prepared two different pieces using cut-up segments of guitar and piano and his trusty tape recorders. The results vaguely resembled Reich’s phase pieces – hypnotic, looped repetitions that mirrored the film’s cyclical nature. He packaged off the tapes to Le Grice who liked one so much that he attached it to a more refined print of Berlin Horse, which was exhibited in various European art shows and experimental cinema seasons throughout the 1970s. For the first time, Brian Eno’s music had, very discreetly, slipped onto the wider cultural stage.

By the late winter of 1971, HUS was no more, its membership scattered. Eno quit Camberwell and moved into a shared house at 28 Brondesbury Villas, Kilburn, where the troubled Graham Simpson also lived. A room in the house had recently been vacated by Gavin Bryars, and this became Eno’s. It was a house full of musicians. At the front resided jazz saxophonist and composer Evan Parker, his wife and their child. Below Eno was pianist Howell Thomas. Next door to Thomas was a woman called Pearl who co-habited with a black South African bass player called Johnny Diani. Simpson had the run of the ground floor. The Roxy Music bass player’s presence was the most obvious reason for Eno’s relocation, but Gavin Bryars suggests another idea: ‘Someone once posited a thesis to me that Brian, in his early life, was constantly following me around and copying me. When I cut my hair short, he cut his hair short. He printed my scores, joined my ensemble, moved into my flat … and so on. It’s an interesting thesis – one I’m sure Brian would rigorously deny.’

Whether or not Eno was tracing Bryars’ steps, the days of cramped communal living would soon pall. With an advance from EG, Eno put down a deposit on another flat in the same district, a two-bedroom Victorian red-brick mansion dwelling on the ground floor of Leith Mansions, Grantully Road, Maida Vale. Keen to amplify his mystique, Eno would later maintain in interviews that he was the owner of two London apartments but, while there would be other boltholes, it was the Grantully Road apartment that would become his nerve centre for the next few years; a domicile-cum-recording-studio-cum-love-nest.

Just as Eno was readying himself for the pleasures of hearth and home, so his band encountered another of its by-now habitual personnel upheavals. Warm-up shows in early March at the Hand & Flower pub, Hammersmith, and at Leicester and Bristol universities would be the last to feature David O’List. Although he now mucked in with the amp-humping and uncomplainingly endured squashed van transport (space was at such a premium that Eno and Mackay, the most supple band members, had to take turns lying prone across the amps), O’List could sense his self-styled sinecure evaporating. With EG unable to satisfy either his royalty requirements or the cherished solo career clause, and suspecting an imminent Eno-engineered coup, he took his leave. From Roxy’s point of view, O’List’s input, however catalytic, was no longer decisive – he’d essentially served Ferry’s purpose – and with the band set to commence the recording of a make-or-break debut album, his face didn’t fit any more.

Roxy were in the market for a guitarist once again. Phil Targett-Adams had been all but groomed for the job by Mackay and Eno, but at Ferry’s behest he had to suffer a further series of auditions before finally landing the gig. Another guitarist by the name of Spencer Mallinson was also tried out for the job. The Floridian son of an English émigré and big-band leader, Mallinson was a workmanlike, twenty-year-old rock ‘n’ roll guitarist who’d come to London (via Hamburg’s thriving club scene, where he’d crossed paths with Paul Thompson) to make his way in the land of his father. In early 1972, he was yet to strike it lucky and was working in a Kilburn restaurant and auditioning for bands on his day off. He maintains that he was drafted into Roxy by Brian Eno: ‘I joined the group it seems just after David O’List if I remember correctly around 1971–72. I had [been] gotten into the group by Brian Eno … His flat was around the corner from the restaurant Jilly’s, in Kilburn Square, that I ran. Eno used to come in often for food, and had seen and heard me practising my guitar behind the counter. We became friends and he asked me over to Bryan Ferry’s flat to become Roxy’s guitarist. He used to process my guitar with his Putney VCS3 synth. We rehearsed a lot but the group didn’t seem to be going anywhere. I was sure wrong!’

Mallinson’s tenure in Roxy was the briefest of all the band’s mayfly appointments to date and within weeks of befriending Eno he was departing for a new life in Israel. (‘I don’t remember him, though Bryan may,’ is all Eno has to say on the subject of Mallinson. ‘He might have been in the band for a week or something,’ Ferry reckons.) In the meantime, having endured more casting sessions than a Broadway starlet, Phil Targett-Adams was finally given the green light by Ferry and quickly bedded into the band, immediately adopting the Manzanera designation. Rewarded for his patience, the guitarist would now run through his array of Eno-modulated riffs, many of them learnt by close observation of the former incumbent – he even bought a white Fender Stratocaster, the same model favoured by O’List. At last, Eno had a guitarist who was his (literal and) hierarchical junior, whose sound he could filter and abstract to his heart’s content without fear of ego-bruising.

After well over a year of cloistered preparation and dummy running, Roxy Music were finally ready to face the full glare of the spotlight. For Brian Eno, a man who then, as now, was still most naturally disposed to the backroom, the glare was about to become unexpectedly dazzling.

[image: Image]

* Eventually, the doctrinaire political subtext would come to overwhelm the Scratch Orchestra’s enlightened artistic brief. Cardew’s ‘even drearier Maoism’ meant overt political didacticism superseded musical daring. In the early 1970s, Cardew even published an essay titled ‘Stockhausen Serves Imperialism’, which left little to interpretation. He then formed a Maoist rock band – People’s Revolutionary Music. An activist until his death by a hit-and-run driver in 1981, one contentious rumour posited the idea that Cardew had been murdered by East London right-wing extremists, then active in Cardew’s Leytonstone neighbourhood. Tom Phillips, for one, refutes this, believing that Cardew simply ‘slipped on the ice’.

* Invented by BBC Radiophonic Workshop member Peter Zinovieff in his Putney garden shed (the original model was widely known as ‘the Putney’), the instrument, under Zinovieff’s company brand name Electronic Music Studios (EMS) would become the preferred tool of innovative sonic shape-shifters such as Pink Floyd, Tangerine Dream, King Crimson and others of their progressive ilk

* When Roxy Music’s ‘classic’ line-up briefly reunited for a 2006 recording session, his bandmates all continued to address Brian as ‘Eno’, as if the previous thirty-three years hadn’t happened

* Ware’s property business would falter soon after, but he would go on to earn another fortune as the UK’s premier restorer of Morris Minor cars.

* Half a decade later, the normally fearless Walters refused to grant a session to the newly emergent, but in his opinion overly boisterous, Sex Pistols – much to his later chagrin.


5. The Heavenly Music Corporation

‘For the world to be interesting, you have to be manipulating it all the time.’ (Brian Eno)

While EG continued to parlay a deal with Island Records, Roxy Music prepared for their first proper recording session at Command studios, in Piccadilly. The studio had been booked and paid for by Enthoven and Graydon, on the understanding that the group would follow the example of King Crimson and waltz into Island’s embraces. There remained some apprehension about Roxy’s capacity to deliver recordings with the requisite commercial allure, however, and EG insisted on a relatively parsimonious budget of £5,000, installing Pete Sinfield, recently ejected from King Crimson, as unpaid producer (with a 1.5% royalty stake), although he’d never produced before. ‘I didn’t know who else to suggest, to be honest,’ David Enthoven recalls. ‘He was out of a job. I knew he’d done sound and lights with King Crimson – he was a good all-rounder and could talk musical language. He wasn’t a particularly good producer – and the record is pretty muddy-sounding. None of that mattered in the end, of course.’

The studio, a faded, former BBC facility located next door to Simpson’s art deco gentleman’s outfitters and just a diamanté cufflink’s throw from the Ritz, could, superficially at least, hardly have been more Roxy-esque. ‘It was more of a theatre than a studio – a little cinema-type place,’ Ferry remembers. ‘It still had the tip-up seats and everything. There was a spiral staircase going up to the control room, which was very small. Luckily the producer was also very small!’ Enthoven remembers it being ‘a dreadful, shabby place … There were tube trains rumbling underneath all the time.’

The band’s long-gestating songs were nothing if not well rehearsed and the album was duly recorded and mixed in a frenzied nineteen-day whirl (leaving one song incomplete, ‘The Bogus Man Parts 1 and 2’). Although the genial Sinfield had his doubts about Ferry as a frontman (‘I remember the first time I saw [Roxy Music], and I thought “My God! It’s like Joe Cocker on a bad night”,’ he told David Buckley in 2004), to his relief he found Roxy’s arty eccentricity was now complemented by a new-found sharpness. The only member who caused Sinfield moments of exasperation was Mr Arty and Eccentricity himself, Brian Eno.

Eno’s unruly and often purposefully unmusical electronics made a sometimes uneasy translation to tape – or at least that’s how Sinfield heard it. In fact, the producer was slightly peeved with Eno even before recording had begun. Having been recently given his marching orders from Crimson by Robert Fripp, Sinfield was feeling understandably upstaged. Being a man of temperate countenance, however, he gritted his teeth and mucked in with the tweaking of synthesizers, delay units and the rest of Eno’s paraphernalia, in the process finessing a major constituent of the signature early Roxy Music sound: ‘Initially I thought Brian was a nuisance but later I’ve recognized he is a man doing most of my act and, lord love him, frequently doing it much better.’

For his own part, Eno thought he wasn’t making ‘nuisance’ enough, as he recalled three decades later. ‘I listened to that record recently and I thought, “God, I can suddenly see why people thought this was weird!” But to me it didn’t sound at all weird. In fact, I was worried that it sounded too normal.’

Although David Enthoven wouldn’t be alone in thinking the album had been cut too rapidly and that it lacked clarity (to this day Ferry dislikes the album’s vocal sound: ‘I had to sing against the instruments “live”, and it was very loud. I was pushing my voice too hard.’), what Sinfield and Roxy Music accomplished during three, highly focused weeks’ labour was and remains a work of vivid, timeless brio – a palpable reward for months of stoic self-belief on Ferry’s part and no little commitment from everyone else involved. And for all its ‘muddiness’ Sinfield’s production (and, equally importantly, the engineering of Andy Hendriksen who would go on to assist Greek composer Vangelis mould his multi-million-selling synthscapes) maximized both wings of the Roxy assault. This dual signature was epitomized by the unbridled vigour of opener ‘Re-make/Re-model’ on the one hand and the sci-fi/ early music synth-and-oboe hybrid of ‘Ladytron’ on the other. Ferry has distinct memories of recording the latter. ‘On “Ladytron”, I remember asking Brian if he could make it sound like a lunar landscape. I think he already had certain bits and pieces on tape – he said “Ah, I think I’ve got just the thing”. He always had pre-prepared things like that … ‘*

 ‘Re-make/Re-model’, featuring Eno’s voice uppermost in its ‘CPL5938’ car number plate referencing hook (Ferry had written the song after pursuing a beautiful chauffeuse through the London traffic, her car bearing the eponymous registration plates) lacked a middle eight and instead offered a series of short, ‘popular-music-through-the-ages’ pastiche solos, climaxing with a burst of malfunctioning android anarchy from Eno’s VCS3.

Corralling Roxy Music’s disparate musical elements – especially Eno’s whirring aural fireworks – into a homogenous vinyl whole was no mean achievement.

In its deftly shaken cocktail of pastiche retro chic, avant rock swagger and, courtesy of Eno, mysterioso futurism, the Roxy Music album pulled back the velvet curtain on an impossibly modish, devastatingly stylish demi-monde. Mature, urbane, yet delivered with the unquenchable hauteur of beautiful, breathless youth, Ferry’s disquisitions on playboy ennui were viscerally thrilling and divinely decadent. They were equally designed to ‘… make the cognoscenti think’. As a narrator Ferry could be suave, tender, predatory, and often all three in the same song. He evinced a picaresque character, part-libertine lotus eater, stiletto-sharp urban hipster and brooding metaphysical lover – the improbable progeny of Charles Trenet, Lou Reed and John Donne, exquisitely lit with downtown neon and dusted with space age glitter. Roxy Music was a mosaic of everything, yet like nothing before.

Armed with an acetate of the finished album, in late April David Enthoven approached Island to dot ‘I’s and cross ‘T’s on what all assumed was a virtually done deal. This turned out not to be the case, as Enthoven discovered to his horror: ‘We’d been dealing with Tim Clark who was Chris Blackwell’s assistant and was very positive about the band, but [A&R chief] Muff Winwood hated Roxy – absolutely loathed them. We’d spent a lot of money; made the album, paid for the artwork and so on and then ran the album into Island. They played it at their so-called A&R meeting and Muff said he didn’t like it and Chris Blackwell didn’t really comment. Muff Winwood loathed King Crimson too. Art rock wasn’t his thing. He was a soul man, really.’

Tim Clark picks up the story: ‘I remember playing the record at Basing Street, the then Island headquarters, during this meeting at the famous round table that Chris Blackwell had. I argued vehemently for the album and Dave Betteridge, who was the then marketing manager, also really liked it. Muff Winwood argued vehemently against and Blackwell just sat there and didn’t say anything about it, then just said, “What’s next?” I’d actually already agreed terms with David on this album – I’d gone that far, as I was allowed to do, but then I thought I wasn’t going to be able to sign it because I had no idea whether Chris actually agreed with it or not.’

Enthoven believes the album’s elaborate, eye-catching artwork was partly responsible for removing Island’s qualms: ‘I was having a meeting with Tim Clark at Basing Street; I was showing him the Roxy Music album artwork. It was nine-thirty in the morning and, unusually, Chris Blackwell was actually up at that time. He came by, took one look at the cover and said “Have we done the deal?” He’d made the connection. The artwork swung it.’

Tim Clark thinks Roxy were never really Blackwell’s cup of tea. ‘I still don’t know if he actually liked the music,’ he says. ‘I have a sneaking suspicion that he didn’t really. His real love was blue-eyed soul. He hadn’t really been involved in signing things like King Crimson – that was all the work of [Island in-house producer/A&R maverick] Guy Stevens. I think Chris probably found Eno’s stuff and Bryan Ferry’s voice a little too outré for his taste.’

To Roxy Music and EG’s palpable relief, on 2 May 1972 the band were finally signed on as Island Records recording artists. The all-redeeming artwork had been Ferry’s original idea – an opportunity to exploit his devotion to recherché style and opulent, ironic visual iconography. From cover model Kari-Ann Moller’s cheesecake pose and moment-of-seduction pout to the leatherette effect of the gatefold inner sleeve, Roxy Music screamed wracked, cinematic glamour and sleazy style, chiming perfectly with the themes that underscored Ferry’s writing. The artwork was as boldly eclectic as the music it enveloped. The band, primped, rouged and squeezed into garishly ritzy raiment, were captured by Karl Stoecker’s inner sleeve mug shots and now look dated and slightly pantomime-esque. Yet, to the world before stylists that was the early 1970s, these were impossibly glamorous, even dangerous images: wanted posters for a gang of weird, hermaphrodite outlaws from a parallel plain or Teddy boys transported back from the degenerate 21st century.

Granted, even at the time, brawny, furrow-browed Paul Thompson cut an uncomfortable figure in his tiger head shoulder pads, while the ill-fated Graham Simpson, sporting a blow-dried page-boy ‘do’ and modelling what looks like diffusion-line prog-rock appliqué knitwear, was surely beamed in from another, far cosier band. Ferry’s teased quiff and rictus smile mirrored the front cover’s arch sensuality* while his tight, tiger-stripe bomber jacket and hand-on-hip stance were affectation incarnate. Eno, in leopard-skin chemise and trowelled-on foundation looked sleek, seedy and android-like – although his clenched pose suggested a man passing a troublesome stool. The questionably bearded Manzanera in spiffy, wraparound ‘fly glasses’ (plucked from the floor of costumier Antony Price’s fashion studio just before the shoot and soon to become his visual trademark) and Mackay, smouldering in black satin under a luxuriant pompadour, prescribed Roxy’s other stylistic parameters.

For the hand-wringers who would come to regard Roxy Music as ersatz and plastic, the album artwork was unequivocal confirmation of the band’s pseudo-rock status. To fans, Roxy’s visuals were a thrillingly chic gauntlet thrown down before the denim and cheesecloth informality of contemporary rock style and a reflection of their music’s wilful eclecticism, as Eno acknowledged to Q’s Robert Sandall: ‘Roxy was a rock band with a rather peculiar perspective. It was all about creating a collage of popular cultural elements: unallowable colours, leopardskins, quiffs, pastiches of rock ‘n’ roll. And it was a group based on a complete confusion of musical personalities.’

To lend the album additional streetwise colour, EG publicist Simon Puxley was recruited to write some ostentatious, sub-Kerouacian sleevenotes. Puxley, like his university pal Andy Mackay, had befriended Eno after witnessing one of his early tape performances and would become Eno’s press envoy in years to come. His parodic, hyperbolic liner notes for Roxy Music (‘ … listening to the music resounding, cutting the air like it was glass, rock ‘n’ roll juggernauted into demonic electronic supersonic mo-mo-momentum – by a panoplic machine-pile, hifi or scifi who can tell?’) both stoked and reflected the buzz of excitement that was now circulating around the band.†

Even the credits made Roxy Music stand out from the crowd. As well as listing the band members and their instruments (Eno was attributed with ‘synthesizer and tapes’ – no one in rock or pop had ever been credited with ‘tapes’ before), the text pointedly included ‘Art’ by Nick de Ville – another of Ferry’s Newcastle Fine Art faculty cronies – while ‘clothes, make-up & hair’ were credited to the aforementioned King’s Road tailor Antony Price (misspelled ‘Anthony’ on the sleeve), who’d designed for the Rolling Stones and would oversee the cover of Lou Reed’s November 1972 glam-rock opus Transformer before going on to create Cadillac-fin shoulder-pad couture for Roxy manqués Duran Duran and, latterly, the wardrobe of the Duchess of Cornwall.

The trendy-sounding backroom staff lent the whole package a novel, if slightly schizoid quality. It was as if the band wanted to have their avant-garde cake and eat it, embracing both the superficial conceit of the fashion world and the intuitive street-cool of genuine rock ‘n’ roll outsiders. As with their music, somehow the sum of Roxy’s look was infinitely greater than its parts. Luminescent, futuristic stage clothes were the coming thing in 1972. It was the era of the self-explanatory (and, so it seemed at the time, only theatrically predatory) Gary Glitter; of Alice Cooper’s death mask make-up and plunge-fronted jump suits and of David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust. Ziggy, Bowie’s apparently genderless alter ego, sported elaborate make-up, exquisitely cut ‘man dresses’, Yohji Yamamoto kimonos and sheer, spangled body suits which made even Eno’s threads look dowdy by comparison. No doubt taking notes, Roxy would put new stage outfits at the hub of their album promotion plans – and no one in the band invested more time and thought about his appearance than Brian Eno.

It was fortuitous then, that in early 1972, Eno – fresh from a fling with an Island Records secretary – began an affair with an ex-Leeds and St. Martin’s Art School ceramicist called Carol McNicholl, once the girlfriend of another of Ferry’s Newcastle Arts faculty alumni, Anthony ‘Scotty’ Scott. A skilled seamstress, McNicholl also designed clothes for the theatre. Her talents would soon be gainfully employed bringing Eno’s flamboyant sartorial fantasies to life. For gigs, Eno was now promoted to the stage, his keyboards and tape recorders set up on the opposing wing from Ferry’s station. ‘It was probably my idea to get Brian up on stage,’ Ferry reveals. ‘Of course he looked so great, but he was also invaluable doing backing vocals – he had a great, strident voice.’

His attire would reflect this new, high-visibility status. However, the very nature of Eno’s technical operations meant that he was almost completely rooted to the spot, while Manzanera and Mackay had freedom to roam about as the fancy took them (occasionally joining in ironic, synchronized Shadows-style dance steps). Even Paul Thompson, ostensibly imprisoned behind his drums, played with such flailing velocity that he galvanized attention, while the corporeally awkward Ferry would emerge whenever possible from behind his keyboard to hog the spotlight and essay his oddly compelling marionette fandango. Not wishing to be upstaged, now that he was actually on it, Eno attempted to exaggerate his physical presence: ‘What I was doing involved such small movements; it was like putting a screw in a watch … So my only solution was to develop clothes that would amplify small movements.’

Eno’s notebooks would soon bulge with fanciful sketches, which McNicholl would dutifully transform into costumes that wedded pharaonic imperiousness with Renaissance dandy-ism and sci-fi-meets-Ziegfield Follies high camp. A riot of animal skin prints, exaggerated collars, puffed sleeves and shoulder pads, they fluttered at the slightest breath with plumes of feathers or shimmered with reflective brocades and mirrored fabrics. Quick to deflect potential charges of narcissism, Eno would describe his costumes in press interviews as ‘sculptural artefacts’. That disappointed some observers who had relished the idea of Eno boarding a London bus or dropping into the launderette in full, androgynous Emperor Ming garb.

On stage, meanwhile, the bespoke meta-couture certainly got him noticed. Indeed, Eno almost immediately became one of two focal points for the band – the mysterious Peter Lorre mutant to Bryan Ferry’s suave Humphrey Bogart. It was a double edge that would ultimately prove unsustainable but which for a year or more lent Roxy the same Janus-like appeal that Brian Jones and Mick Jagger had proffered in the early Rolling Stones. As Roxy’s career took flight, Bryan Ferry would abandon overt glam threads in favour of classically tailored tuxedos, US military uniforms and an infamous gaucho look. Ironically, Ferry then began to draw a considerable gay male following while Eno, slavered in cosmetics and done up like a camp Christmas tree, became – much to his own satisfaction – an unlikely object of lust for legions of adolescent girls.

The early 1970s pop zeitgeist demanded a radical feminization of the iconic male image, and soon every glam act worth its salt would boast one member who, like Eno, pushed fashionably cool androgyny further than his bandmates. Slade’s preposterously coiffured, kimono-favouring guitarist Dave Hill, Mud’s bouffant-haired, Carmen-Miranda-earring-sporting Rob Davis, The Sweet’s Betty-Boop-lipstick-favouring Steve Priest, among others, all turned themselves into pastiche androgens, teetering on the platform boots of camp provocation towards clownish absurdity. Across the Atlantic, an entire band of mercilessly over-primped, garishly painted lady men was simultaneously emerging – the none-more-louche New York Dolls.

With costumes selected, the album in the can, and shares in a substantial Island Records advance nestling in their previously threadbare current accounts, Roxy Music were soon back mingling with the bingo aficionados at the Granada, Wandsworth, rehearsing heavily for live dates that would be their first with Phil Manzanera in the ranks. They then adjourned to Jubilee studios in Covent Garden for dress rehearsals, McNicholl’s designs rubbing ostentatious shoulder pads with those of Antony Price and Royal College of Art fashion graduates Jim O’Connor and Pamla Motown.

Despite the careful preparations, Roxy’s ‘professional’ career started inauspiciously. In the middle of May, Graham Simpson was ousted from the band. He didn’t need much pushing. The bassist had been in a parlous mental state for some months already and would regularly miss rehearsals. When he did show up he was often distracted and prone to mistakes. It was left to the notoriously non-confrontational Ferry to break the news to his old university friend. Simpson departed for a healing sojourn in India while a seasoned professional, Peter Paul, was installed as the first of Roxy Music’s many subsequent bassists, just in time for the band’s second BBC session on 23 May.

Recorded, conveniently for Eno, at the corporation’s Maida Vale studios, Roxy’s second BBC set, again produced by John Muir and destined for John Peel’s Sounds of the Seventies programme, featured four alternative versions of album highlights, including a speeded-up ‘Bitters End’ and a thrumming ‘Ladytron’ on which Eno’s VCS3 ‘moonscapes’ were spectacularly prevalent. In a 1996 GQ interview (conducted, bizarrely, by comedian Lenny Henry) Eno revealed that he had recently heard a bootleg of the BBC session: ‘You can hear the songs from the first album in the background, and over the top is this complete blitz of synthesizer nonsense. I suddenly realized, “Jesus, if this is what people were hearing no wonder they thought we were weird.”’

Several further provincial dates ensued, after which a nervous, reconfigured Roxy Music travelled up the M1 to make its ostensible professional debut, third from bottom of the bill at the Great Western Express Festival held in a blasted heath near Bardney, in rural Lincolnshire. Taking place over a sodden, benighted Whitsun weekend, the festival provided surreally inappropriate surroundings in which to launch the high-profile public career of esoteric, metropolitan sophisticates such as Roxy Music. To an audience of denim-clad rock fans the band’s bizarre outfits suggested the instant gratification of glam pop then being meted out by T. Rex, Mud, Gary Glitter et al; yet Roxy’s complex, multi-part songs erred towards prog and, ushered in by Eno’s synthesizer effects, the avant-garde. They were greeted with a mixture of genuine curiosity and some puzzlement by an audience that had come to revel in the stolid offerings of Wishbone Ash, Stone The Crows, Rory Gallagher and The Faces. That they played into the teeth of a rain-whipping, force-eight gale only heaped absurdity upon incongruity. Pictures of the show reveal Andy Mackay manfully battling to stay upright on his vertiginous silver platform boots while an emaciated-looking Eno, his strings of silver-sprayed hair blown horizontal, looks like he may be spirited away at any moment.

The festival was a meteorological and financial disaster,* but for Roxy Music it was a more than worthwhile baptism. Reviews of their performance lent the band a good deal more allure than the hindsight of those who skulked in the Lincolnshire rain might have suggested. ‘A lot of people had been waiting to see Roxy Music, and when they came on during Saturday afternoon, there was a lot of interest displayed – with good reason,’ ventured the NME, which also praised Eno’s technical contributions: ‘The tape recorder is an integral part of the instrumentation, and is operated with the same idea as, say, a Mellotron – except that there are no keys. It’s an ordinary Revox. Does it work? Immaculately; there was some faulting with the act, but not from the tape. The cueing was remarkable in its total accuracy, and the taped sounds fitted into the group’s fierce semi-revivalist-with-electronic-edges music.’

Disc magazine marvelled at Roxy’s glamorous twin figureheads: ‘Eno, who handles a VCS synthesizer, greases back his long silver-sprayed hair, forcing it behind his ears; and Bryan Ferry, vocalist, pianist and the group’s composer and acknowledged leader does likewise – preferring gold highlights.’

Lingering in the backstage area were several EG alumni, including recently recruited royalties assistant Anthea Norman-Taylor. She recalls Eno’s unique presence: ‘He was just this weird-looking thing, but he was very friendly and polite. He was like that at the office, too – he was always the one who would most happily engage you in conversation.’

The positive response would ratchet up public interest as the release of Roxy Music’s eponymous debut loomed. The record would garner significant accolades, led by Richard Williams’ Melody Maker review in late June. Williams echoed his verdict on the first Roxy demo in describing ‘… this extraordinary album from this extraordinary group’, going on to describe opening track ‘Re-make/Re-model’ with such appetite-whetting lucidity that it alone might have sent thousands scurrying to the high street to hear for themselves this unprecedented musical crossbreed: ‘… over a steady, thudding beat Bryan Ferry declaims his lyric with the throwaway insolence of a Lou Reed. Eno’s synthesizer bubbles and squeaks around him, Phil Manzanera’s guitar winds up through the gears to peak revs, and Andy Mackay’s alto gibbers and judders. The short instrumental breaks contain echoes of Duane Eddy, the Beatles, Cecil Taylor, King Curtis and Robert Moog – tossed out as humorous asides.’

Although elsewhere Williams injected caveats (he found Sinfield’s production tended towards ‘mushiness’ and he derided Ferry’s King Crimson-esque Mellotron string part on ‘If There is Something’), he was unstinting in his praise for the band’s smoky atmospheres – particularly their perfect synergy with Ferry’s cool, celluloid imagery on the Humphrey Bogart/Casablanca homage ‘2 H.B.’. To Eno’s undoubted satisfaction, Williams singled out the ‘VCS3 wave noises’ on ‘Sea Breezes’ and reserved his most lavish encomium for the track on which Eno was most prominent: ‘Best of all, absolutely, is “Ladytron”: it begins as a little love song, with flickering castanets, but soon shifts into a “Johnny Remember Me” groove, all echoing hoofbeats and Manzanera’s guitar flying over the top like the horse-men of the Apocalypse, finally crashing out huge mushrooming chords as Eno provides a running commentary.’

Tony Tyler in NME was no less complimentary, concluding that, ‘Altogether, this is the finest album I’ve heard this year and the best “first” I can EVER remember.’ Although he also queried a fleeting debt to King Crimson, he found the album ‘beautifully recorded’ and, like Williams, singled out ‘Re-make/Re-Model’, which, ‘uncannily reminds you of all the rock songs you ever heard until you listen for Eno’s synthesizer.’

Critical approbation was not universal, however. Some commentators found Roxy’s antediluvian influences questionable – and there was more than one comparison to turn-of-the-’70s New York doo-wop pasticheurs Sha Na Na – an association that the 1950s-music connoisseur Brian Eno always found especially galling.

On 30 June 1972, twelve months on from auditioning timpanists in Eno’s cramped Camberwell commune, Roxy Music found themselves occupying the broad acres of Wembley’s Empire Pool stage in front of 6,000 paying customers. Admittedly they were only opening for pantomime glam-rock ghoul Alice Cooper, but in his gushing, fanciful programme notes, Bill Ashford gives a flavour of Roxy’s mushrooming aura: ‘I am there. I am in 1972. Look with me into the crystal. See what I see. Hear what I hear. I see five young men – no, six: there is another in the background but now he is coming forward. They call him Eno. His face is clear. He has long flowing silver hair. The faces of the other young men are distinct also. They are called Bryan Ferry and Andy Mackay. They are both very tall and thin – perhaps eight foot tall. They have been to the moon … The whole band goes through Eno’s synthesizer, and it all comes out as new music – Roxy Music.’

Session man Peter Paul had been replaced in time for the Great Western Express Festival by ex-Armada bassist Rik Kenton who’d been recommended by his friend Pete Sinfield – a workmanlike professional and a relatively sunny presence in comparison with his predecessor. Rejuvenated, the band set out on a full provincial tour, taking retro-modern musical chic to such unlikely venues as Northwich Memorial Hall, the Black Prince pub, Bexley and Hornchurch Grammar School. Usually the support act, Roxy were booked onto some unlikely bills. Not the least of these was a date opening for Ulster blues-rocker Rory Gallagher at Liverpool’s St. George’s Hall, where they were subjected to imaginative chants of ‘pooftahs’ – a dim heckle transformed into a braying volley by Eno’s insistence on wiggling his bottom ostentatiously at the front row.

Unreconstructed Scousers notwithstanding, the band were finally developing into a well-drilled musical unit, learning to make the best of limited equipment, little or no pre-show soundchecks and sporadic audience antipathy. A highlight of the set was a new song, ‘Virginia Plain’. Again written by Ferry and sharing the punning title of a 1964 painting of his, which – in keeping with the mordant pop art style of his mentor Richard Hamilton – merged images of the eponymous American cigarette brand with Andy Warhol ‘superstar’ acolyte Baby Jane Holzer, ‘Virginia Plain’ was Roxy Music decanted into three minutes of arch, art school strut that was so deathlessly cool it didn’t even require a chorus. Both an homage to lotus-eating glam fantasy and a glib band autobiography, it would be the band’s first single, produced by Pete Sinfield in three mid-July sessions squeezed between gigs, and another BBC Sounds of the Seventies radio session. Its misleadingly quiet, ‘come hither’ intro was the overture to a heady onrush of ostinato rock ornamented by the revving musique concrète of David Enthoven’s Harley Davidson, flailing lead guitar flashes and weird oboe pulses. Eno’s synthetic frissons also made their presence felt, punctuating the song’s final staccato breakdown like the whimpering death-throes of a malfunctioning robot. Above the clamour, Ferry’s disdainfully mannered delivery was the epitome of detached insouciance – a remote, glitter-age Noel Coward whose patented, clench-tongued slur seemed to turn the English language into something illicitly foreign. Released in August, ‘Virginia Plain’ would be the signature British radio hit of late summer 1972.

The hastily recorded B-side was a contrastingly whimsical Andy Mackay instrumental, ‘The Numberer’ – a piece of kitsch saxophone novelty (originally bearing nonsense vocals by Eno, Mackay and Manzanera, which were erased after being considered too silly) against which Eno teased fluttering sci-fi waves from his VCS3. In attendance at the mixing of the latter was Richard Williams – rapidly establishing himself as Roxy’s Boswell-cum-crusader-in-chief. Williams turned his visit into part of a two-page Melody Maker feature on the band that appeared at the end of July. The piece read like a classy press release. In the article, Williams captured a characteristically preoccupied but upbeat Brian Eno: ‘While the rest of the band mixed the B-side of the new single, Eno was sitting in the control booth with a set of log tables, a notebook, and a rapidly blunting pencil. “I woke up this morning,” quoth he, “with a theory about prime numbers.” The column of numbers in the notebook grew apace.’

Putting his sums to one side, Eno revealed that a portion of his musical contribution to the Roxy live sound was pre-prepared at home using his synthesizer and Revox tape recorder, the results of which were then transferred to an Ampex cassette machine for gigs. It was in early interviews like this that Eno’s image as rock’s premier lab technician was forged – and Richard Williams, who would soon graduate from music journalist to being Eno’s ostensible ‘boss’ in a new job as Island Record’s A&R supremo – was all too happy to paint Eno as the madcap technophile: ‘Soon he’ll be getting a new synthesizer, incorporating a memory circuit which will retain any sequence of notes, up to 256 in fact. It’ll also have various custom devices including phasers and phase shifters and “a device which gives the effect of quad in two speakers – honest!” He’s also about to acquire a special long-delay echo unit, which will delay its repeat anything up to 15 minutes.’*

‘Virginia Plain’, although essentially chorus-less, had nonetheless been recorded with the conscious aim of establishing Roxy Music as pop chart contenders.

1972 was the dawn of an era often characterized as one of bifurcation between frivolous pop acts and ‘serious’, multiple-album-selling rock groups such as Led Zeppelin, Genesis and Pink Floyd; furrow-browed ‘artists’ for whom the single was a trite irrelevance. The perceived schism between superficial pop and ‘profound’ rock was made manifest at the end of June when Roxy were invited to perform on the BBC’s album-orientated TV show The Old Grey Whistle Test – their first televised performance. The show prided itself on capturing touring bands ‘live in the studio’ and its presenter, ‘Whispering’ Bob Harris (who had, unfortunately for Roxy, recently superseded Richard Williams as the programme’s frontman), epitomized sanctimonious rock purism. He regarded Roxy’s mimed performance of ‘Ladytron’ as tantamount to heresy, going as far as voicing his disapproval during the show. ‘I said on air that I thought they were arrogant,’ Harris recalled three decades later. ‘People still challenge me about it today.’ In fairness, Roxy did nothing to evince humility, particularly a dismissively vamping Eno, resplendent in leopard-print chemise and gold ladies’ gloves.

While more earnest critics – and many a doctrinaire student – looked upon the ostensible division between rock and pop as an article of faith, there were in fact, a number of artists who, like Roxy, successfully bridged the gap. Not the least of them was David Bowie, whose career to date had already endured more abortive launches than the Apollo space programme to which his 1969 breakthrough hit ‘Space Oddity’ had alluded. In June 1972, Bowie was finally on the cusp of major international rock stardom having that month released an album that would prove to be at least as epochal as Roxy’s debut: The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars. Preceding the album, the single ‘Starman’ had blazed a trail into the UK Top 10, and its accompanying Top of the Pops performance, in which a spike-haired, silver-clad Bowie casually but knowingly slung an arm around guitarist Mick Ronson, would be glam rock’s defining televisual moment. Part comradely gesture, part faux-homoerotic tease, it was destined to be repeated across the playgrounds of Britain by pubescent boys, most of whom would have run screaming from anything ‘tainted’ with the word ‘homo’.

Although Bryan Ferry cut far too aloof a figure to reprise such an overt gesture, Roxy would soon find themselves objects of similar ingenuous approval after ‘Virginia Plain’ rocketed them into the sharp end of the UK singles chart, peaking at No. 4 in mid-August and lingering in the Top 40 into November. Their own image-defining Top of the Pops performance would introduce the wider British public to a band that was both musically and visually a match for Bowie – most especially the glittering, green-clad, telegenically alluring Bryan Ferry. In contrast, Eno, shrouded in uncharacteristically demure black fake fur and miming lackadaisically at the VCS3, would cut an unusually peripheral figure on whom the camera rarely lingered. Nonetheless, this audio-visual manifestation helped rehabilitate Roxy’s eponymous album, which had previously clung to the lower reaches of the chart. With ‘Virginia Plain’ pounding from radios, Roxy Music duly entered Radio Luxembourg DJ David ‘Kid’ Jensen’s respected and influential ‘Hot Heavy 20’ chart (governed by audience requests and published in weekly music paper Sounds) and then into the ‘official’ UK Top 10.

EG were understandably eager to capitalize on the band’s escalating profile. In the fast-rising David Bowie they saw a fellow traveller. Arty, futuristic, sensual but cerebral, Bowie offered glittered coat-tails on which Roxy could happily ride.* Bowie had already invited the band to share a late June bill at the Croydon Greyhound which in turn led to a support slot at his Finsbury Park Rainbow showcase over the stifling weekend of 19–20 August 1972. Bowie’s performances, with choreography by theatrical mime artist Lindsay Kemp and elaborate set designs, marked the first flowering of his superstar alto ego – the ‘leper messiah’ Ziggy Stardust, and were the hot ticket (entry to the stalls cost a handsome 75p) of the summer gig schedule.

In addition to Roxy, half-Jamaican Peterborough resident singer-guitarist Lloyd Watson was also on the bill. A recent winner of Melody Maker’s folk-rock solo artist competition, Watson’s story is pure 42nd Street fantasy, having gone from Cambridgeshire pub backrooms to The Old Grey Whistle Test (where, unlike Roxy, he was very much Bob Harris’s cup of tea) and now the 3,000-seat Rainbow, in a matter of weeks. Watson retains vivid memories of the Finsbury Park shows and recalls the enmity between EG and Bowie’s equally implacable management company MainMan, helmed by the imposing Tony DeFries: ‘I remember walking into the Rainbow and Bowie’s band were all standing around up on stage wearing this really weird attire. I actually thought Woody Wood-mansey – the drummer – was Bowie, he looked the weirdest. When Roxy arrived at the Rainbow it was made clear that they weren’t going to be upstaged by David Bowie or his management. They had Mark Fenwick and David Enthoven with them and they were very intent on “our boys looking the best”, as it were. There was a lot of strutting about. It was the beginning of the era of the aggressive big-shot managers like Peter Grant with Led Zeppelin. Mark Fenwick was really quite ruthless; he always gave off this incredibly powerful, businesslike aura. EG were desperate for Roxy not to be upstaged.’

Simmering rivalry, particularly from the two respective road crews, spiralled after Bowie’s soundcheck (which was being shot for a promo film by photographer Mick Rock) overran, leaving Roxy just enough time to set up their equipment but not enough for any substantial dry run. Despite the tension and complications, the group delivered their most powerful and accomplished sets to date, with Eno at his most animated, at times attacking the VCS3 with one hand, the other raised in coquettish salute above his head. The shows proved an affirmation of the band’s new-found status – not so much Bowie’s warm-up act as challengers to the art-glam throne. The next week’s music papers were divided about who had actually triumphed at the Rainbow. While they might not have readily admitted it, even Bowie’s partisan followers had a grudging admiration for these like-minded purveyors of futuristic raunch and uncompromising style, although by now Roxy were establishing a significant, highly visible fanbase of their own. At the Rainbow there had been clutches of boys in Eno-esque rouge and their girlfriends’ cast-off blouses, and girls sporting Kari-Ann-esque 1940s chic. EG were eager to extend the band’s first moment in the sun, lining up an autumn headlining UK tour with American dates also under discussion. Carol McNicholl was soon billeted at the Singer sewing machine once more as Eno sought to augment his wardrobe. Meanwhile, a significant Roxy backlash began to brew. To many of the yeomen of UK rock, still busily perambulating the motorway system in the name of dues-paying ‘integrity’, Roxy Music seemed to have been fast-tracked to stardom without breaking sweat, let alone clocking up the requisite digits on the Transit van milometer. Palpable peer resentment had been in the air even before Bob Harris’s disdainful comments back in June – so much so that Richard Williams (who else?) saw fit to defend Roxy’s honour in the Melody Maker: ‘One imagines that countless hard-gigging pros, up and down the island, are swearing their heads off at the way Roxy has taken off. After all, only a couple of the band’s six members have any real experience of life on the road. Dues paying, as far as Roxy is concerned, has been virtually eliminated by a combination of imaginative excellence and intelligent strategy.’

A decade later, Williams recalled this smouldering acrimony with bemusement, telling Roxy biographer Johnny Rogan, ‘It seems impossible to believe now, but people felt that they couldn’t be real because they hadn’t paid their dues! There was a really strong feeling about this. If you polled the music business and asked, should this band be a success? – 99 per cent would have said, “No, they should be liquidated tomorrow.”’

The hand-wringers may have taken a crumb of comfort when Roxy’s easy ride slid off the rails at the end of August – Bryan Ferry being taken ill and diagnosed with tonsillitis, causing the band’s late summer tour to be postponed, with £10,000 worth of dates scrubbed. For the first time since the beginning of the year, Eno and his confreres could cool their heels. However, while Ferry had his tonsils removed (in a carefully orchestrated EG publicity heist, journalists and photographers were invited to capture the recouping singer at a private London clinic, where they found a beaming, lordly Ferry in a monogrammed dressing gown, quaffing revivifying champagne), Eno threw himself, characteristically, into a whirl of extra-curricular activity.

After a couple of days spent experimenting with guitars and tape delay effects with Phil Manzanera at Grantully Road, Eno took up an offer from Manzanera’s friend Bill MacCormick to play synthesizer on a recording session for his current band, Matching Mole, who were cutting their second album, Little Red Record. A spin-off from Canterbury scene progressive rock avatars Soft Machine (their name being an Anglicized version of machine molle – French for ‘soft machine’), Matching Mole were fronted by singing drummer and, like MacCormick, future Eno collaborator Robert Wyatt. Wyatt had first met and befriended Eno at an exhibition of Peter Schmidt’s paintings for which Eno’s tapes provided subliminal musical background and the pair had struck up an almost instant friendship. ‘We started meeting just socially – playing Scrabble, chatting about this and that,’ Wyatt recalls. ‘It’s always fun with Brian. Alfie [Alfreda Benge, Wyatt’s wife and creative partner] and I liked him so much – he was always a welcome visitor.’

The Matching Mole album was being produced by Robert Fripp, while, fresh from filming the Nic Roeg-directed psychic thriller Don’t Look Now, actress Julie Christie, along with Alfie Benge, contributed monologue vocals. Matching Mole already possessed a fine keyboard player in David McRae, whose nose was put considerably out of joint by Eno’s presence. McRae, however, had no experience of synthesizers and it’s testament to how novel the instrument was (and how profound an impression Eno’s electronics had already made) that MacCormick turned to the self-styled ‘non-musician’ to spice up the band’s sound. Ultimately Eno’s contribution was restricted to some frissons of fizzing VCS3 on the introduction of a track called ‘Gloria Gloom’ (also the piece on which Julie Christie intoned) – a song whose polemical lyrics, penned by left-wing ideologue Wyatt (‘How can I pretend that music is more relevant than fighting for a socialist world?’), might have been plucked from a Cornelius Cardew homily.

For all his associations with leftist musical cadres, the Brian Eno of 1972 was an ostensibly apolitical being and while there may have been doctrinal discourse, Eno spent most of the Matching Mole session flirting with Julie Christie and observing Fripp at the mixing desk. He was impressed by the erstwhile King Crimson man’s apparently ultra-disciplined approach to production. Today, Wyatt remembers little of Eno’s musical contributions but does recall producer Fripp nixing the band’s ideas: ‘The only thing that surprised me about Fripp was when Bill [MacCormick] and I wanted to record a sort of multi-layered bass solo. Fripp rather curtly said it wouldn’t be appropriate; then we later found him doing the same thing – it seemed to me – on his own records, and calling it “Frippertronics” …’

Eno shared a fondness for this ‘multi-layered’ instrumental approach and invited Fripp over to Grantully Road to try some looping, multi-track tape and guitar experiments. Fripp remembers Eno first demonstrating his newly configured twin tape recorder delay system to the guitarist in July 1972, but it was on 8 September that he appeared at Leith Mansions armed with his Gibson Les Paul guitar and effects pedals for a full experimental session. After he and Eno had shared a bottle of red wine, Fripp began to noodle along to Eno’s tapes (including an old, Toru Takemitsu-inspired experimental piece called ‘Delay & Decay’ that dated from Winchester days). Eno, who Fripp insisted on addressing, for no explicable reason, as ‘Captain’ (a pet name that endures to this day), fed the guitar into his modified Revox A77 machines whose tapes spooled in and out of each other, allowing the musical signal to bounce from one set of playback heads to the other, building inexorably into loops of shimmering, self-reflecting sound.

Although Eno’s ‘system’ seemed innovative, it was hardly original. As far back as 1963, Terry Riley had composed pieces on an invention he dubbed the ‘Time Lag Accumulator’ – a tape delay/feedback system employing two synchronized tape recorders. Fripp recalled his first encounter with Eno’s set-up in a 1981 interview with Melody Maker’s Lynden Barber. It was a system, which – as Robert Wyatt contends – he would then co-opt for his own ends with the creation of ‘Frippertronics’: ‘I’ve always been very happy to say it [the tape delay system] was introduced to me by Eno in July ‘72 – he told me he discovered it independently. Riley was obviously using it in the sixties; the same system was even included in a book on electronic music in the late sixties. Now, having made all the acknowledgments as far as I can, I adapted it as a way of working for me.’

However impressed he was with the systems, Fripp was initially sceptical about the musical results, although Eno was immeasurably pleased with what the pair had concocted and saw in the synergy between Fripp’s virtuosity and his own facility for sound manipulation the roots of a potentially bountiful collaboration, as he explained to Mojo’s Andy Gill in 1995: ‘He [Fripp] did all the clever stuff, for sure, but the sound that he was hearing was routed through my machinery; I was changing it and he was responding to what I was doing. This was really a new idea, the notion that two people could make one sound in that way. That kind of got me into the idea of the studio, not as a place for reproducing music but as a place for changing it, or re-creating it from scratch.’

Fripp overcame his initial hesitation and returned later in the month for a repeat session, at which further pieces were captured. The most successful of the Fripp and Eno improvisations would gather dust among the latter’s ever-swelling tape library for over a year before being released on the album No Pussyfooting in November 1973 – a record Fripp would go on to describe as ‘the best thing I’ve ever done’.

For Eno, moonlighting adventures had to take a back seat as October rolled into November and Roxy Music embarked on their rearranged UK tour. There was little time to rehearse new material, although Ferry had spent the previous few weeks in introspective mood, polishing songs on the Steinway grand piano he’d had delivered to his substantial new Earls Court apartment. An old song, the sinister, loping ‘The Bogus Man Part 1’ was scheduled for inclusion, along with a courtly electric piano minuet called ‘For Your Pleasure’, but for the most part, fresh material languished on the back burner while the band ploughed through the same set that had served them well throughout 1972, reserving ‘Virginia Plain’ for the inevitable, rousing encore.

To coincide with the tour, Melody Maker published ‘The Roxy File’ – a two-page spread proffering thumbnail band biographies, comprehensive equipment lists, likes and dislikes (even going so as far as including their preferred choice of transportation: ‘Daimler or Bentley’). Eno’s instrumental arsenal was listed as, ‘synthesizer, tape recorder, snake guitar, bass and falsetto vocals’. He offered as his favourite single the 1960s falsetto pop anthem ‘The Mountain’s High’ by Dick and Deedee, his favourite singer as Lou Reed and his favourite musician, the tycoon of teen, producer Phil Spector.

The eighteen-date UK tour took up most of November 1972, with the venues of provincial Britain, from Weston-super-Mare’s Winter Gardens to Redcar’s Jazz Club, along with a litany of university student unions, bearing witness to a band still radiant with the first bloom of success. They took with them their own PA and lights (although a number of venues had insufficient space to accommodate the rig, so house equipment had to suffice) and an intro tape of Eno’s latest musical discovery, the ‘Canon in D Major’ by baroque 17th-century German composer Johann Pachelbel – a piece of music he would later fillet for his 1975 Discreet Music album.

A more questionably Teutonic reference manifested at the Stoke-on-Trent show where a cabal of boiler-suited males gathered at the front of the stage and began a synchronized jackboot stomp, raising the spectre of Roxy as harbingers of neo-Nazism and Clockwork Orange-style ultra-violence. Eno, whose on-tour reading matter included William L. Shirer’s epic history The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, quipped ironically that he was considering taking the stage at future shows decked out in full SS regalia.*

To his credit, even as he entered his rock star pomp, Eno’s ego was mostly held in check by a healthy propensity for self-deprecation. For encores he would now appear brandishing a giant plastic knife and fork with which he would wryly pretend to ‘eat’ his synthesizer. It made for great theatre, and endeared him further to his ever-swelling battalions of fans who seemed to relish this odd combination of untouchable, alien glamour and image-puncturing self-mockery.

Also along for the ride was support act Lloyd Watson, with whom Eno had struck up a friendship during the Rainbow shows back in August. Watson was an irrepressible ‘loon’, to use the argot of the era, given to amiably intended, if sometimes perilous, high jinks when inebriated. Watson, more than anyone in the Roxy camp, could bring out the devil and the small child in Eno, as he recalls: ‘On tour there were always double rooms and we’d vary – one night I’d share with Bryan Ferry, another I’d be in with Eno. I always had the most fun and mischief when I was with Eno … You get very bored on tour, so Brian and I would get up to some odd things to pass the time. We were both into cockney rhyming slang, for instance. We’d make up these ridiculous rhymes and try and outdo each other. He’d be writing them down in his little book and I’d be writing them down in mine.’

Such mundane pastimes illustrate the relatively restrained tenor of the Roxy Music caravan. Associated in the public mind with esoteric decadence and art school bohemianism, Roxy were, it seems, comparatively abstemious when it came to backstage proclivities. ‘I didn’t see a lot of drug-taking, surprisingly enough,’ Watson confesses. ‘Andy Mackay was a smoker and Phil Manzanera didn’t mind indulging. A couple of times Bryan Ferry would come to me and I’d give him a couple of purple hearts or whatever, but I never saw Eno take any drugs. He may have had the occasional puff on a joint, but that would be it.’

Artificial intoxicants may not have attracted him unduly, but Eno was diverted by another sentient indulgence – sex, specifically the deflowering of young, willing female fans. In November, NME published a Nick Kent overview of the Roxy phenomenon in which the maverick journalist quizzed the band’s chief scream-inducers about the nature of their adolescent appeal, eliciting brief but revealing answers: ‘Action quotes from Messrs Ferry and Eno about their new-found teen adulation. Mr Ferry: “Show business is strange”. Mr Eno: “Young girls are wonderful”.’

In 1972, Brian Eno would hardly have been alone in regarding incipient rock stardom as a passport to carnal abandon – the touring musician’s time-honoured droit du seigneur. Sexual peccadilloes and celebrity, then as now, went hand in glove. Perhaps because he had married so young and was making up for ‘lost time’, the footloose Eno seems to have taken to sensual pleasures with particular gusto. Eno’s escalating appeal wasn’t restricted to young girls, however, as Richard Williams duly noted in a Melody Maker review of a Roxy show at Manchester’s Hardrock venue: ‘Shadowy figures took the stage, the greatest response being reserved for the lad with the dye in his hair and a twinkle in his fingers. “Eno! Eno!” they roared. And the odd thing is that the loudest roarers were thickset bearded lads who looked as though they’d just come from thrashing the All Blacks on the rugby field. To see them yelling for this slight blond youth was, indeed, strange.’

Nick Kent caught the tour in Ferry and Thompson’s home patch, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, where post-gig hysteria had the band briefly imprisoned in the dressing room. Although he bemoaned the lack of fresh material, Kent was wowed by the newly thrusting Roxy Music: ‘The music? Well, the good news is that the band have been tighter than before and the music is now far more, dare I say, virile than one hears on their recorded works.’

In Sounds, Steve Peacock identified the band’s twin-headlight appeal: ‘Bryan Ferry takes one end of the stage: dark colours, wide shoulders, and traditional rock and roller’s mannerisms – facing outwards over his keyboards and occasionally dancing out into the centre of the stage. The other side belongs to Eno and his table of devices – he looks brighter, with streaked blond hair, wide braces, a hunched stance, and a rather seedier image. The band are between them both in position and appearance.’

Peacock would subsequently grill Eno at his Leith Mansions flat, and found his subject, typically, looking for ways to revolutionize the predictable touring round: ‘…it would be ideal to sit down on Monday and plan the act for the Saturday after next – get clothes made, props made, everything, so it’s like a complete pantomime so it could be a completely organized and unique event that was never repeated … I’d love to be able to do that, do something unique at each place so that a kind of mythology would grow up. “Did you see them when they were all dressed up in tuxedos and had 15 dancing girls?”, or “Did you see them when they had ten members of the Hitler youth marching round the audience?”’

Not quite that extravagant, but almost as noteworthy, in early December Eno joined his Portsmouth Sinfonia colleagues at London’s Queen Elizabeth Hall for a guest spot in a Gavin Bryars ‘one man show’, which also featured the world premier of The Raising of the Titanic, an early airing of his tape and orchestra work Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me Yet and a piece called The Squirrel and the Rickety Rackety Bridge, written for free-improvising guitarist Derek Bailey, which involved the performer playing two guitars simultaneously, on his back.

Soon after, Eno rejoined the Roxy ranks as they jetted out to New York to begin the band’s first US tour. Abuzz with anticipation and perhaps a little trepidation, they were about to embark on the most testing month of the band’s existence. The American sojourn would return Roxy to the bottom-of-the-bill purgatory which they’d endured during the first half of 1972 and with the prospect of negligible sound-checks, the tour promised a stark contrast to the comparative luxury they’d recently enjoyed as UK headliners.

Roxy’s stateside anonymity was similar to that of several domestically successful British bands on their first US jaunt and EG’s projected roots-up assault on the continent closely paralleled that recently attempted by salt-of-the-earth glam hit-makers Slade. For all their best rebel-rousing efforts, the Black Country rockers found their cartoonish anthems and cheeky, good-time antics – not to mention droning West Midlands accents (they might have been speaking Ancient Sumarian as far as the denizens of Middle America were concerned) – mostly fell on deaf ears. Their campaign, like so many before and since, foundered.*

Despite a couple of glowing reviews for their debut album in the Los Angeles Times and in Phonograph, Roxy Music jetted into New York as equally unknown, if more crisply elocuted, quantities. There was exhilaration in the ranks, nonetheless. For Ferry, America meant retro-Hollywood elegance, the sophistication of art deco New York, and the neon glamour of Las Vegas: ‘Going to New York has always been a dream,’ he admitted to American Disc journalist Lisa Robinson in London, just before the transatlantic trip.

In the same interview, Eno described America as ‘my emotional homeland’ and eulogized New York – a city he would one day call home: ‘I feel that there are two places I’m emotionally based in, and one is the English countryside, where I was born and bred, and the other is the heart of New York City … I’ve got this feeling, which is totally unfounded, in fact, that I really know New York very well and will be at home there. I’ve always been attracted to whatever place on the planet seemed to be the centre of the most tension and energy, and New York seems to be that. For a while London was that, but I’ve been living here for a while and now the grass seems greener on the other side.’

In late November, in preparation for the adoring gaze of Uncle Sam, Eno had some minor cosmetic work done on some uneven front teeth. His reconditioned smile was much in evidence when Roxy arrived at their uptown New York hotel to be greeted by a voluminous display of poinsettias and an accompanying good luck card from ‘rival’ David Bowie. Bowie would have been all too acutely aware of the toil required to get futuristic art rock played by lurex and make-up-favouring English boys past the obdurate conservatism of the Midwest (indeed, Bowie would only achieve American market penetration courtesy of his pertinently glam rock-eschewing, faux-US-soul album Young Americans in 1975).

Whether or not Roxy Music would ‘break’ America, EG, and US record company Warner Brothers at least hoped to build a solid fanbase for their charges, based on lengthy, nationwide tours – a marked contrast to the strategic fast-tracking that had characterized the band’s British ascent. In 1972, American suspicion of ‘hype’ was even more acute than that in the UK, so there was understandable caution about the band being perceived as queue-jumpers. For Roxy Music, it was the grand trudge or nothing.

There were other reasons to be sceptical of the American embrace. The band were particularly irked about playing without their bespoke lighting rig – its pools of lurid purple and green (the cues painstakingly choreographed by Eno) lent the band a strange, sickly glamour and had become one of their distinguishing hallmarks. More worrying still were the bills that Roxy had been booked to open, most of which screamed incompatibility. The problem lay in the myopia of Warner Brothers who equated glam rock with Alice Cooper and imagined Roxy to be similarly inclined towards cheap theatrics and anthemic rock. Thus they were jemmied onto bills with blues maverick Edgar Winter (again), English rockers Humble Pie and denim-favouring Los Angelino boogie band Jo Jo Gunne – all of whose fans remained stoically underwhelmed by Roxy’s ritzy vamping. As the month-long tour serpentined from Athens, Ohio to Tampa, Florida, via New York, Los Angeles and across swathes of the Midwest, it became increasingly obvious that overnight American success was off the agenda.

In New York, Roxy opened for supremely incompatible prog-rock goblins Jethro Tull. Playing in front of 18,000 Manhattan Tull-ites was daunting enough, but first they had to endure a stilted press luncheon laid on by Warner Brothers in their honour. At the reception, assembled journalists loitered uneasily before devouring the gratis fare under the watchful eye of patrolling tour manager Frank Barsalona, cutting an impressively corpulent figure swathed in a Persian broadtail lambskin coat. The mood of mutual suspicion was only broken by esteemed rock writer and noted prankster Richard Meltzer who, in an act of typical – if inexplicable – surrealism, presented Eno with a sculptural artefact: a sponge moulded in rubber jelly.

That evening’s show was beset with sound problems, through which the band struggled manfully. They were used to it by now, but increasingly enraged by the repercussions of their lowly rank. When members of UK glam rockers Mott The Hoople stopped by the Roxy dressing room to pay their respects they found a seething Ferry, piqued once again by a non-existent soundcheck and the haranguing from Tull’s roadies, who threatened to pull the plug on them if they played for a second longer than their allotted twenty-five minutes.

Warner Brothers’ promotional activities were generally negligible. In addition to the New York luncheon they set up an LA showcase gig at Hollywood’s Whisky A Go Go club on Sunset Strip (where a juggler and fire eater were hired to lend a modicum of spectacle), but that was almost the sum total. They barely serviced radio stations, which might have championed the band, and some humiliating onthe-road encounters duly ensued, with radio interviews regularly descending into farce, as Eno later recounted to NME’s Nick Kent: ‘On one of them it was obvious that the interviewer knew absolutely nothing about us and had just been given a promo sheet beforehand. He asked me about an album I was supposed to be recording with a Rupert Frupp. I informed him that the name was in fact Rodney Frock.’

Group morale inevitably sagged as the tour ground its way from one dispiriting venue to another apathetic audience, although it was Eno who remained most buoyant, partially because, much to the chagrin of an increasingly weary Ferry, it was he who became the instant centre of attention whenever Warners did manage to put the band in front of the press. Ferry was particularly taken aback when journalists became obsessed with a report that Eno had been recording the sound made by earthworms* – hardly the stuff of retro-futurist glamour. A schism between the two figure heads was palpably manifesting, but with almost heroically British male reserve, neither they, nor any of the Roxy entourage, said anything. ‘Brian was enjoying himself on tour,’ Ferry reflects. ‘I was just so damned tired all the time. I found it exhausting having to sing night after night and then be subjected to endless interviews. I look after my voice these days but back then I didn’t know any different. I had trouble with tonsillitis soon after. I wasn’t feeling on top of my game … I never liked the interview process, whereas Brian was really making a meal of it. He loved to talk and people loved to talk to him because he’s very engaging. Of course that was actually a great asset to the band, but it didn’t seem like it to me at the time.’

At least in LA, Roxy found a sympathetic audience and some equally welcome sunshine. Warners had actually pushed the promotional boat out and invested in a giant billboard of the Roxy Music album cover – which meant a gargantuan Kari-Ann Moller reclining alluringly along a fair stretch of Sunset Boulevard. The band’s two sets at the Whisky found them back in control of their sound and lights and they duly wowed Warners’ massed invitees, most of whom were music-biz insiders already tipped off about London’s hip new thing.

Enthusiastic journalists were herded in to meet the band during the interval, while the jugglers juggled. A collective brave face was put on what had been a grim odyssey to date. While Ferry bemoaned the caricature simplification of their performance demanded by the unconducive basketball and ice hockey stadia they’d been toiling in, Andy Mackay reckoned it could have been worse. Indeed, taking glass-half-full optimism rather literally, Mackay’s only substantial complaint was that Americans put too much ice in their drinks – a grievance he demonstrably exorcised by systematically removing the frozen cubes from his glass of Coke and throwing them at Eno. It was left to the dampened synth player to sum up the band’s predicament, explaining – with typical concision – to American journalist Larry Vilaubi, that technical issues were all that was holding them back: ‘The only times we haven’t been accepted were when we didn’t play well – and that was always because of equipment … We play complex music which demands soundchecks beforehand, which we haven’t always had. We’ve been playing short sets to large places, and that’s annoying. You have to condense, so we can’t do long, slow things. It’s difficult to generate a mood. It’s amazing how quickly 35 minutes goes.’

While in LA, Ferry and Eno met ex-Velvet Underground viola player John Cale, then working for Warner Brothers’ Californian office. He had recently recorded his most substantial solo album, Paris 1919, with members of Little Feat as his band and fellow Welshman and drug buddy Chris Thomas at the mixing desk. For a while, Cale’s name was linked to the production of Roxy’s sophomore album, but, as Cale recalls, his countryman beat him to the punch: ‘I was working at Warners. I was hired as an A&R man and I got word through the grapevine about the possibility of producing this interesting group from England. While I was doing Paris 1919 with Chris Thomas I got the call, but I didn’t really know anything about them. I asked Chris if he knew anything about them, and he said “yeah, they’re great”. Next thing I hear I get a phone call from Chris saying he’s going to produce the Roxy album!’

Ferry and Eno were equally keen to contact the VU’s guitar player Sterling Morrison, only to be informed that he’d given up music and was teaching Medieval English Literature at the University of Texas in Austin.

Despite general indifference to the band, Eno mesmerized US audiences. Even in the ultra-orthodox Midwest he won admirers – his bizarre appearance, esoteric air, clearly enunciated erudition and perceived ‘zaniness’ fitted snugly with the US stereotype of cerebral English eccentricity. It was a combination that would make the Monty Python comedy troupe an unlikely American cause célèbre over the next few years. However, it wasn’t all smooth sailing for Roxy’s most visible icon. On more than one occasion he had to slip away from potential confrontations in diners and bars when his outlandish appearance would invite either redneck ire or lewd come-ons from the gay fraternity. At a festival in Miami he nearly came a cropper when malfunctioning onstage monitors sent him into a frustrated rage. He concluded the set by giving the venue’s enfeebled PA equipment a good kicking, which hardly endeared him to the retinue of backstage roadies who were responsible for the gear. Eno spewed his apologies as the heavies closed in; then beat a hasty retreat. On another occasion, he was hit full in the chest by a full can of beer while giving his all on the harmony vocal of ‘If There Is Something’, although he was later informed that the fullness meant it had been an act of ‘approval’.

After a muted Christmas spent holed up in a New York hotel, the tour concluded with three nights at the beginning of January 1973 at a tiny club called My Mother’s Place in Washington DC. Here the band at least had the chance to work up a decent sound, even if the audience was negligible. ‘We were in this club with about twenty people there,’ Ferry sighs. ‘We ended up mingling with the audience …’

When Roxy returned to a freezing London later in the month they did so with no little relief. In the ensuing weeks, Ferry and Eno received several interviewers keen to know what impression the Land of the Free had made on them. The pair’s very different responses were symptomatic of an expanding fissure that would soon threaten the Bryan/Brian duopoly. An increasingly defensive, diffident Ferry vouch-safed little beyond criticism of Middle America’s conservatism and opined that while Hollywood was beautiful it was peopled by bores and New York was similarly ‘wasted on New Yorkers’. ‘I don’t think Americans are very informed, actually. They’re not very bright,’ he concluded during a particularly world-weary three-way interview with the NME’s Ian MacDonald, Charles Shaar Murray and Nick Kent at the end of January.

Eno’s post-US disposition was in marked contrast to Ferry’s barely disguised ennui. He had enjoyed the press attention and had spent the long hours on the road formulating innumerable extra-curricular musical ideas. He’d also picked up a lithe young San Franciscan playmate called Cassandra, who accompanied him all the way from the West Coast back to Grantully Road. The reaction to this from Eno’s intended, Carol McNicholl, can only be imagined. She was certainly absent during Eno’s own post-tour audience with Nick Kent in February 1973, which was as mischievously upbeat as Ferry’s had been subdued. Eno introduced Kent to his Californian acolyte, who appeared bearing a tray of tea. The hard-bitten interrogator was obviously rather beguiled: ‘She was, it turned out, a native of San Francisco, an actress, amongst other things who had fallen madly in love with the Divine Mr E when the Roxies played the Bay area. Who says that good old-fashioned romance doesn’t still exist in the mean world of showbiz?’

With the infatuated Cassandra hovering, Eno regaled Kent about his various run-ins with her countrymen and exuded an apparently boundless zeal for putative new projects – an enthusiasm patently already spilling way beyond the confines of Roxy Music. His latest preoccupations, Kent learned, were ‘discipline’ and, in the first substantially documented taste of a future musical direction, ‘muzak’: ‘Right now I’m very interested in Muzak as a form. I used to suffer from long stretches of insomnia and was forced to construct a piece using tape-loops that took the form of Muzak which, in turn, was conducive to sleep. Really, the potential to be found in the use of electronic music has only just begun to be mined.’

During the colourful interview Kent surveyed Eno’s domicile, revealing more than a glimpse of the emergent rock star’s lifestyle. Unused photographs of Kari-Ann Moller, newspaper cuttings about a serial killer and various fanciful items from Eno’s extensive wardrobe – including a black bomber jacket festooned in peacock feathers, which he donned to pose for the NME cameraman in front of a wall full of kitsch flying ducks. No mention was made of the peacock jacket’s tailor, Carol McNicholl. Kent pried further into Eno’s domain, even peeking into the fridge, finding not very much beside the jellied sponge Richard Meltzer had presented to him in New York.

In the end, the intimate ménage à trois went a little far even for the redoubtable Kent, who took his leave of Eno’s ‘playboy bachelor flat in mystical Maida Vale’ with its famous occupant ranting further about ‘discipline’ and ‘bondage’, while Cassandra simulated S&M poses. The image of Eno the exotic miscreant was firmly etched in Kent’s feature, which appeared on 3 February, augmenting Brian’s already outré reputation.

Despite the ambiguous reaction to their American jaunt, Roxy Music had good reason for optimism in the early months of 1973. They featured heavily in the weekly music papers’ ‘best of’ readers’ polls published at the end of January and early February. In NME the band won the ‘most promising’ category and were also voted fourteenth ‘best British band’. Among various other accolades, Brian Eno (a man who had recently registered at the Speakeasy – the London rock scene’s premier after-hours members’ club – proudly putting down his profession as ‘non-musician’) was voted the UK’s ninth ‘best keyboard player’, while Ferry made seventeenth ‘best British male singer’. Roxy were similarly feted in Disc and to a lesser extent in Melody Maker and Sounds, where the column inches devoted to Eno were beginning to noticeably outstrip those dedicated to Ferry.

While the plaudits were raining down, Roxy returned to the studio to begin work on their second album. It had been just nine months since the shoestring recording of their debut; things were very different now. Air Studios, the state-of-the-art fifth-floor recording facility overlooking Oxford Circus (now home to Nike Town), owned by Beatles’ producer George Martin was booked for six weeks solid. Neither John Cale nor any other erstwhile members of the Velvet Underground were ultimately employed, but in their place were sometime Cale producer Chris Thomas, fresh from helping with the mix of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon. With him was co-producer and engineer John Anthony – already an established affiliate of blue riband prog rockers such as Genesis and Yes, he would later produce Queen’s debut album.

The second Roxy Music album, which already bore the working title For Your Pleasure, would prove to be an even more open and musically adventurous collection than its predecessor, as Eno reflected in Mojo in 1998: ‘A few things like “For Your Pleasure” and “In Every Dream Home a Heartache” had been written, but they hadn’t received anything like the attention those on the first record had. Also, we – particularly me – had started to become more aware of the studio as a place where you could do things that you couldn’t really imagine before you got there. So we deliberately left more of the record to be made when we got to the studio: we were prepared to go in there with much less firm ideas, which of course became my style of working completely.’

Eno, meanwhile, was keeping his avant-garde hand in courtesy of the Portsmouth Sinfonia. He was also regaling EG with an endless torrent of propositions. ‘Brian used to come out with masses of ideas,’ David Enthoven recalls. ‘Eno is the best second-hand car salesman I’ve ever met. His enthusiasm is infectious – he could sell you anything. In another life he would have worn a mohair suit. If we were able to offer anything it was to act as a bit of a sieve.’

One idea that got ‘sieved’ was for Eno to compile an album of music that used only hybrid instruments and ‘organic’ sounds such as hand bells, glass harmonicas and steel drums. Having mooted the idea, Eno was alerted to the music of eccentric British composer Basil Kirchin, some of whose work used similarly fragmentary ‘organic’ elements. It so happened that Kirchin was about to release an album on Island, Worlds Within Worlds, and in February Eno was invited to contribute sleevenotes to the record: ‘Within the first couple of minutes it became obvious to me that Basil had not only discovered a whole new area of sound, but had exploited it with extreme skill and sensitivity, producing beautiful and evocative music as well. This was a bonus I hadn’t expected. One is accustomed to assuming that whereas one person might discover a medium, and be recognized for the achievement, it will take another person, fresh and free from preconception, to make good use of it.’*

Meanwhile, the For Your Pleasure sessions continued. Plucked rather hurriedly (it was ‘unnecessarily rushed’ according to Eno) from the recordings and released as the band’s second single, ‘Pyjamarama’ would glide serenely into the Top 10 in early March – Roxy once again wowing the nation during another dazzling Top of the Pops performance. Written by Ferry, unusually, on the guitar, ‘Pyjamarama’ arrived in a cascading, Who-like fanfaronade of electric guitar chords, before launching into a (yet again chorus-less) slice of svelte pop-rock, over which Ferry imparted a yearning billet doux to an unrequited love. It was very much Ferry’s show, with Eno’s synthesizers allowed only a peripheral role.

It had been six months since ‘Virginia Plain’ had graced the higher echelons of the UK hit parade – a lifetime in the rapid-turnover world of 1970s pop singles – but it seemed Roxy’s chart credentials were undiminished and reviewers were equally effusive. Writing about the single in Disc at the end of February 1973, John Peel was typically fulsome in his praise – singling out Eno’s contributions: ‘Another dandy pearl from the boys. Opening with ringing chords that stir up strange echoes that include a sound not unlike that of a pencil being moved hither and yon in the neck of a milk bottle, this is another case of don’t-know-what’s-coming-next-but-it’s-bound-to-be-good … There’s a kazoo-like flurry from the synthesizer – or it could even be a synthesizer-like flurry from the kazoo. Whichever it be it is a handsome row.’

On the B-side, Andy Mackay’s aching El Cid pastiche ‘The Pride and the Pain’ came underscored by Eno’s synthetic gales – randomly manipulated white noise from the VCS3; a typically anti-notational means by which to emphasize the piece’s blasted-heath melancholy. As a slice of involving, if parodic, oboe-led, filmic atmosphere ‘The Pride and the Pain’ was as accomplished as anything Eno and Mackay had co-conspired on to date and would be successfully deployed as the appetite-whetting introductory music to some of Roxy’s grander 1973 stage shows.

As ever, Roxy’s triumphs came at a price. With a caprice that was becoming derisorily familiar, Rik Kenton and Roxy had parted company in January just as album sessions were getting under way. Ferry’s old Newcastle University and Gas Board guitarist John Porter had to be drafted in at the eleventh hour – Roxy Music’s fourth bass player in eighteen months. Porter, who would go on to produce later Roxy albums as well as breakthrough records by The Smiths, among others, stayed for the recording of For Your Pleasure, although yet another bassist, John Gustafson, would step in soon after. Despite the hiccups, recording of the new album was a lot less frenetic than had been the case with its predecessor. The band – and Eno in particular – relished the freedom to create spontaneously in situ. Chris Thomas’s élan at the mixing desk was another boon.

While Roxy plugged away in Air’s Studio 1, in the adjoining Studio 2 their glam-rocking acquaintances Mott The Hoople were agonizing over the recording of their album Mott. Led by Shropshire-born, poodle-haired, permanently aviator-shaded maverick Ian Hunter, the journeymen band had hit the charts the previous summer with a rol-licking take on a song presented to them by David Bowie – ‘All the Young Dudes’. Having rejected a follow-up from Bowie (Hunter and co balking at the befuddling chord changes of ‘Drive-in Saturday’), the band were under severe pressure from their A&R overlords at new label CBS, who were eager to impose a top-flight producer on the obdurately independent ensemble. A visiting Roxy Music stiffened their sinews, as bassist Overend Watts recalled in Campbell Devine’s 1988 Mott biography, All the Young Dudes: ‘That was funny how Roxy all came in from Air 1 and said we didn’t need outside help. Really Mott was produced by us because Roxy Music wanted us to. Eno was another one who said we should do it. We looked up to Roxy Music from a sound point of view.’

Eno and Mackay were particularly keen on Mott’s song ‘Honaloochie Boogie’ and argued that it would be a sure-fire hit (which it duly was). Critical consensus later agreed that Mott had a superb sound. Andy Mackay liked the album so much that he hung around to blow sax on another hit track, ‘All the Way From Memphis’. One later rumour had him joining the band full-time.

Such gossip was not totally without foundation. Although recording had galvanized them, Roxy Music had been living, working and travelling in close proximity now for several months. Familiarity was breeding the first stirrings of contempt. Having dispensed his sax and oboe parts with customary efficiency, Andy Mackay spent increasing hours carousing with Mott The Hoople, preferring their company to the sometimes dispiritingly familiar atmosphere in Studio 1. The increasingly querulous nature of Ferry and Eno’s relationship – still essentially a mutual exercise in passive aggression – was also a genuine source of disquiet. To his increasing annoyance, Eno struggled to find a satisfactory role for his electronics in some of the more orthodox song structures Ferry was introducing. Eno was happy enough when manipulating the eerie atmospheres that wreathed the relentless, loping ‘The Bogus Man’, or applying his treatments to the Phil Manzanera freak-out guitar solo that ornamented the latter stages of ‘In Every Dream Home a Heartache’. He searched in vain, however, to find something useful to contribute to the superficially schmaltzy piano ballad ‘Grey Lagoons’ (which had begun life as the introductory ‘Part 1’ overture to ‘The Bogus Man’, replete with a VCS3-modulated Ferry harmonica solo). Eno was genuinely concerned that Roxy’s art-rock credentials – the sine qua non of his involvement with the band in the first place – were being compromised by Ferry’s increasing partiality for Tin Pan Alley classicism. Eno shivered at murmurings from EG about Ferry recording a solo album of standards and show tunes.

But there were other bones of contention. The album’s proposed cover art was a serious one. Ferry’s favoured design concept involved another exotic female – this time his latest flame (and, briefly, fiancé), Amanda Lear, the contralto-voiced, half-Mongolian model who had been a protégé of Salvador Dali and who would later be squired by David Bowie. For all his own, well-publicized sexual penchants, Eno felt distinctly uncomfortable with Ferry’s devotion to ‘glamazon’ cover stars. Even for an unabashed aficionado of erotica, the use of ‘leggy lovelies’ to sell records went beyond pop-art parody and seemed, if nothing else, to stray into unironic cheapness – something totally at odds with Eno’s background and artistic tastes. ‘Oh God. I’m really fed up with all this thing about glamour,’ he cavilled to NME’s Nick Kent, going on to take a sardonic dig at Ferry’s ongoing infatuation with images of female pulchritude: ‘We had to get a girl in to pose for the cover of the new album, which I thought was a drag because it’s all becoming too stereotyped. Personally I’d prefer a nice unpretentious, unglamorous picture of the band, wearing false beards and denims and standing around a tree with “Support Ecology” on the back of the sleeve.’

For Ferry, the artwork imbroglio marked a tipping point in his working relationship with Eno: ‘I remember Brian and Rik Kenton saying they didn’t like the cover I’d come up with and that they wanted to design something else. I felt I knew what I wanted it to look like; I had a vision for it – and it was my area of expertise, given my pop art background and so on. That was the moment when I thought, hang on a minute, this isn’t what I want.’

Perhaps his comments to Nick Kent were meant to be more tongue in cheek than they appeared in print, but today Eno admits to being hazy about any artwork quarrel: ‘I have to say that I don’t remember having strong feelings about the second album cover, but if Bryan does it’s probably true. I can’t imagine he made it up. It certainly hasn’t remained in my mind as a big incident between us.’

Certainly Ferry got his way, and blonde Amanda Lear – tottering on stilt-like stiletto heels, suction-packed into black vinyl willpower dress and grasping the leash to her straining pet panther – duly graced the cover. On the back of the gatefold, Ferry, in full chauffeur’s rig, looked on amusedly from the door of a waiting limousine; the cat who’s about to get the cream. The inside sleeve again featured colourful band portraits, this time of each member posing with a guitar. In the centre, Ferry offered a bent-knee Elvis impersonation, while an ultra-kitsch plastic Hagstrom P46 hung from his neck. To the left, Eno, resplendent in his peacock-feather bomber jacket, affects the campest of postures while clutching his £9 Starway guitar to his groin. Wisely, they didn’t bother picturing a bass player this time.

The reviews of For Your Pleasure trounced even those for Roxy’s debut. In Disc, Caroline Boucher rated it ‘A huge and lovely improvement on their first album. Roxy Music have in the intervening year strengthened their strong points, weeded out their weaknesses and come up with what is, on the whole, an outstandingly good album.’ NME’s Charles Shaar Murray was no less effusive, dismissing, once and for all, the cynics who doubted Roxy’s staying power; he particularly delighted in the second side’s elongated triptych: ‘Side Two is a gruelling and disquieting experience along the lines of [David Bowie LP] The Man Who Sold the World: “Bogus Man” is Roxy’s “Midnight Rambler”, a long, funky workout which should leave you in a state of trembling paranoia. “Grey Lagoons” gives you just enough time to get your head reassembled for the title song which ends with some amazing Eno-ing, and leaves you with the tailwind of passing asteroids buffeting your ears.’

Ferry thought For Your Pleasure ‘dark, mysterious and wonderful’, and it remains his favourite Roxy LP: ‘I’m proud of what I achieved, and what everyone in the band contributed. Brian’s stuff on that one was especially great. His keyboards on “Do the Strand”, all his stuff on the “Bogus Man” – really, really great; though the songs sounded very close to how I’d conceived them. I’d written a lot of them on a piano in a cottage in Derbyshire that Nick de Ville lent me – they were really very similar in spirit to how they came out on the album.’

Eno’s take on the finished album remained reserved, although – in the NME – he was careful to stress how diligence (another manifestation of his ongoing ‘discipline’ credo) had replaced the rampant eclecticism of old: ‘I think that one of the things that attracted people to the band before was that feeling of dilettantism – a lot of ideas being just touched on but I felt that nothing was really being taken far enough, and this album’s got over that to an extent.’

‘The Bogus Man’ was of particular satisfaction to Eno. A song that had been slowly gestating since Camberwell rehearsal days, it was the sort of thing – Eno volunteered to anyone who would listen – that he thought Roxy ought to be doing. Manzanera also pronounced himself astonished at just how they’d produced this piece of weird, sinister groove which sounded not unlike the kinetic work of Can, the contemporary experimental band from Cologne. Can specialized in weirdly metronomic backbeats, abstracted, ‘inside-out’ rock-combo interplay and inscrutable half-talked lyrics. Eno lapped up their records, later equating their influence and import to that of the Velvet Underground.

Following the shuddering lope of ‘The Bogus Man’ and the lugubrious ‘Grey Lagoons’ came the album’s title track – a showcase for Manzanera’s Duane Eddy guitar twang and Eno’s meticulously applied synths, starting out as fluttering, pointillist snow dust but ending up a raging blizzard. All three were old songs that might have crept onto the debut album, but which time in the studio had revitalized. These were extended essays in rock sophistication, crucially shorn of the portent and grandiosity so prevalent in the work of Roxy’s prog rock peers. Even the solos from Manzanera and Mackay seemed to be expressions of either genuine, jazz-like catharsis or exquisitely knowing burlesques on archaic musical forms, while Eno seemed increasingly to be channelling influences from a wild, technologically advanced future.

The A-side of For Your Pleasure was contrastingly packed with Ferry’s Peak-District-honed, pocket-battleship anthems – the dashing, witty dance craze parody ‘Do the Strand’ (bizarrely never released as a single although it would surely have been a chart-topper), the equally full-bodied ‘Editions of You’ and a delightfully glimmering yet mordant paean to vacuous sexuality – ‘Beauty Queen’. The anguished introspection of ‘Strictly Confidential’ and the even more eerie and claustrophobic ‘In Every Dream Home a Heartache’ – a more audacious essay on sensual alienation, manifesting in the empty perfection of a blowup doll – proffered the darker, sleazier side of Ferry’s songwriting, justifying the bolder critics who had him down as Britain’s answer to Lou Reed. The latter song’s extended coda provided another opportunity for Eno to deploy his full range of treatments, and if Ferry had concentrated on this open-ended, knowingly post-modern strain of songwriting it’s probable that Eno’s career in Roxy Music would have endured a good deal longer than it eventually did.

With the album wrapped, the band dispersed for a short, much-needed holiday from one another before embarking on their most high-profile British tour to date. Eno adjourned to Maida Vale, where he entertained yet more interviewers. The Melody Maker visited with readers’ questions; among other things, they wanted to know where sheet music for the band’s songs could be bought (it couldn’t, with the exception of the manuscript for ‘Virginia Plain’) and what brands of make-up Eno was currently favouring: ‘a large selection of things including Quant, Revlon, Schwarzkops [sic] and Yardley … I’m using Quant crayons quite a lot at present’.

NME’s principal Eno-watcher, Nick Kent, declined to pop round this time and in his stead the paper sent Ian MacDonald (real name Ian MacCormick, the brother of Matching Mole’s bassist Bill MacCormick), who quizzed Eno about his musical forebears for the paper’s regular ‘Under The Influence’ feature. In it, Eno listed some by now familiar artists and seminal pieces of music. Apart from the expected references to the third Velvet Underground LP, the systems music of Steve Reich, and Terry Riley, there were mentions for La Monte Young’s ‘X for Henry Flynt’, Buddy Holly’s ‘Wait Till the Sun Shines Nelly’ and a slew of what Eno dubbed ‘Early Sixties American Moody Rock’, including old favourites ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ by The Tokens, ‘Mission Bell’ by The Dells and ‘Little Star by The Elegants. Once again, Eno made plain the influence that the novel sound of these recordings had on his pre-adolescent ears. New to Eno’s stated canon of influences were Ludwig Van Beethoven (whom he claimed to admire for his ‘reckless ambition’), Jimi Hendrix (‘He thought consequentially, and his sound really is his music’) and English singer-songwriter Kevin Ayers – or more specifically, his young guitarist, Mike Oldfeld: ‘This is the only time I’ve ever heard anyone apart from me playing “snake guitar”. “Snake guitar” requires no particular skill, though Oldfield is very skilful, and essentially involves destroying the pitch element of the instrument in order to produce wedges of sound that can be used percussively or as a kind of punctuation.’

Roxy reunited in mid-March 1973 for their most prestigious tour to date – twenty-two shows in a month, taking in the nation’s city halls. Also on the bill were Lloyd Watson and The Sharks – the band formed by guitarist Chris Spedding and ex-Free bassist Andy Fraser (soon to be replaced by another future Eno collaborator, Michael Busta ‘Cherry’ Jones). On 24 March, For Your Pleasure was released, just as the tour swung into the West Country, where Disc’s Esther Ripley all but swooned over Eno – so much so that she forgot where she was, confusing Torbay’s Festival Hall with a non-existent show in Paignton: ‘A SPLASH of coloured silk, sparkling glitter and feathers is the physical announcement of Roxy’s arrival at Paignton in Devon last Sunday as Eno struts onstage like a magnificent rare bird with a crest of blond hair.’

Roxy fever was palpably mounting by the time the entourage reached London at the end of the month. Returning to Finsbury Park’s cavernous Rainbow for hotly anticipated shows on 31 March and 1 April threw into perspective the progress they’d made since the Bowie support slot at the same venue the previous summer. The Rainbow’s lavish but slightly crumbling ornamentation made a perfect dramatic backdrop – and unlike their previous visit, this time the band had hours in which to perfect their sound and lighting. More than that, they plucked a leaf out of Bowie’s book and had a set built for the occasion – a diaphanous environment of veils and drapes amidst which svelte go-go dancers would thrust and shimmy. The larger-than-life onstage figures would be matched by a stylish retinue of Roxy sybarites and dandies. In Phonograph, Jonh Ingham described the vividly attired Roxy fan corpus and the air of expectation that hung about the Rainbow: ‘Now they stand in the lobby of the Rainbow, a true palace of decadence, trendily but tastefully attired in the finest raiment Kings Road and City Lights can offer. Around them swirl we should-be roués and tarts of sleepy London town, make up smeared on androgynous pusses, hennaed Bowie hair, costumes ranging from F. Scott fantasy to David Bowie wet dream.’

Shamelessly milking the occasion, the band presaged their appearance by piping an atmosphere-igniting burst of ‘The Pride and the Pain’ over the PA before Amanda Lear, clad in G-string and heels, tottered on to announce, huskily, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, for your pleasure, Roxy Music … ‘ What followed was a tour de force display, Roxy Music making good on all that they’d promised over the last year and a half. Theirs was now a seamless show (although on the second night Manzanera’s Fender amplifier blew up during his showcase solo during ‘Beauty Queen’), with a complex lighting script that had been thoroughly worked out by Eno to emphasize the band’s multiple soloists (including himself, naturally).

Reviews of both shows were generally ecstatic. Only the previously supportive Steve Peacock of Sounds expressed a querulous note in a review headed, unequivocally, ‘The Roxy Machine Leaves You Cold’. Peacock concluded, ‘I fear, what we have now is a stunted mutant of the potential giant killer that was Roxy Music.’ Most were completely smitten, however – particularly with Eno, whose magnetizing presence had never seemed so potent, even if, as some observed, his synthesizer and treatments could have been louder. Not so Melody Maker’s blushing Chris Charlesworth, whose encomium teetered into Carry On-style bawdiness: ‘There’s Eno, what a little dish he is with that greeny hair and those feathers tickling his neck … There’s shivers up my spine when Eno gets to grips with his synthesizer.’ In the NME, meanwhile, Tony Tyler described a freshly coiffed Eno as ‘looking like a Jewish mermaid’.

After the Rainbow, the tour took on the aura of a triumphal procession around the provinces. At Glasgow’s voluminous Green’s Playhouse, the band arranged a cameo by a trio of bagpipers who warmed up the audience with a droning Roxy medley before joining in, incongruously, on the final encore of ‘Virginia Plain’. Simon Puxley arranged for a photo-shoot with the pipers posing awkwardly with the band – a cheesy diorama from which Eno was notable by his absence. In early April, Roxy played, rather than mimed, tracks from For Your Pleasure on the BBC’s Old Grey Whistle Test. Bob Harris was still irked by them, describing their sound as ‘somewhat computerized’, although even his barely concealed misgivings couldn’t stop the Roxy snowball.

Following the Brighton show, the band discussed their eclectic, deluxe style with Sounds’ Barry Dillon, led by a particularly loquacious Eno. Dillon duly noted the deafening silence coming from a pokerfaced Bryan Ferry as Eno (‘still wearing his heavy stage eye-shadow’) declaimed, sounding not unlike Cabaret’s Sally ‘divine decadence’ Bowles: ‘… I suppose you could describe it as luxurious decadence. It upsets some people … they expect you to be pigeonholed, fully committed to one type of music like rock and roll. Well we certainly don’t expect to spend the remainder of our musical days driving up and down the M1 in a van, living in rat holes. We plan to do it in style.’ After a concluding show in Cardiff, the band enjoyed a few days’ rest before the entourage jetted out for Italy and the beginning of a spring European offensive. Bolstered by their British conquests and with For Your Pleasure riding high in the charts, the continental tour promised to be the perfect rejoinder to the misbegotten winter slog around the USA. In place of bottom-of-the-bill humiliation and hand-to-mouth motel living, Roxy Music were now a major draw – and they lived up to it, insisting on staying only in plush hotels and grazing at restaurants with Michelin stars to spare. The deluxe lifestyle failed to immure them against the petty ill fortunes of the road, however. Just before the important Paris Olympia show, Ferry had his freshly laundered stage clothes stolen. Turning disaster into a sartorial triumph that endeared him to the Parisians, he hired a brocade-encrusted Musketeers outfit from a Rive Gauche costumier, further reinforcing his matinee-idol allure.

While in Paris, the band stayed in grand style at the Hotel Georges V, just off the Champs-Élysées on Avenue George V. The hotel’s belle époque opulence – a lavish layer cake of glinting chandeliers, immense frescoes and marble halls dripping with rococo adornments and Louis XIV tapestries – prompted Eno to dress in austere black, perhaps realizing that it was pointless trying to compete with such outrageous ostentation. Paris provided even EG’s tentative publicist, Simon Puxley, with a gilt-edged PR opportunity – a meeting between the band and an artist for whom flamboyant egoism, old-world dandyism, stylized eroticism and studied detachment were also hallmarks; the ageing Spanish surrealist painter and inveterate provocateur, Salvador Dali.

After Amanda Lear’s interlocution, Dali agreed to receive the band in his suite at the Hotel Meurice, where the ensemble would take afternoon tea while a TV crew captured the historic meeting for posterity.

In the event, the summit proved to be something less than the publicity coup it had promised on paper. By the early 1970s, the appeal of the septuagenarian Dali, who had thrived for years on the oxygen of outrageous publicity, was becoming decidedly stale. To put a further damper on his audience with Roxy, the promised TV crew failed to materialize. After they had exchanged a few superficial pleasantries, sipped some Earl Grey and posed for photographs, the Roxy party made their excuses and beat a hasty retreat – none more hastily than Paul Thompson, whose body language in the photographs is one of exquisite discomfort. Eno, meanwhile, all louche sophistication in black T-shirt with cigarette at just-so angle, looks the picture of relaxed, boho repose, sitting beside the elderly art icon who himself sits bolt upright and mad-eyed, as if experiencing a sustained electric shock.

To make up for the afternoon’s damp squib, Roxy and entourage adjourned to a swanky Avenue Foch restaurant for the evening, where they were joined by opening act Lloyd Watson who proceeded to get riotously drunk, making a series of ever more incoherent speeches accompanied by an impromptu, waiter-scattering cutlery-throwing act. He then climbed out of a window and crawled along an outside ledge, several floors above the Paris traffic. ‘It’s all a part of the act,’ he was heard to impart as he reappeared amid a flurry of fussing waiters through a window twenty feet further down the building.

‘We all do mad things when we’re young,’ Watson muses today in slightly rueful defence of his youthful bravado. He remains eager to spread the blame: ‘Eno was definitely encouraging me – he was quite mischievous like that. Mark Fenwick and one of the tour managers – a classic ‘70s manager type with the smart suit, the coke spoon round the neck and all that – were also cheering me on.’

By this stage Watson was very much integrated into the Roxy camp, so much so that he bore witness to some of its most intimate activities – particularly those of regular roommate, Eno: ‘Brian later recorded a song called “The Fat Lady of Limbourg” – not many people know that it was based on a real person. She was indeed a rotund girl from Limbourg in Belgium and Brian and she became, shall we say, extremely well acquainted … Apart from anything else I remember that she was very, very noisy. She and Eno kept me awake all night in fact – mainly because I was in the next bed! Brian had absolutely no qualms about carrying on with her while I was lying there just across the room. They literally kept going all night …’

Raucous, corpulent conquests from the province of Liege were but the tip of the libidinous iceberg for Eno, however, as Watson reveals: ‘Brian certainly had a lot of women on the road, more than anyone else in the party for sure. Contrary to some of the myths, there was no sadomasochism or anything like that – though he did keep a large selection of pictures of the girls he’d slept with. Polaroid cameras were all the rage at the time and Brian had one which he loved – he used it all the time. Whichever woman he was with, he’d take a Polaroid as a souvenir and I remember he gathered quite a haul of these pictures. He would lay them all out on the floor at the end of the tour.’

Watson hints at how Eno’s promiscuity drove another wedge between him and Ferry: ‘Eno and his girls seemed to faze Bryan Ferry at times. There was sometimes a bad atmosphere, though I was never witness to any actual arguments between them. Bryan was always very good at masking his feelings anyway and generally remained enigmatic. There were no slammed doors or anything like that.’

Superficially, Roxy Music were now unabashed rock stars, high on the glamrock hog. Yet although they brimmed with hormonal energy, unlike the vast majority of their 1970s peers – then merrily perambulating hotel corridors on revved-up Harley Davidsons, piloting expensive sedans into swimming pools, ingesting quantities of animal tranquillizer and doing unspeakable things to groupies using freshly caught marine life – Roxy behaved with comparative sobriety. Sodom and Gomorrah just wasn’t an exclusive enough address. Granted, Eno’s burgeoning reputation for protracted sexual congress came straight from rock star central casting (somewhere in Europe he even damaged a knee ligament, allegedly thanks to the vigour of his post-gig frottage, and was forced to wear heavy strapping), but fans who encountered him in this period recall his appetites being equally voracious for the discussion of art, mathematics, metaphysics, the paranormal, the mass psychology of Fascism, or whatever subjects his magpie brain had recently seized upon. Most who came into Eno’s purview came away struck as much by his vast travelling library as by his more visceral predilections. That said, ever the contrarian, Eno also had a tendency to undercut the quasi-professorial tone by thrusting nude self-portrait Polaroids at anyone who’d care to look, while addressing all and sundry as ‘dahrling’ with fruity theatricality.

Bryan Ferry, in marked contrast, would cut an increasingly elusive figure on tour – he was often spied slinking off early from after-show parties with one or other expensively clad Ava Gardner manqué on his arm. Sightings of him and Eno together were now rarer than hen’s teeth.

[image: Image]

* Eno had started to use atmospheric tape pieces, many of which predated Roxy, to fill in the lengthy onstage re-tuning gaps. They were atmospheric mood-setters, essentially, and an early example of what was de facto ambient music.

* An absurd 1972 rumour had it that front-cover model Kari-Ann Moller was actually Ferry in drag. Au contraire; an ex-paramour of the Rolling Stones’ Keith Richards, in 1972 Moller was married, with a child, to painter Rufus Dawson. She would soon enjoy a brief, torrid affair with Ferry.

† Puxley was a dreamy romantic on a par with Ferry and very far from being the stereotypical hustling rock press officer. His ambition was to write a biography of decadent Victorian poet Algernon Charles Swinburne.

* The Great Western Express’s financial backers, Lord Harlech and actor Stanley Baker, were left with sizeable debts after crowds broke down the perimeter fencing and thousands poured in for a gratis weekend out. Many abandoned the idea of turning up at all after hearing news reports that nine marquees had been blown away by the gales and that a hundred festival-goers had been subsequently treated for exposure.

* In an accompanying sidebar, Williams sates the Roxy anoraks by listing, down to the last microphone, the band’s complete equipment spec. Eno is attributed with ‘VCS3 Synthesizer, being replaced by AKS Synthesizer with memory. Revox tape recorders. Ferrograph Tape Recorder. Ampex Cassette recorder. Control keyboard. Custom built long delay Echo-Unit. Custom built Beranoni Compressor.’ The latter was a home-built unit of Eno’s, named using the first of many amusing ‘Brian Eno’ anagrams that he would subsequently deploy, of which ‘Bari Neon’ was perhaps the best.

* Roxy continued to appear on incongruous bills including the 29 July 1972 Crystal Palace Park Annual Garden Party, at which Eno sported a pair of dazzling gold trousers. They would share a duck-pond-bordered stage with such diverse musical eminences as Texan albino bluesman Edgar Winter, Afro-Caribbean, proto-world-music hitmakers Osibisa and folk scion Arlo Guthrie.

* The superficial trappings of Nazism enjoyed a dubious, sporadic kudos in rock throughout the early to mid-1970s, partly inspired by Bob Fosse’s 1972 hit musical Cabaret, based on the 1930s Berlin novels of Christopher Isherwood. In a 1975 Playboy interview, David Bowie caused a furore when he opined that ‘Hitler was the first rock star. He staged a whole country.’ Oddly, Bryan Ferry would get into similar hot water in a 2007 interview with a German newspaper Welt Am Sonntag, in which he praised Nazi iconography as ‘just amazing’ and ‘really beautiful’ and was later forced to make a public statement of apology.

* Slade would actually move to the States in 1973 in an attempt to ‘crack’ the market – again with little palpable success. A further concerted attempt in 1975 again yielded scant response. All the while they remained Britain’s most popular singles group of the 1970s and were equally lionized in Australia, Germany and Japan.

* In fact, it was merely a passing comment from Eno about the many uses he found for his tape recorder collection – this particular episode being a partial homage to an experiment conducted by evolutionary scientist Charles Darwin, who dug up several thousand earthworms from his garden, placed them on his billiard table then studied the effect of blowing cigar smoke over them and having his son direct lengthy bassoon solos at them.

* Despite Eno’s endorsement, Kirchin, who like Eno worked in a variety of musical mediums, from pop and jazz to avant-garde experiment, would go fairly unnoticed by British critics. That is until late in his life, at the turn of the Millennium, when his music began to be re-discovered, released on the boutique Trunk label, and cherished by a whole new generation.


6. Baby’s on Fire

‘Eno is one of the very few musicians I’ve worked with who actually listens to what he’s doing. He’s my favourite synthesizer player because instead of using his fingers he uses his ears.’ (Robert Fripp)

‘Robert Fripp and I will be recording another LP very soon. It should be even more monotonous than the first one!’ (Brian Eno)

The European tour, for all its minor setbacks and smouldering resentments, was another meteoric episode in the increasingly dazzling Roxy Music odyssey. In the major metropolitan centres – Paris in particular – the band’s sophistication and style attracted elegantly attired audiences, purveying a chic that went way beyond the homespun spangle of British glam rock fans. It was almost as if Europe had been waiting for a more sophisticated alternative to glam fromage or denim-clad, Anglo-American rock, and across the continent, Roxy – for all their eccentric sci-fi accoutrements – became almost instantly enshrined as style icons. Throughout France the band attracted hysterical, Beatlesesque scenes – ticketless crowds barged their way into one live TV performance and a riot was narrowly averted. They loved the debonair Ferry, but the oddball glamour of Eno appealed, too, and in the press Roxy were sometimes referred to as ‘Eno’s band’.

European endorsement restored the confidence that had drained from Ferry in the USA. Indeed, several subsequent press pronouncements by the singer sought to underscore the cultural preeminence of ‘old Europe’ over, as he saw it, the numbskull incomprehension of Middle America, a place Ferry now witheringly referred to as ‘a secondary market’. Palpable success in Europe was confirmation, if any were needed, that Roxy had a viable international future and would not be hidebound by the constrictions of parochial glam rock nor the vicissitudes of UK pop fashion.

At the end of April, Roxy’s European credentials were further endorsed by a widely reported and acclaimed performance at Switzerland’s Montreux Festival (a musical sideshow to the annual Rose D’or TV gala) after which they were awarded ‘Le Grand Prix du Disc’ for their debut album. The Montreux competition was eclectic, to say the least: British folk singer Ralph McTell, enduring US rocker Johnny Rivers and his LA Boogie Band, guitar wiz Roy Buchanan and Dutch pop-progressives Focus were all eclipsed, on stage as well as in the blue riband competition, by a tour-hardened Roxy Music. The band’s set now ran to a marathon ninety minutes, with bastions such as ‘If There is Something’ elongated to over twenty minutes.

The tour concluded on 26 May 1973 in Amsterdam, where NME’s Nick Kent bore witness to a demob-happy band. He observed as the squirming sextet judged a local beauty contest (from which Eno absented himself by disappearing to the gents), played a long, tour-de-force set at the Concertgebouw that finished just as dawn was emanating over the canals, and watched as a bedraggled, post-gig Eno staggered off into the Amsterdam hinterland on the arm of a six-foot-tall, hot-pants-sporting Dutch model.

On arrival in Holland, Kent had found Bryan Ferry in sharp, if rather playful form, acting the modish boulevardier, relaxing in discreet suit and tie with the equally well-tailored Mark Fenwick. The duo’s executive style and detachment from the retinue of bearded, and be-denimed Dutch journalists and circulating fans seemed to tell a story of its own. Although he was as diffident as ever, Ferry was comfortable enough to discuss the imminent recording of his solo album. Brian Eno, meanwhile, ‘Looking just as healthy as his rigorous aestheticism will allow

… like a genially approachable Dr Dementoid look-alike, dressed in mysterioso black’ was in mischievous mood – ‘looning’ with incorrigible playmate Lloyd Watson and working his way through a glut of cards, letters and gifts sent in honour of his recent twenty-fifth birthday. Not for the first time, Kent encountered Eno in lubricious form, with the latter issuing a typically brazen edict: ‘I would like to take this opportunity to exhort, through the auspices of New Musical Express, all these young girls who have a definite sexual interest in me to enclose photographs of themselves, I would be more than grateful.’

Eno then proceeded to pull a pair of op-art underpants – another votive birthday offering from what Kent described as ‘a panting fan’ – over his head before grinning ‘obscenely’. What was it like being Roxy Music’s pre-eminent sex symbol? Kent enquired. ‘Marvellous,’ Eno replied, ‘particularly as I’m totally useless at playing music.’

Although his braggadocio and high spirits appeared unquenchable, Eno suspected his days as a Roxy Musician might be numbered. His role in the band had been a matter of happenstance from the off and in less than two years he’d progressed from technical assistant to star performer, effectively by osmosis. No one had ever told him what to play, wear or divulge in interviews – yet his torrent of ideas and enthusiasms could never be satisfied within the limitations of a rock group, even as broad a church as Roxy Music. He’d already dabbled with Robert Fripp on music of a more esoteric stripe, and had amassed several thousand feet of reel-to-reel tape experiments whose sometimes obtuse, often dissonant nature went far beyond Roxy’s capacious tent. Phil Manzanera later opined that Roxy Music might ultimately have accommodated Eno if, like Ferry, he’d been allowed a more substantial moonlighting solo identity to run in parallel with the band. Eno would later contest this, however, acknowledging that the very nature of his eclectic interests meant that his tenure in Roxy was inherently finite, Ferry’s Machiavellianism notwithstanding. Indeed, his increasing odium for the promotional grind already had Eno casting about for alternative outlets.

Having arrived at his Roxy Music role ‘organically’, for a while the self-styled non-musician assumed he would be redundant in any orthodox rock band set-up. However, his cameo with Matching Mole had helped convince him that further collaborative opportunities might still arrive, and besides, a trip into the unknown had begun to take on a definite allure, given the touring treadmill that was Roxy’s immediate future. While the lustre of rock stardom had begun to pale, Eno remained ravenous for its visceral perks – indeed, there were few in 1970s rock who took such vigorous advantage of the aphrodisiac of fame – and, with his reputation for invigorating, protracted ‘liaisons’, he had earned a euphemistic handle: ‘The Refreshing Experience’. While he may have turned backstage saturnalia into an art form, Eno’s more cerebral appetites were less easily sated and a brain buzzing with unfulfilled music projects kept him awake at night as surely as a regiment of groupies.

Despite Roxy’s acclaim, Eno was still most readily engaged by music of more avant-garde provenance and while he’d become crucial to the band’s hydra-headed appeal, he seemed intent on keeping one glittering platform boot firmly planted beyond Roxy’s pale. Dalliances with the Portsmouth Sinfonia, gnomic interview ruminations on ‘processes’ and ‘systems’ and a facility for dropping the names of eminent cultural theorists such as The Medium is the Message author Marshall McLuhan – his latest discovery – meant that Eno’s reputation for the cerebral was now a match for his more visceral credentials. Part of him, so popular perception had it, was ‘slumming it’ in rock. Blessed with a doo-wop-inspired ability to harmonize reedily, but still with no substantive grasp of musical scales, chords or conventional keyboard technique, Eno could really only be engaged by Roxy’s bolder sonic experiments – the very element of the band which Ferry was now eager to downplay. Moreover, Eno had been (albeit often unwittingly) stealing Ferry’s thunder for the best part of a year. The naturally reserved Ferry could never hope to compete with Eno’s colourful, genial interview technique nor his exuberant, print-friendly theorizing. By mid-1973, Eno’s star power was manifestly eclipsing Ferry’s.

David Enthoven looked on while the intra-Brian fissure widened: ‘It was all a great shame, really. I mean for a long time, Eno and Ferry shared a room together on tour – they were good mates. I think by the second album Bryan had definitely got a vision of where the band should be going and it was going to be his way or not at all. Eno, of course, had it going the other way. The tragedy was that if they’d actually stuck with it, with this kind of creative friction thing between the two of them, they would have been even bigger than they are. It was Bryan Ferry who didn’t want the confrontation, ultimately.’

Whether or not Eno relished the attention lavished upon him, he continued to captivate journalists, with the effect that Ferry, the band’s frontman, songwriter and – so he thought – defining personality, was inevitably edged out of the foreground. Warner Brothers in America even published an erroneous press release, which claimed Eno had written and sung half the numbers on For Your Pleasure. The situation was becoming untenable for Ferry: ‘I did get a bit peeved when it seemed Brian was taking the glory away from my songs. I did feel I was the director of the band – I didn’t like the word “leader” – it was a real band, though it was always essentially my baby.’

Hoping to emulate the blanket mystique his hero Bob Dylan had successfully generated in the late 1960s by avoiding the press entirely, Ferry decided to shun all interviews. The desired effect was not forthcoming, however; journalists happily ignored Ferry and homed in further on the increasingly newsworthy Eno. While Ferry became purposefully ‘difficult’ and increasingly supercilious (the music papers responded by rechristening him ‘Byron Ferrari’, ‘Birianyi Ferret’ and ‘Brain Fury’, among other things), Eno remained engagingly accessible; always good fun, he made even better copy. Eventually the piqued Ferry decided to pull rank and reassert his authority as Roxy’s auteur. Where before he’d kept his counsel while ‘diplomatically controlling the thing’, he now began emphatically stressing how much Roxy Music was his vehicle and his vision, and that it had been all along.

Despite, or perhaps because of, his own art school background, Bryan Ferry, like that other subversive-turned-clubbable artist superstar, Andy Warhol, had begun to regard commercial penetration as a barometer of artistic success. The dictates of the hit parade and Roxy Music’s place within the contemporary pop firmament were now Ferry’s prevailing preoccupations. By early 1973, making Roxy accessible to the masses had become his idée fixe. The elaborate stage costumes, the Helmut Newton-esque album covers, even the Bunñuel-like satires on bourgeois living and empty consumerism, would now become elements in a gimlet-eyed marketing strategy.

In truth, Ferry had been suspicious of Eno’s extra-mural activities, and the coverage they provoked, since at least the previous autumn. The situation had become more pertinent as the late 1972 American tour had dolefully unwound. Melody Maker’s Richard Williams had already extolled the virtues of Eno’s moonlighting dalliance with Fripp, making mention of the tracks in a small but not insignificant feature on the ever-expanding horizons of Roxy’s electronic talisman. Increasingly beetle-browed, Ferry had had several anguished tête-à-têtes with Mark Fenwick – by now his friend and trusted consigliere, as much as business manager – and had been preparing for a showdown with Eno almost as soon as the aeroplane’s wheels had touched the Heathrow tarmac at the beginning of the year. Acknowledging Ferry’s grievance, Fenwick nonetheless counselled caution, recognizing Eno’s curious appeal as being central to what little success the band had enjoyed in the USA – and his peculiar value in the live arena in general. For the moment, it was judged, Eno was an asset to Roxy Music.

By early summer, things had reached critical mass for Ferry. In June, Roxy were due to headline on the Saturday night of the York Music Festival. Just prior to the show, Ferry had approached a teenage keyboard and violin prodigy called Eddie Jobson about a possible role in Roxy Music. Jobson, lately of respected prog rockers Curved Air but currently a free agent, happened to be the brother of a university girlfriend of Ferry’s sister. Without informing his bandmates, Ferry invited the seventeen-year-old wunderkind to York where, clasping a backstage pass, he secreted himself among the Roxy road crew and made a close study of Eno.

On the journey up from London, Ferry had grazed the current crop of music papers, most of which brimmed with glowing features on Eno (‘Eno is becoming the major visual phenomenon of ‘73,’ gushed NME’s Jonh Ingham), and on arrival at the York site he found his newsworthy ‘competitor’ holding court to yet more entranced journalists. While Ferry approached incandescence, Eno trotted off for an afternoon performance with the Portsmouth Sinfonia – his presence guaranteeing the spectacularly discordant ensemble one of their most noisily appreciative audiences to date. To Ferry, it was like a bad dream; wherever he looked, there was Eno, a man who’d never written a song to speak of and was only in the band because he’d owned a working tape recorder.

When Roxy took to the stage later that evening, the crowd, oblivious to the simmering disquiet, cheered thunderously at every flutter of Eno’s feather boa and at every bleep of his synthesizer. The applause soon escalated into chanting. While Ferry delivered a particularly delicate version of ‘Beauty Queen’, a football-terrace-style cry of ‘Eno, Eno, Eno’ began to build – eventually drowning out Ferry’s vocals completely. Recognizing his presence as the catalyst for the pandemonium, Eno sought to do the honourable thing and quit the stage, hoping his absence would quell the hubbub. It had the opposite effect and he was forced back to his station from where he made ‘keep it down’ gesticulations. Ferry’s humiliation was palpable.

After the encores Ferry stormed into the wings, swearing to Mark Fenwick and David Enthoven that he would never again share a stage with Eno. Today, Ferry is clear that it was Eno’s relationship with the press more than musical issues that created the apparently insuperable schism: ‘Creative conflict is actually good – it pushes you on to bigger and better things. Any friction that did exist between Brian and I was exacerbated by outside influences, by journalists lining us up against one another. If there hadn’t been any journalists in the world Brian and I would still be working together. There was a lot of “oh, Bryan’s jealous of Brian” kind of thing. There’s no smoke without fire, but it was exaggerated by the press.’

Ferry’s attitude to Eno after York (‘I essentially froze Brian out,’ he admits) all but guaranteed the de facto coronation of the heir apparent, Eddie Jobson – although with typical obfuscation the incensed but pusillanimous singer failed to deliver the coup de grace in person. Instead, a poisoned atmosphere lingered in the Roxy ranks, from which Ferry escaped, first by plunging into the recording of his covers album, These Foolish Things (on which Eddie Jobson was given free rein), and then jetting off to Corfu for a holiday. While he soaked up the Ionian sun, he hoped EG would rid him of the troublesome Eno.

Eno was not totally insensitive to Ferry’s position. ‘I could understand exactly how Bryan felt,’ he told Ian MacDonald in 1977. ‘He’d be singing this beautiful, quiet song and some pranny at the back of the hall would bellow “Eno!’’.’

At the time, however, Eno was still of the opinion that a pluralistic Roxy Music was a far more exciting prospect than what might otherwise amount to a glorified Bryan Ferry backing band: ‘The thing I really enjoyed about Roxy was the diversity of the band. The fact that there was always a tension between a lot of different musical ideas. I like to think I encouraged this tension. I always said that we shouldn’t have smoothed things out by saying it’s this kind of band or that. We must allow it to be a unit that the tension can move in any direction, which is sometimes rough on the edges but is generally interesting. Bryan and I fell out because he couldn’t agree with this.’

There were other issues that prevented Eno from granting Ferry absolution – financial ones in particular: ‘Even taking into account that Bryan deserved more than the rest of us, having written all the material, to me the revenue was unfairly divided. He took all the music and lyric royalties and a sixth share in the arrangements – which meant he ended up with over seventy per cent of what we were collectively earning.’

Ferry’s manoeuvring left the rest of the band in an invidious position, caught, as it were, between Roxy and a hard place. Manzanera and Mackay considered themselves close friends of Eno’s, and, while they acknowledged Ferry’s exasperation, they loathed being shanghaied into a choice between individual loyalty and fealty to the band. Andy Mackay, Eno’s most intimate comrade – and the man who’d ushered him into the group in the first place – was particularly distressed by the latest turn of events, and for a month Roxy Music teetered on the brink of dissolution. Then Eno fell on his sword.

On 23 July 1973, with Ferry still in self-imposed exile, Eno called a band and management conclave at EG’s Chelsea offices in order to clear the air. There was, as far as he could see, only one course of action left open; call the absent Ferry’s bluff and be prepared for the consequences. In the event, impetuosity and impatience got the better of him: ‘I was pissed off at the subterfuge and wanted Bryan to actually say it to my face. But he didn’t. So eventually I just stood up, said, “OK, fuck it, I’m leaving” – and walked out.’

David Enthoven lamented Eno’s defenestration: ‘The day Eno left was a tragic day. It was just fucking wrong. Brian was pushed out. It was a mistake. There were two more good albums to be had out of the pair of them, together. If you asked Ferry now if he regrets it I think he’d definitely say yes.’

Ferry agrees that it was an opportunity missed: ‘Looking back, it was a shame that EG, principally David and Mark Fenwick, didn’t get me and Brian together and say, “Look, on the positive side you’ve got this, on the negative side you’ve got that … you can do a solo album with Eddie Jobson…maybe there’s a way of keeping the band together as it is.” David never got us together to discuss it at all.’

‘At the time it was a huge relief to Bryan,’ Enthoven feels. ‘I think he knew he could work and manipulate Andy and Phil – they put up a strong fight but they weren’t like Brian Eno. Bryan couldn’t get round Brian Eno.’

Enthoven also thinks that a more testosterone-based rivalry between Roxy’s twin stars played a part: ‘Eno was shagging more women than Ferry; that was definitely part of the problem! All that sort of jealousy stuff played a part. You have to remember they were still very young and it was all kicking off – the press was huge, which brings its own kind of pressures.’

Eno roughly concurs: ‘What happened was not unusual: a couple of gifted guys with strong egos find themselves in the same tight corner, and sparks start flying. It was all very agitated by the media attention: I was “mediagenic” (Jon Hassell’s word): I photographed well and I enjoyed doing interviews – and what this meant over time was that I received – I recognize now – an undue amount of press attention. It was Bryan’s band and his conception, and as time went on the disparity between the attention he and I were getting started to get on his nerves. I see that now: I didn’t at the time. I don’t blame him at all. There was undoubtedly an element of fire-fuelling by the media. They like a fight, and we were both too naive to see the fire being stoked at our expense.’

Press provocation notwithstanding, it’s plausible that Eno’s departure was inevitable as soon as he’d experienced his infamous onstage ‘laundry-contemplation’ moment at Sheffield City Hall at the end of March. David Enthoven could certainly see it coming. Eno’s dismissal, Enthoven contends, was something of a blessing in disguise: ‘Ultimately it worked out OK – I mean we had some great Roxy albums and we had all this fantastic Eno stuff. Besides, I don’t think Eno was particularly enjoying himself on stage with Roxy, and he could see a nice way out – an escape from the treadmill …’

Ferry agrees that Eno’s departure was inevitable: ‘We probably did have a couple of further albums in us – and I would have loved to have had Eno on Stranded and the other Roxy albums. I think it was natural for Brian to want to move on, though, simply because I was so controlling. Also, he was in a position where he could do something on his own, more than any of the others who, though they did solo albums, probably didn’t have the kind of focus Brian had.’

Eno remains philosophical about the Roxy Music experience: ‘The important thing is that we did something good together – not just Bryan and I, but the whole band together. There was a unique chemistry between the unusual group of talents and interests that assembled in the band, and it oversimplifies everything to talk as though the dynamic was just Bryan, or just me and Bryan. It came from everybody. Roxy Music would have been a different band if any element in it had been different.’

‘Iron Brian’ offers a metallurgical analogy: ‘The other evening I wanted to find out how steel is made. I discovered that different kinds of steel, with completely different properties, are made by the addition of small amounts of other elements to the iron that forms the bulk of the material. That’s what I mean by chemistry. It isn’t to do with some sort of democratic, egalitarian mixing of things, but to do with little traces of something changing the nature of something else. Bryan was definitely the iron in the band: it simply wouldn’t have existed without him. He conceived it and it was he who pushed it along. But the other members – me included – were like those trace elements. Without any one of them, there would have been a different Roxy Music. But these are the sorts of things that you realize in retrospect …’

Famously, the emancipated Eno skipped straight home, full of an untrammelled sense of euphoria, which Peter Schmidt liked to describe as ‘idiot glee’: ‘I remember the day of the final showdown in EG’s office in the King’s Road. I left feeling totally liberated. I was in debt, and had no sure future, and felt as free as a bird. I ran down the road, jumping for joy. I think it was good for everybody that I went my own way: the band went on to make several great records, and I went on to happily pursue my own path(s).’

Almost immediately on returning home, Eno began a cathartic bout of songwriting, of which an acerbic anthem ‘Baby’s on Fire’ was the almost instantaneous first fruit.

Eno’s ‘idiot glee’ was compromised somewhat by a subsequent phone call from EG informing him that, having left the band while still contractually tied, his account with the management company – who had helped pay for his accommodation and equipment – was currently in the red to the tune of £15,000. This was stark supporting evidence that Ferry, the owner of his comfortable Earls Court domicile, a grand piano and a gleaming BMW, was the principal material beneficiary of Roxy’s success. Magnanimously, EG – who saw enough potential in Brian Eno to retain managerial control of what was, by any stretch of the imagination, the vaguest of solo career projections – would later write off much of Eno’s debt, reducing it to a more readily recoupable £5,000. In the interim the most pressing dilemma was how to turn Brian Eno – arty, non-musician, accidental rock star and lightly balding satyr – into a commercially viable musical entity.

Despite Muff Winwood granting Eno some gratis recording time in the company’s bespoke Basing Street, W11 studio, Eno’s solo ‘career’ got off to an inauspicious start. Still uncertain of his own future participation in Roxy Music, Andy Mackay suggested he should help Eno record a single. Sessions were booked at Basing Street and, with Mackay playing keyboards, the outline of a harmony-soaked rock ballad called ‘Never a Light Without a Shadow’ (its lyrical theme a rather dispiriting inversion of the silver-lined cloud proverb) was committed to tape in July, along with a sketch of a prototype synthesized dance number that never received a formal title. The results were somewhat formless and underwhelming, neither catchy enough to endanger the charts, nor weird enough to advance Eno’s avant-garde credentials. The material was left uncompleted and the project quietly shelved.*

While Eno’s solo career wobbled on the launch pad, official word of his resignation from Roxy Music was made public: ‘clashes of personality and ideology’ were to blame, according to Island’s unusually candid press release. The rock media collectively gasped at this apparent folly and additional news that Eno and Mackay were working together, coupled with pre-publicity concerning Ferry’s forthcoming solo album, seemed to substantiate rumours that Roxy Music had come to a premature end. The band would not fold, although there were misgivings all round. ‘I thought it was a big mistake and the rest of the band definitely thought it was mean that Eno should have to go,’ David Enthoven stresses. ‘I think they missed him badly, very quickly and I think Bryan Ferry would now say he wished he’d started working with Eno again sooner.’ (Indeed, Ferry does think that.)

In July 1973, Eno was not only out of Roxy Music; he was also, temporarily at least, out of Leith Mansions, following a blazing row with the long-suffering Carol McNicholl. While the relationship simmered, he rented a cheap, two-room pied-à-terre in Alba Place, a dingy mews off Portobello Road that is today a swish, gated community populated by designers, architects and trustafarians. Then, it was a dingy, hippy backwater, but it was just a stone’s throw from Basing Street and equally adjacent to another of Eno’s favourite haunts – the Electric Cinema on Portobello Road. There, he would regularly repair for late-night viewings of favourite art-house films such as Werner Herzog’s recently released Aguirre, Wrath of God – the surreal story of 16th-century conquistadors rafting up the Orinoco in a vainglorious, ultimately fatal, search for the golden city of Eldorado.

Eno might have been forgiven for feeling similarly doomed after the events of recent weeks, but the ‘idiot glee’ quickly returned and he was soon entertaining all comers in his new lair. The flat was tiny and bohemian – the front door opened immediately onto a ramshackle boudoir; assorted tape recorders were stacked where furniture might have stood. It was basic, but convenient for flopping into after late-night studio sessions and for entertaining his lady friends, along with visiting musicians and journalists. Chic magazine’s Michael Gross recorded one summer 1973 visit to Eno’s bolthole: ‘His mattress was on the floor, with a visiting member of the German group Can seated on it. Shelves lined one wall. On them were several miniature plants, a high stack of Japanese hard-core bondage magazines, a collection of dirty playing cards, a few pairs of (as Eno delightfully called them) “dainties” sent by admiring young female fans – he sniffed one, chortling – and a series of notebooks he’d kept since his earliest days: a running commentary on life, learning and art.’

Another guest at Alba Place was Nick Kent, there to conduct a full post-mortem on Eno’s shock departure from Roxy Music. He might have expected his prey to be spitting vitriol, but instead Kent found Eno in a philosophical frame of mind and still every bit the ‘Refreshing Experience’: ‘… under those pallid features, one could note the vital spark of “joie de vivre” that has characterized the notoriety of the man who is currently one of London’s most ambitious womanizers and successful poseurs,’ he duly noted. So ambitious ‘a womanizer’ was he that even as Carol McNicholl fumed, Eno was stepping out with a new inamorata; a tall, voluptuous black dancer called Peggy Lee La Neir. A dark-eyed, thick-lipped girl called Mandy, who Eno claimed was an old friend from his ‘blue film days’, was also a regular visitor to Alba Place, although she gravitated to Robert Fripp when the bespectacled guitarist came to commune at one of Eno’s Basing Street recording sessions.

While his dealings with women remained Don Juan-ish, Eno was commendably chivalrous on the subject of Roxy Music and Bryan Ferry: ‘I started off by wanting to call a press conference so that I could state my case, but that’s all so pointless. Another reason for my reticence is because I don’t want to damage Roxy for the sake of the other people in it. I mean, I really like the other members, and I (pause) really like Bryan in a funny way … My thirsting for revenge has died down somewhat over the last few days, anyway. People who do great hatchet-jobs on the members of their old band usually come out looking like losers when it all appears in print.’

Eno concluded his measured response to recent events with a typical piece of drollery, which was nonetheless revealing: ‘Actually the real truth is that Bryan Ferry and I are secretly breaking away, and we’re going to form a duo called the Singing Brians … I don’t know. I think I’ll probably just give up music altogether and become a full-time poseur.’

Throwing in the musical towel was never really on the agenda, but Eno could perhaps have been forgiven for contemplating a complete career change. Now free to reinvent his musical persona in any manner that took his fancy, the Brian Eno of July 1973 was a man almost mired in apparently infinite possibilities. This was the downside of his raging versatility and a condition that would become an intermittent hallmark of his subsequent career. Although the projected single with Andy Mackay was now abandoned, Island’s offer of free studio time still held and with it Eno – already showing signs of the curatorial impulse that would characterize much of his 1970s activity – hatched a plan to record ‘outsider’ musical acts which he thought might otherwise go undocumented. Accordingly, Eno-directed recording sessions took place in August with a steel drum ‘orchestra’ – the Pan-Am International Steel Band – and with Ladbroke Grove hippy savant, street busker and latterly Eno acolyte, Magic Michael. A mooted session with an obscure performance-art group called Moodier came to nothing, and indeed, despite his worthy intentions, none of Eno’s mentoring productions resulted in releasable material. While recording sessions floundered, the ideas poured out of him. Alongside the brimming notebooks he was now carrying a Dictaphone, and friends from the period recall Eno in restaurants or in the back of taxis suddenly hunkering into the foetal position in order to spill his latest brainwave onto his tiny cassette recorder.

Eno’s lingering dilettante-ism might have tested Island’s patience but, in fact, neither EG nor Island ever entertained the notion of dropping him, as David Enthoven makes plain: ‘EG and Island actually embraced what Eno was trying to do. Island was great. Artists didn’t go into a traditional A&R system. Once you were in there, as long as you were selling records, they allowed you complete artistic freedom, which was all anybody ever wants.’

And they were prepared to allow Eno to find his own commercial path: ‘We saw that Eno could have been as big a solo star as Ferry if he’d wanted to be, but that wasn’t what he wanted to do musically – he took a different route. It’s actually quite limiting being a solo star in the accepted sense; you’re too much in the public eye and can’t be so much of a guerrilla. I don’t think Brian Eno would say his voice was up to it either, he could probably have “grown” his voice if he’d wanted to but he simply wasn’t interested in the great flog of being on the road all the time.’

For all their patience, Island must have been relieved to hear news that their unpredictable charge was planning to launch a brand new ensemble. Eno’s idea, however, was closer to a bizarre, fetishistic fantasy than the blueprint for the hard-gigging, hit-making rock band Island might have hoped for. The ‘group’ was to be called Luala and the Lizard Girls and would consist of an assortment of musical eccentrics and dancers – including Eno’s new girlfriend Peggy Lee. (‘She sings bass lines to me when we embrace. She goes “Dum-dum-dah dah-dumdum”,’ Eno vouchsafed to Nick Kent. ‘She’s never played bass in her life but I know she’d be incredible at it …’) The Lizard Girls, Eno proposed, would appear together only in improbable venues such as launderettes and massage parlours. He had even written a treatment, plucked from one of his typically vivid dreams, detailing what an encounter with the ‘band’ might be like: ‘One of the Lizard Girls is bound, naked and gagged, face down on the operating table. One of the rhythm guitarists is stretching her arms. Luana the surgeon lifts the whip (the bamboo whip). The first six blows occur at regular school intervals. The pace quickens for the final eleven …’

‘My main idea is to drag together a bunch of bizarre people, who will probably all hate each other, give them some strange instrument to play and get people to pay to watch them make fools of themselves,’ Eno explained to Nick Kent. ‘There may well be two bass players. There’s another girl called Phyllis who’s incredibly sexy and a great dancer. I’m thinking of having a girl drummer, as it happens.’

Perhaps predictably, the Lizard Girls never materialized (although a reference to ‘Luana’s black reptiles’ would appear on the track ‘Driving Me Backwards’ on Eno’s debut solo album) – a fate shared by the wittily titled Plastic Eno Band, a hypothetical ensemble which would forego traditional instruments for selections from Eno’s collection of musical toys. Eno told journalist Richard Cromelin: ‘ … the thing that interests me about them is that plastic is not a resonant material, and so they don’t have harmonics’. In fact, the fanciful ensemble was an extrapolation from another of Brian’s tape recorder experiments, one in which miscellaneous recordings of innocent plastic playthings had been sped up or slowed down in order to replicate the pitch and timbre of various orchestral instruments.

A rumoured album to be called The Magic Wurlitzer Synthesizer of Brian Eno Plays ‘Winchester Cathedral’ and Fourteen Other Evergreens proved to be another whimsical pipedream – as did a reputed collaboration with sultry pop singer Lynsey De Paul, to whom Eno took something of a shine after being introduced to her at a Warner Bothers press reception. A mooted album of collaborations with various musicians including Phil Manzanera and Mike Oldfield (about to hit stellar heights with the album that would bankroll the Virgin empire, Tubular Bells) and, implausibly, Brian Connolly, leader singer of lumpen glam-rock journeymen The Sweet, languished on the back burner.

While Eno dreamed and plotted, Robert Fripp came back into his ambit. King Crimson had begun to bore Fripp (the latest incarnation having just completed another typically gargantuan US tour). Much as Eno had felt hidebound by the commercial constraints of Roxy Music so Fripp felt increasingly constricted by the demands of a major international touring group. In interviews, he had begun to censure lumbering rock ensembles (including his own) and proposed an alternative – the ‘small, independent, mobile and intelligent unit’.

Fripp, every bit as raging a theoretician as Eno, had divided culture into two distinctive categories: ‘old world’ and ‘new world’. ‘Howard Hughes and Nixon are old world people,’ he told Hit Parader’s Scott Cohen, while ‘new world’ people were ‘anyone who decides to become that. Emerson, Lake & Palmer is an example of old world music and an example of new world music is Fripp and Eno.’

Not only did Fripp regard himself and Eno as exemplars of this progressive philosophy but he now lionized the recordings the pair had made the previous September at Grantully Road, describing the music appreciatively as ‘walnut’ (a Frippian adjectival affirmation he’d somehow derived from feeling his scrotum contract when diving into a cold sauna!) and citing it as positive evidence of the lean, downsizing approach. Despite initial qualms, Fripp was now so taken with the piece that would eventually be dubbed ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’* that he’d begun using it as introductory and post-encore music at King Crimson concerts. Eno, responding to Fripp’s zeal, and no doubt aware of how relatively effortless their previous sessions had been, sensed that there might be a quick – and cheap – album to be gleaned from similar experimentation. Together, Eno and Fripp pondered how they might complete the putative album. They toyed with the idea of a piece that would somehow capture ‘the sound of bondage’, but soon dismissed the notion, along with Fripp’s suggestion of a twenty-minute-long pointillist piece, made with a painstakingly accrued spectrum of individual guitar notes. In the end they decided to replicate something of the process that had brought success the previous autumn.

In early August 1973, ‘the Captain’ and ‘Rodney Frock’ booked into Command Studios, again armed only with Eno’s modified Revox A77 tape recorders and Fripp’s Gibson Les Paul guitar and effects pedals. With the assistance of the studio’s digital sequencer and diligent engineer Andy Hendriksen, another protracted piece was laid down with Fripp’s improvisations being captured and looped in Eno’s delay system and then fed back to the guitarist as harmonic support for further soloing. This time, Eno injected a nagging synthesizer effect, which ultimately prevented the nearly twenty-minute-long piece from realizing the same rhapsodic shimmer achieved by ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’. Nonetheless, together the two compositions constituted enough material for a full-length avant-garde album – one track per side.

Three weeks later, Fripp and Eno were in Air Studios mixing the tracks. En route, Eno had picked up a discarded page ripped from a fetish magazine that was lying in the Oxford Street gutter. It bore the phrase ‘Swastika Girls’ and on the reverse was a photo of a girl in bondage wearing a Nazi armband giving a ‘Sieg Heil’ salute – an image which chimed with Eno’s current predilection for all things provocatively sadomasochistic. The picture was placed on the mixing desk throughout the session and ‘Swastika Girls’ was duly adopted as the title for the new piece.

‘Swastika Girls’ and ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’ proffered a sound unlike anything else being released into the eclectic 1973 marketplace. The most meaningful comparison was with the work of disparate German contemporaries, then in the process of evolving the country’s established hippie commune ‘jamming’ aesthetic into a distinctly north-west European, motorik/electronic musical vocabulary. This was the music that British rock journalists would offhandedly label ‘Krautrock’, the finest examples of which – records by Can, Cluster, Faust, Kraftwerk, Popol Vuh (whose music regularly graced Eno’s beloved Herzog movies), Ash Ra Tempel, Guru Guru, Neu!, La Dusseldorf, Harmonia and Tangerine Dream – had begun to exercise the ears of the British rock cognoscenti. Eno, who had already befriended members of Can, was an early adherent of the idiom.

Although beatless and vaporous, Eno and Fripp’s lengthy essays shared with Krautrock a disavowal of verse/chorus orthodoxy and instead relied on an essentially static musical core with only gradual internal harmonic developments. It was music which required an ‘immersive’ state of listening; an exercise in sustained mood. Together, the two pieces also represented the first concrete manifestation of Eno’s oft-heard mantra (and imminent Oblique Strategy) that ‘repetition is a form of change’ – an ascetic dictum gleaned from Cage, Riley and Reich, even if the conceptual integrity was somewhat compromised by Fripp’s contrastingly expressive, even lyrical fretwork.

Its aesthetic merits aside, the putative album was an almost Calvinist exercise in frugality. Initial outlay ran to a parsimonious £12 – the cost of the tape Eno used to record ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’ – while ‘Swastika Girls’ had been cut and mixed in two cost-effective studio days. Although there was some scepticism from both management and Island (if not from the ever-supportive David Enthoven), the album was scheduled for a late autumn release. It would be titled No Pussyfooting, in honour of a hand-scrawled aide-mémoire Fripp had placed on his pedal board. The record was to appear on the newly formed EG Records imprint and at a budget price that reflected both the economy of its production and the challenging nature of the music.

With his solo career struggling for focus, Eno’s domestic arrangements were no less blurred. Still ostracized from Leith Mansions and fed up with the privations of Alba Place, he took up an offer of temporary harbour from a friend, Judy Nieland. Soon to be better known as protopunk chanteuse Judy Nylon, Nieland was a sharp, sassy, Boston-born performance artist, singer and cineaste. Once resident in New York, she jetted into London in the early 1970s with $200 and carry-on luggage and quickly integrated into London’s flourishing creative demi-monde. In 1973, she was working with a performance art group and had been introduced to Eno earlier that year at Blake’s Hotel in Kensington, during a reception for the New York Dolls. Recognizing a kindred spirit,* Eno was all too happy to be taken under the wing of the feisty, self-styled ‘art samurai’ – one who had Man Ray’s Violins D’Ingres ‘f-holes’ tattooed on her back (unimaginably daring in 1973) but whose bohemian public persona contrasted with a scrupulously ordered home to which milk and the International Herald Tribune were regularly delivered. She and Eno had much in common – an unconstrained attitude to sex, not the least. Nieland would later find fleeting fame courtesy of punk rock, during the tabloid-outraging heyday of which she told a News of the World reporter: ‘At least sex is a good honest act. In fact it’s like hunger – if I have an appetite I eat. If I feel randy, I have sex. If I met someone in the right place, and I felt like it, I would go to bed with them.’

There was only one drawback to Judy Nieland’s domestic arrangements. Her flat (rented from Mario Amaya, the art dealer injured in the infamous 1968 Valerie Solanis gun attack on Andy Warhol) was on the west side of Redcliffe Square, Earls Court, almost exactly opposite Bryan Ferry’s domicile. With inter-Brian/Bryan relations still frozen, she and Eno would have to affect discreet, commando-style manoeuvres every time they left their building in order to avoid potentially embarrassing confrontations.

Eno and Nieland became close, but Eno would seek a rapprochement with Carol McNicholl and, soon after, the trio would enter into a tentative and very short-lived ménage à trios at Leith Mansions. ‘I only lived with two women for a very short time,’ Eno explained to NME writer Caroline Coon in 1977, ‘and I have nothing of interest to say about that. Except that it failed.’

In the mid-1970s, Carol McNicholl was taking the first steps on the ladder of international renown as a studio ceramicist and was studying at the Royal College of Art. A contemporary at the RCA was a Lancastrian graphic-artist-turned-painter called Dennis Leigh. A musician and ardent Roxy Music fan, Leigh would soon transform himself into John Foxx, lead singer with esoteric art-punk band Ultravox! He still remembers the frissons caused by Eno’s presence at the RCA: ‘We knew Brian had a girlfriend in the ceramics department. He used to drop into the canteen for a cup of tea … he’d have the beret on, preening magnificently, and aware of the attention. Make-up, too. I seem to remember he was at least once in full regalia. He also wore a little smile … It was great to see a Proper Pop Star in the canteen. Of course the subtext to all that was, the RCA was a hip place for him, too … He liked to make a splash and we all applauded that. It made both parties feel significant.’

Eno the arch poseur was soon at it again, this time laying himself quite literally bare for an article in the colourful ‘Circus’ section of American rock magazine Creem. Not an interview so much as a piece of blushingly ribald reportage, it captured Eno in his preening, narcissistic pomp. While Simon Puxley looked on guardedly, Eno spread-eagled himself unselfconsciously for the Creem cameraman, wearing nothing but a look of cod innocence, or padded about the apartment in nothing but a T-shirt with ‘his manhood flouncing jauntily in the breeze’.

He was eager to essay the nude poses as he’d recently been approached by Viva – press magnate Bob Guccione’s then newly launched ‘adult woman’s’ magazine, one of the first to put full-frontal male nude shots between the staples. Whether Viva actually saw the undoubtedly svelte Brian Eno as potential centrefold material remains unclear, for ultimately no Eno spread ever graced the magazine’s pages. Certainly Eno could see no reason why the Creem session shouldn’t provide an opportunity for some trial snaps.

Writer Kathy Miller’s account of the Viva session was a mixture of amusement and incredulity: ‘After suggesting that he be photographed spread-eagled “with all my rudeness showing”, Simon reminded Eno, who seemed a trifle hurt, that Viva didn’t care about his genitalia, just his supple Grecian bod. He ran the gamut of tease poses: Eno teething fetchingly on a sheet, Eno fingering a glass of white wine “decadently”, Eno calling some girl on the phone whilst naked. After sprawling on his tummy, Eno was in a mild state of arousal. “Forgive me if I have a hard-on; it is certainly the way of nature. I can’t sit up,” he moaned. “Yes, Viva doesn’t like erections,” Simon thoughtfully mulled, “but they’re only test shots. I’ll cover it with a book”, which Eno did until he was once again discreet.’

Eno had yet to give himself entirely over to the life of the otiose mannequin, however, and, with his EG debt still hanging, Damocles-like, his attentions quickly refocused on the recording studio and the album of songs his management had been advocating all summer. Despite his undoubted teenage groupie appeal, Eno’s most ardent fans were often serious-minded sixth-formers and mostly male students eager to forage for music on the far side of prog rock’s topographic oceans. They were hotly anticipating Eno’s next creative move, something of which the object of their obsession was acutely aware, as he recollected to Q’s Robert Sandall in 1990: ‘Outside the stage door at Roxy shows there’d always be a crowd with these pushy ones at the front; but at the back there’d be two or three more interesting types who were always too polite or proud to bother you and they were always the ones I wanted to talk to. So I thought, “How do I get to them and keep these others away?”’

Still wary of contemporary rock’s implicit conservatism and as determined as ever to lend his endeavours an experimental edge, Eno would return in part to his Lizard Girls concept. Eschewing bondage and whips (and, indeed, females), he proposed to assemble a group of disparate musicians from diverse stylistic backgrounds, give them the vaguest of instructions and then let the resulting music unfurl in a spirit of spontaneity and chance.

A tacit nod to the aleatory philosophy of the Scratch Orchestra and the laisser-fairism of the Portsmouth Sinfonia, it was a noble if pragmatically flawed piece of conceptualizing, for it brushed over the fact that Eno had written only two lyrics – the post-Roxy epiphany ‘Baby’s on Fire’ and a song based on a notorious Ipswich criminal called Blank Frank, a psychopath who talked in impenetrable proverbs and placed Molotov cocktails in suburban driveways. What’s more, Eno possessed barely any facility for roughing out song structures on his own and even improvising rock musicians need some sort of skeleton on which to build if they were not to revert to the blues clichés Eno was eager to avoid.

Although he plunked away diligently at home on the five rusty strings of his Starway guitar (the top E had broken in 1971 and he’d never bothered to replace it, and anyway the most cheese-wire-like of the six strings had always cut his under-practised, unhardened fingertips), a healthier answer to the songwriting problem, so he reasoned, would be to ‘systematize’ it. Instead of prescriptive authorship, he thought it possible that songs could be formed in the crucible of the recording studio based on the heterogeneous talents of the musicians involved. It would be writing and recording as curatorial exercise.

Despite his wilder intentions, Eno first turned to his reliable, erst-while Roxy Music colleagues (sans Ferry, naturally), all of whom (save Paul Thompson, who only appeared on one track) played a significant role in shaping the ensuing album. In addition, Eno invited along Robert Fripp, ex-Pink Fairies bassist Paul Rudolph (Eno had spotted him at the final gig of John Porter’s short-lived blues-rock group Uncle Dog, for whom Rudolph was guesting), along with King Crimson (and future Roxy Music) bassist John Wetton, and four members of The Sharks, whom Eno had befriended during the last Roxy UK tour: drummer Marty Simon, Memphis-born bassist Michael Busta ‘Cherry’ Jones, keyboardist Nick Judd and quixotic guitarist Chris ‘Ace’ Spedding. This eclectic cabal was further swollen by additional drummer Simon King from Hawkwind, various guest backing vocalists and Eno’s old ‘looning’ partner Lloyd Watson. However, while there were disparate personalities involved, these were hardly the incongruent instrumentalists of Eno’s original concept. Indeed, the assembled retinue consisted entirely of rock musicians – albeit rock musicians with various penchants for the unorthodox. Admittedly, the musical personalities of, say, Robert Fripp and Lloyd Watson were like chalk and cheese, but they were never actually in the studio at the same time. None of the participants, Fripp included, could be honestly described as a card-carrying member of the avant-garde.

As much as he might have liked the maverick contributions of an AMM, a Pan Am International Steel Band or a Magic Michael, Eno knew he had to deliver a substantial and reasonably accessible rock album. There was undoubtedly subtle pressure from EG and Island, and with Eno already in debt, the recording budget was necessarily constrained. As much of the material was to be composed and fleshed out in the studio, recording time had to be maximized without blowing the thrifty recording budget of £5,000.

To that end, with EG’s assistance, Eno located what was possibly the cheapest twenty-four-track studio in London: Majestic, located at 146 Clapham High Street. Formerly the Majestic Ballroom and, since the war, the Gaumont Theatre, it had once boasted a 3,000-seat auditorium and its own symphony orchestra, but most of the premises were now given over, like the Granada, Wandsworth, where Roxy Music had auditioned for EG, to the raging craze for bingo. The rear portion of the building and what was once the stage area had been latterly converted into a studio space. It was an unfashionable location, very much off the west London music biz radar, but most of the musicians were impressed by the facilities. Chris Spedding was particularly taken with the studio: ‘It was an old dance hall, so it had a good feel. I liked the studio enough to use it myself on several occasions; my Sex Pistols demos were done there.* I like it because the room was “bass light”, so when you took mixes home the bass was always louder than you thought it would be – which was a good thing at the time …’

And the versatile Spedding, who, not content with aiding the nascent Sex Pistols, was about to help steer the career of quite another kind of unconventional hit-makers – animated children’s-TV spin-off the Wombles – had no trouble in adapting to Eno’s unconventional working methods: ‘Everything about the session was very pleasant. I didn’t spend much time in the studio as Brian seemed to like what I did right away. He knew what he wanted, but was never afraid to experiment and he was ready to listen to any ideas.’

Lloyd Watson was asked to play slide guitar on an almost Beatles-like song called ‘Some of Them are Old’, adding an idyllic, almost Hawaiian flavour to its latter half. Like Spedding, he has only happy memories of the occasion: ‘It was a surreal time. I and a couple of mates had gone to an all-nighter at the Lyceum in the Strand. I went from there straight down to the studio in Clapham without sleeping. I whacked my parts down in less than an hour. All the slide guitar parts were done by direct injection, straight into the desk, there were no amps involved. Brian knew what he wanted, roughly – though he never said “play this or that” specifically. He’d let me interpret pretty freely.’

In addition to guitarists Manzanera, Spedding and Watson, Robert Fripp was recruited to play on three tracks. His lengthy, characteristically coruscating, if slightly over-the-top, solo buried Eno’s grumbling synths in splinters of rock virtuosity on the sardonically catchy ‘Baby’s on Fire’. Fripp’s dissonant, Eno-manipulated slivers were more comfortably accommodated on the claustrophobic ‘Driving Me Backwards’, while his volleys of machine-gun licks graced the shuffling, Bo Diddley-in-space cacophony of ‘Blank Frank’ – a song whose structure Fripp had also conceived, with typical alacrity, on the spot.

Elsewhere, Manzanera’s more direct guitar skills were liberally deployed, lending driving, reverb-soaked riffing to the surging, Velvet Underground-like ‘Needle in the Camel’s Eye’ (a title inspired by Manzanera’s guitar tone, which Eno likened to a ‘cloud of needles’). Its dense sound was achieved by Eno forcefully beating the tremolo arm of Manzanera’s Fender Stratocaster as he played; then repeating the exercise in a series of overdubs. To further thicken the soup, Eno, in a trick nabbed from Phil Spector, deployed two, not entirely ‘in time’ drum kits, compressed to a pulsing throb and widely split across the stereo picture.

Manzanera was also employed to deliver Roxy-like sci-fi fuzz-tones to Eno’s clear-voiced doo-wop pastiche ‘Cindy Tells Me’ – which the guitarist co-wrote – and, in unison with Eno’s Starway guitar, the clipped rhythmic drive of ‘The Paw Paw Negro Blow Torch’, to which Spedding’s searing riffing also contributed.

Although today it seems quaintly, even questionably, titled, in 1973 ‘The Paw Paw Negro Blowtorch’ was simply regarded as a piece of Dadaist exotica. ‘Negro’ was still a word in common usage. Loosely extrapolated from the story of an inhabitant of the town of Paw Paw, Michigan, who was allegedly able to set fire to objects by simply breathing on them, the song manifested as a jerking, garage-funk-rock work-out, which curiously anticipated the as-yet-unformed Talking Heads. The basic backing was hammered through in one take, with a hysterically camp, double-tracked Eno vocal. It was topped off by the kind of berserk, ‘malfunctioning robot’ synthesizer ‘solo’ Eno’s Roxy devotees had always cherished.

When not hymning National Enquirer-friendly eccentrics and dubious characters from his East Anglian childhood, Eno’s overriding lyrical concern was to avoid the first person ‘love song’ narrative that seemed to him to so thoroughly subjugate all other kinds of rock writing. Instead his words would be summoned by a kind of osmosis. Rather than prescribing a narrative, Eno would run the already recorded backing track and sing spontaneously into his Dictaphone, initially using phonetic sounds prompted by the timbre, rhythm and atmosphere of the music. He would then transform these raw ululations into vivid processions of surreal, narratively disconnected images, all of which tended to cohere with the unsettling ‘logic’ of dreams. Eno explained the process further in an Island press release: ‘I wrote the lyrics at home with my girlfriend with a cassette of the backing track from the studio. I sang whatever came into my mind as the song played through. Frequently they’re just nonsense words or syllables. First I try for the correct phonetic sound rather than the verbal meaning. Off the top I was singing “oh-dee-dow-gubba-ring-ge-dow”. So I recorded these rubbish words and then I turned them back into words. It’s the exact opposite of the technique used in phonetic poetry where words are changed into pure sounds. I take sounds and change them into words.’

While it was expedient for Eno to let the music marshal his lyrics, he was also delighted by the ambiguity of meaning that resulted from such a random process. It was a quality he particularly admired in Lou Reed’s writing – especially the song ‘What Goes On’, a highlight of his beloved Velvet Underground’s eponymous third album. An enigmatic essay, which seems to allude to something sinister, visceral and kinky, without ever becoming fully explicit, Eno sought to achieve a similarly teasing blurriness: ‘What I like about it [“What Goes On”] was that it seemed to be saying something, but it was unspecific. It gave a definite feeling to the song without being a particular statement. My own favourite songs had lines like that.’

Eno’s singing voice, previously only heard on record in distant harmony with Bryan Ferry’s tremulous lead, was now revealed as a thing of, by turns, whinnying glam-rock parody, vaguely reminiscent of troubled, erstwhile Pink Floyd leader and psyche-rock godhead Syd Barrett (queasily so on ‘Driving Me Backwards’, with Eno’s double-tracked vocal appearing to be moving simultaneously backwards and forwards in a state of addled flux that was pure Barrett); psychotic monotone (‘Blank Frank’ – proffering another Barrett-esque milieu, not unlike the latter’s ‘Arnold Layne’, a similarly parochial tale of a Cambridge washing-line panty snatcher), girlish falsetto (‘Cindy Tells Me’) and elsewhere – multi-tracked and stacked into dulcet polyphony – a thing of surprising mellifluousness.

The latter was exhibited most effectively on the sublime ‘On Some Far Away Beach’. Evolving gradually around Eno and Andy Mackay’s counterpoint piano figure (one report claimed Eno had overdubbed twenty-seven pianos on this song alone) with a steady accumulation of wide-screen keyboard and guitar sonorities and gospel backing vocal group Sweetfeed’s ever-swelling, choir-like polyphony, the song builds in waves for nearly three minutes before Eno’s lead vocal makes its yearning entry. His lyrics (‘I’ll be remembered/As the tide brushes sand in my eyes’) might as easily be evoking a memory from his solitary, coastal childhood as they might some enigmatic landscape plucked from a dream, which was their actual provenance.

On the oblique, catchy ‘Dead Finks Don’t Talk’, to which fantasy vocal group ‘Nick Kool and The Koolaids’ (actually just multi-tracked Brians) added neo-doo-wop vocal harmonies, Eno even affected a mocking pastiche of Bryan Ferry’s uniquely oily croon, lending the lines ‘You’re always so charming/As you make your way up here’ a weight of meaning that was, Eno argued, unintentional: ‘“Dead Finks … “ is not about Bryan Ferry. After all the music was recorded and the words written, Chris Thomas (my producer and Roxy’s as well) said, “You’ll get me shot for that track. It’s obviously about Bryan.” So I listened back to it and it obviously was. It was certainly something I hadn’t realized …’

Eno must have been in serious denial about Ferry, as he also claimed that ‘Dead Finks Don’t Talk’ had the most randomly generated lyric of all the songs on his debut. If nothing else, its lyrical ambiguity (‘Oh please sir, will you let it go by/’Cos I failed both tests with my legs both tied’) at least approached that of the ‘What Goes On’ benchmark.

What would become the album’s title track, ‘Here Come the Warm Jets’, started life as a rudimentary cyclical riff hammered out on the bottom string of Eno’s electric guitar. In the finished version, swarming guitars amassed in ever more buzzing formations, with Eno reserving his hazy, harmony-soaked vocal refrain for the final minute. Originally designed to stretch out over ten minutes, it eventually clocked in at a relatively concise four, but remained arguably the finest example of Eno’s transcendent rock mode. A fierce, yet invitingly fuzzy assault of over-amped guitars and galloping drums, it effectively took Roxy Music’s blueprint and extrapolated leftwards.

Even more so than Roxy’s debut LP, Here Come the Warm Jets was rock with its avant-garde fundaments on full show; drawing on the past but looking to the future. It nodded to glam and even pub rock, yet it was also an early herald of punk and, in its moments of more gentle blurredness, even a harbinger of Eno’s later ambient direction. Indeed, it was an album almost overburdened with (as Eno would later acknowledge) not altogether contiguous ideas – Anglicized Velvet Underground art pop, baroque Beatles-parody, electronic tone washes, sardonic, sub-1950s doo-wop pastiche – any one of which might have been pursued as a career-defining style. Indeed, it was an album of paradoxes, as impulsive yet measured, methodical yet thrilling, grand yet impish, as its author.

Although Eno had ostensibly produced Here Come the Warm Jets, he was still a relative greenhorn when it came to twenty-four-track recording, and his role in the studio was in effect one of guiding conceptualist. It was left to the Majestic’s engineer Derek Chandler and assistant Paul Hardiman to oversee all the technical elements – no mean task given Eno’s labyrinthine delay and synthesizer relays. Wire’s Colin Newman would later work extensively with Hardiman, who passed on information about the Warm Jets sessions: ‘Paul was a pretty straightforward kind of guy,’ Newman advises. ‘I asked him about Eno and the recording of the album and he just said, “Brian didn’t know what he was doing – didn’t have a clue.” But then he’s the guy who told me how they’d mixed an entire Funkadelic album with paper cups on their ears … and then had do it again, because it sounded shit! Paul went on to do “Lady in Red”, so what can you do?!’

Chris Thomas was drafted in to mix the album. This took place in October, mostly at Olympic Studios in Barnes, with additional work at Air (where Thomas managed to crowbar in some extra drum tracks and an additional bass part on ‘The Paw Paw Negro Blowtorch’). Thomas’s principal function was to organize Eno’s clamorous multi-track master tapes on which many of the instrumental overdubs were doubled or trebled, injecting some sonic clarity into what was in places a wall of opaque noise. As Thomas recalled in a 1974 interview with Richard Cromelin how, while he attended to the nuts and bolts of mixing, an impatient Eno would drift into an adjoining studio, where his innate, if unfocused, ability to conjure something from nothing was amply demonstrated: ‘I’d be mixing or something and he’d be down in the studio playing the piano with like three fingers or something, and he’d have this little tape recorder down there and he’d come up and say, “I’ve written a song”, and he’d play it to me and it’d be great! He’s phenomenal. It just pours out of him. I really think he needs to discipline himself and get it done right … ‘

The album cover itself provided a supplementary layer of intrigue. With a credit for ‘design supervision’ given to Carol McNicholl, it featured Lorenz Zatecky’s photographs of the interior of the Grantully Road flat, with Eno appearing in a framed portrait, sporting full face paint, in a mirror on the mantelpiece. The image was enlarged on the rear sleeve – Eno’s coquettish visage surrounded by domestic detritus: a teapot, various dried flowers, an overflowing ashtray, a pack of Camel cigarettes, a crustacean skeleton and a choice example from Eno’s burgeoning collection of pornographic playing cards. This featured a drawing of a police constable ‘attending’ to a young, bare-bottomed girl who squatted while urinating into a stream. It was a playful nod to Eno’s chosen album title, Here Come the Warm Jets, although not, he alleged, a direct salute to the sexual fetish known poetically as the ‘golden shower’ but rather a reference to the title track’s droning, aeroplane engine sonics. ‘The title Warm Jets came from the guitar sound on the track of that name, which I described on the track sheet as “warm jet guitar”, because it sounded like a tuned jet.’ Not that he was unaware of other possible interpretations: ‘I had the pack of playing cards with the picture of that woman in there, and they sort of connected. That was one of the things that was going on at the time: this idea that music was still tied to some idea of revolution, and that one of the revolutions was a sexual revolution. I wasn’t making a big political point. I just liked having fun with those things.’

Among the album’s exhaustive sleeve credits, Eno attributed himself with ‘snake guitar’, ‘simplistic keyboards’ and something called the ‘electric larynx’. The latter was an instrument of Eno’s invention, based loosely on a piece of S&M bondage apparatus. It was essentially a kind of neck brace, connected to a series of microphones which was attached to the throat of the player (or ‘victim’). Through the electric larynx, the vox humana could be transformed into an instrument sounding like a weird, microtonal lead guitar.

With Here Come the Warm Jets in the can, Eno’s attention shifted back to No Pussyfooting, which was set for release in November, resplendent in a sleeve featuring Eno and Fripp sitting within a specially constructed cube of mirrors surrounded by various objects, including a mirrored guitar, another selection from Eno’s outré playing card collection and some more American cigarettes (Pall Mall this time) reflected back and forth into infinity. ‘The artwork was by a friend of mine called Willie Christie – later video director for Pink Floyd,’ David Enthoven reveals. ‘It was Fripp and Eno’s joint idea, but Willie actually executed it. It was a revolutionary gatefold design – and the visuals actually seemed to describe the music. It even won an award.’

On the rear sleeve the image was repeated, only minus the human figures – a witty visual analogue for the sonic world contained within: self-reflecting and boundless, it was also, at least as far as Eno and his self-perpetuating systems were concerned, music that – once set in motion – might unfold of its own volition, without so much as a guiding human hand.*

The two album tracks had actually been previewed in a John Peel Top Gear session in early November – although, rather than stage a new session, Eno had simply supplied the BBC with already mixed master tapes of the album. Given the distinctly unconventional nature of the then-unreleased music, Peel’s producer John Walters and his studio engineers could have been forgiven for not noticing when they played all forty minutes of ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’ and ‘Swastika Girls’ backwards. Eno, listening at home, phoned Walters to point out the error, ‘by which time it was too late’.

Equally predictably – given the nature of the music – when No Pussyfooting was released the following week, the earth failed to slip off its axis. That the album received a muted critical response was perhaps to be expected, but Fripp, still smitten with what he and Eno had achieved, remained philosophical about the apparent critical indifference and reckoned, presciently, that it would take time for listeners to realize how significant a record it really was, as he told Hit Parader: ‘It won’t appeal to so many people but, over the years, it will come to be regarded as a classic and, in five years’ time, people will come to wonder how they could have missed something of that quality.’

Eno was aware that his first post-Roxy release was destined to thwart a certain caucus of fans whose expectations of a post-Roxy Eno record were of an album to match, or even trump, the deluxe art-rock sophistication of his erstwhile band. ‘You see, one of the problems was that when I released the Fripp/Eno album a lot of people thought … it hurt so many people’s expectations of what I was going to do next …’ Eno stumblingly admitted to the NME’s Chris Salewicz in December. ‘So many people expected a particular kind of album that a lot of people were disappointed in it.’

More by accident than design, Eno had put down a marker with No Pussyfooting – it almost instantly established him as an artist from whom the unpredictable was to be expected. While it didn’t trouble the charts, with its reduced cover price it proved irresistible to a hardcore faction of King Crimson and Roxy Music fans, happy to shell out for evidence of the long-rumoured collaboration between this brace of by-now-infamous musical mavericks. As a result, sales, although modest in comparison with what the protagonists’ former bands could expect, were actually relatively healthy. ‘No Pussyfooting was the cheapest record we ever made and we ended up selling about 100,000 of them,’ recalls David Enthoven. ‘Of course it was slated at the time, but it was a fucking great record – it was the birth of ambient music, really.’

Indeed, given that No Pussyfooting was an album of unconstrained leftfield esoterica, those sales figures actually seem rather remarkable. Even by comparison with contemporaneous art-rock benchmarks such as David Bowie’s Aladdin Sane, Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon and Lou Reed’s Berlin, it seemed wildly unconventional. With a bona fide solo ‘rock’ album also in the can, auguries for Eno’s sustainable, post-Roxy career were finally looking optimistic.
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* Basing Street studios, located in the bowels of a deconsecrated Notting Hill church (which for many years was also Island Records HQ), would subsequently become a happier hunting ground – the laboratory in which Eno’s key 1970s albums would be largely conjured.

* Eno would coin the title after a brand of marijuana cigarette called ‘Heavenly Music’ mentioned in Philip K. Dick’s sci-fi novel The Man in the High Castle, having rejected Fripp’s original title ‘The Transcendental Music Corporation’, fearing fans might think them serious wannabe yogis.

* Like Eno Nieland had spent a solitary childhood touched by unusual music. At night she would habitually retreat to her bedroom to escape into the lulling sound worlds created by Martin Denny’s 1950s ‘exotica’ albums.

* Spedding produced some early Sex Pistols demos – later, a much-circulated bootleg – at Majestic in May 1976.

* Some American Enophiles noted that ‘Pussyfoot’ was the name of a US toilet manufacturer and wondered if there might be a conceptual link with the ‘aquatic’ theme of Here Come the Warm Jets.


7. The Great Pretender

‘It’s not the destination that matters. It’s the change of scene.’ (Brian Eno)

‘Art is anything you can get away with.’ (Marshall McLuhan)

Eno insisted on donning his avant-garde hat once again in the early autumn of 1973 as he reunited with the Portsmouth Sinfonia for the recording of their debut album. Eno had been quietly canvassing to get the unlikely ensemble’s recording career off the ground. Leader Gavin Bryars was only too aware of the significance of Eno to the orchestra’s profile, and the benefits of his considerable music business cachet were, unlike his hesitant clarinet playing, palpable: ‘Brian was instrumental in putting together the first album because his contacts meant the label, Transatlantic, were able to do it. Without that link we wouldn’t have had an album. He wasn’t acting as a producer in the sense that he was buzzing round the control room, but he was certainly the person who got it all together and he was certainly the person who liaised with the record company to get it made.’

It was Eno who secured cheap ‘downtime’ at Basing Street, where the Sinfonia could record whenever the studio’s regular rock clientele finished its all-night sessions. There they laid down their tentative version of Richard Strauss’s ‘Also Sprach Zarathrustra’ along with haltingly poignant sketches of ‘the famous bits’ from Greig’s Peer Gynt Suite, Beethoven’s Fifth, Rossini’s ‘William Tell Overture’ and others from the popular classical canon. ‘We had no intention whatsoever of having any success at all,’ Gavin Bryars concedes of the Sinfonia’s noble amateur ambitions. ‘It was something that we all enjoyed doing. Everyone was doing their best, which just happened to be pretty lousy. The funny thing was the gap that you could perceive between what we set out to achieve and what we actually did. It had a cult success and got picked up by the radio.’

A ‘tragically funny’ Eno-produced version of Richard Strauss’s ‘Also Sprach Zarathustra’ was even released as a single, earning a cease-and-desist order from the administrators of Strauss’s estate. Offence was taken at the Sinfonia’s annihilation of the venerable composer’s masterpiece. It was claimed they’d ‘rearranged’ the music, though in reality they’d simply been incapable of playing it properly. Fortunately for all concerned, the case never came to court.

‘Everything the Sinfonia did they’d taken from popular sources,’ Bryars clarifies. ‘The Strauss piece was the theme to [Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 landmark sci-fi movie] 2001: A Space Odyssey – which is also where our version of [Johan] Strauss’s “Blue Danube” came from. We strung the two together. I don’t think most people in the Sinfonia realized there were two different Strausses, actually.’

The Sinfonia’s second album would be a live recording of their most celebrated event – a May 1974 concert at the Albert Hall, which featured renderings of such classical opi as the ‘1812 Overture’ (including real cannon fire!), and the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’, complete with 300-strong choir.* At the concert, an aspiring young pianist called Sally Binding was to perform Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto in B Flat Minor but B Flat proved to have too many awkward sharps and flats for many of the orchestra, so Ms Binding relearned the whole piece in a more amenable key. Amusingly, the audience was swollen with American tourists who had come to hear all their favourite classical pieces essayed by a top British ensemble.

They might have thought again had they been privy to Columbia Records’ advertising campaign for The Portsmouth Sinfonia Plays the Popular Classics album, which trumpeted Eno’s involvement (he was also conspicuous among the rank and file depicted on the album cover) under the strapline: ‘Indisputably, the worst orchestra in the world’. That Eno-produced gem would go on to win a 1974 ‘Comedy Record of the Year’ award from Rolling Stone magazine, no less (‘It’s brilliant …’ reckoned NME; ‘ … could change the course of contemporary music’, guffawed Melody Maker). Indeed, however poignant many of the Sinfonia’s ‘deconstructions’ were, they were most commonly regarded as a comedic spoof – their wilful eccentricity and very English brand of amateurism chiming with audiences still in thrall to the surreal silliness of Monty Python and the Bonzo Dog Doodah Band.

Further recordings, sans Eno, would follow and the ensemble puttered sporadically on for several years, playing its last show in Paris in 1980. They have never formally retired, however, as Bryars affirms: ‘The Sinfonia didn’t really stop. It just fizzled out. Technically we’re still available for weddings, bar mitzvahs, funerals and so on …’ Today their albums remain, criminally, unavailable.

During much of this period, Bryars was living in a Ladbroke Grove house with a spare room from which he ran the Experimental Music Catalogue, the indispensable archive of avant-garde composition previously administered by John Tilbury, before it had outgrown his small flat. The EMC boasted scores by the cream of international experimenters, including Cardew’s pieces and the Scratch Orchestra’s anthologies (along with many of the graphic scores Eno had helped print up at Ian Tyson’s studio, back in his early Camberwell days). Galvanized by Bryars’s mixture of scholarliness, enthusiasm and extensive knowledge of currents and developments in new music, Eno found himself once again enmeshed in the experimental music scene. Having already flexed his post-Roxy curatorial muscles, Eno now posited the idea of a bespoke record label to release the burgeoning oeuvre of Bryars and those in his ambit, as the composer recalls: ‘In 1973 I was doing a lot of soundtrack work on underground films. A lot of these were financed by a guy called Alan Power. Alan was the person who’d been filming people living rough in London from whom I’d got the original tape for my piece Jesus’ Blood Never failed Me Yet. He was the son of Ted Power – a wealthy art collector and a very serious, interesting guy … Ted and I met with Brian about all this at Island Records in late ‘73 and there was some vague interest in the idea and also branching out beyond just my soundtracks into other things.’

The plan was quite well advanced when it was scuppered by a downturn in the wider economy: ‘The 1973 oil crisis hit – which meant the three-day week, power blackouts and so on. Suddenly shellac for records became a precious commodity. That meant any experimental or “non-essential” work was put on the shelf by record companies.’

In fact, the ‘three-day week’ wouldn’t take effect until the following January, but the latter portion of 1973 was still an incongruously grey backdrop against which Eno’s ultra-vivid Here Come the Warm Jets would be unleashed. Almost contemporaneously, a month before Christmas, Roxy Music’s first Eno-free album, Stranded, was released. An artistic and commercial triumph, boasting a steamy cover portrait of Ferry’s latest flame, model Marilyn Cole, and a brace of Top 20 singles, it was vindication for the band’s newly autocratic leader, whose much anticipated solo debut These Foolish Things had also done substantial business that autumn. Eno would later heap his own praises on Stranded, on several occasions generously labelling it his favourite Roxy Music album, although he noted, ruefully, its lack of experimentation and wouldn’t be drawn on the relative merits of Eddie Jobson.

In December, Eno and Ferry, having assiduously avoided each other for nearly six months, unwittingly found themselves on the same premises, namely Elton John’s west London home – the scene of a typically lavish, recession-defying Christmas party thrown by the flamboyant singer. The invitees included the great and good of the UK pop scene, including producer Chris Thomas – still a mutual friend of both Eno and Ferry. To his embarrassment, Thomas found himself in the middle of a Mexican stand-off between the hostile parties, with the situation coming to an awkward head at the entrance to John’s house – as he recalled in an issue of Phonograph Record the following year: ‘I saw Eno standing there (points down) and Bryan Ferry standing there (up). Eno was going to go in, and Bryan was going to go out, but they were sort of like you know (fists together, head-on face-off ). I suddenly saw Eno, I suddenly saw Bryan, and I just went screaming up the stairs going “hello, hello, hello, hello!” and rushed into the party.’*

Eno could certainly hold up his head at the party. The first reviews for Here Come the Warm Jets had appeared in the late autumn and the critical response was generally favourable. Eno, however, remained slightly sceptical of the critical encomium heaped on the album – an opinion he maintained for several years. ‘I didn’t think it deserved the good reviews it got,’ he told Ian MacDonald in 1977. ‘There was a sort of mystique about it which protected it – made you think that if you didn’t like something about it, it was your fault, not mine.’ Although the same organ’s contemporary album review had cavilled at Eno’s sometimes ‘atonal’ singing style, most of the UK weeklies seemed to welcome the new incarnation of Eno as outré solo artist. Unlike No Pussyfooting, Warm Jets was judged not as an experimental diversion but as a bona fide rock album, holding its own among the musical benchmarks of the time. ‘One of the finest albums released in months,’ chimed Record Mirror, in broad concord with many of the UK reviews. In the USA, the response was either hyperbolic or astonished. Lester Bangs’ review in Creem was both: ‘Eno is the real bizarro warp factor for 1974. It’s like he says in “The Paw Paw Negro Blowtorch”: “By this time I got to looking for some kind of substitute/I can’t tell you what kind, but you know that it rhymes with dissolute … “ Meanwhile, the drums are pounding and the guitars are screaming every which away in a precisely orchestrated cauldron of terminal hysteria muchly influenced by, though far more technologically advanced than, early Velvet Underground. Don’t miss it; it’ll drive you crazy.’

The broadly positive reception pressured Eno into some promotional activities. Although he and Robert Fripp had already discussed the idea of spontaneous live presentations that would substitute the usual rock gig paraphernalia for film projections, tape loops and random improvisations, the idea of getting back on stage to perform a well-rehearsed rock set on a nightly basis was liable to have Eno pondering his laundry again. Instead, he agreed to EG’s alternative plan, which had him jetting off to the USA, where Here Come the Warm Jets would scramble to a respectable if unspectacular No. 92 on the Billboard chart. There, he would undertake a promotional tour that eschewed gigs in favour of radio and magazine appearances. He was preceded by Simon Puxley’s expansive press release, which described Eno as a ‘surrealist rock super-star’, a ‘sylph-like electronics guru’, and ‘the Scaramouch of the synthesizer’. He had a lot to live up to, but, by and large, he delivered. It was an intensive campaign; in New York alone he undertook nearly fifty interviews. The concentrated verbal articulation produced results which were often more instructive for Eno then they were for his integrators as he remembered to NME’s Ian MacDonald in 1977: ‘In talking so much about that album … I came to examine my methods very closely and began to see what worked and what didn’t. In so doing I rejected about half the avenues of approach suggested in that record.’

Interviews had begun to teach Eno another valuable lesson – how to construct a theoretical context for his work after the event. He would subsequently develop a nonpareil facility for articulating persuasively plausible retrospective concepts for what had been simply intuitive, or happenstance creativity. It was a talent that turned his already information-packed interviews into elliptical, encyclopaedic tutorials. In time, such ‘after-the-fact’ rationalizations could, for some, over-burden Eno’s work with superfluous faux intellectual conceits. His more vehement critics would sporadically seize upon this pathological hypothesizing, seeing it as a diversion from sometimes questionable artistry. Even one-time supporters and collaborators could occasionally despair at Eno’s untrammelled rhetoric; Gavin Bryars for one: ‘I tend to wince at Brian’s habit of pontificating about most things in life. He has theories on everything. I’m always suspicious of people who have theories about everything.’

John Cale, another of Eno’s significant collaborators, has a slightly different take on Eno’s oratorical approach: ‘You can’t really be dismissive of Brian. There’s a substantial body of work there and you’ve got to deal with it one way or the other. I do notice that when you’re having a discussion with him, he will often take a position that is purely argumentative – or that’s totally unreasonable. On a number of occasions it became tokenism – positioning was all there was. But then, he also has some really unique and intriguing insights into a number of topics.’

In early 1974, however, the vast majority of his associates were still unambiguously in thrall to Eno’s vivacious dilettantism. Eno himself was relishing the chance to sharpen his theoretical approach on the whetstone of the music press, although more often than not he simply flabbergasted music journalists more used to piecing together the inchoate ramblings of sozzled rock ‘n’ rollers than they were absorbing the carefully articulated conceptualism of a coruscating, quasi-academic. Within the confines of Roxy Music, it might be argued, Eno had always talked a better musical performance than he actually gave – the references to avant-garde heavy hitters such as Cage and Reich being all well and good, while their musical manifestation frequently translated to little more than a series of dissonant synthesizer shrieks. Now, with a substantial album of his own about which to wax conjectural, Eno could get the conceptual bit between his delicately remodelled teeth. While a number of American DJs and magazine interviewers left their encounters with him more befuddled than when they went in, others were beguiled as much as bamboozled. Either way, it was clear; art rock’s most audacious rhetorician had arrived on the international stage.

It was an intense period for Eno, once again mostly resident at Leith Mansions, where he dallied with some synth and tape sketches for Andy Mackay’s debut solo album In Search of Eddie Riff, and, as always, carved out time for further journalistic inquisitions. One microphone-wielding visitor was Chrissie Hynde, still several years shy of her own stellar musical career fronting the Pretenders. Just twenty-two and newly arrived in London from her native Ohio, where she would regularly pore over back issues of NME, absorbing Nick Kent’s colourful interviews, Hynde had recently landed a reporter’s berth at her favourite music weekly. Kent was now her boyfriend and it was his doubtful notion to send her to grill Eno. Hynde’s interview (and, no doubt, her smouldering good looks) provoked some especially puckish responses from her quarry. Arriving in the early evening, she was greeted by Eno wearing a loosely fitting red satin kimono – all things oriental (including, so he claimed, something called ‘burning shame’ – a potentially hazardous Japanese erotic practice involving lit candles) being his latest obsession. Hynde remained stoical while Eno alluded to his murky past as a porn actor (‘Some of the movies I did were very funny – they had to pretend to have a plot. Ha ha’), although she was somewhat taken aback when Eno proceeded to demonstrate his newly shaven pubic area – just another example, so he pleaded, of his latest fad: ‘Now I’ve got this beautiful bare belly! I’ve got this new Japanese thing, you see, and the Japanese don’t have much hair on their bodies. Japanese culture I tip as the next big thing.’

Hynde managed to control her disdain when Eno paraded something called the ‘Double Punkt Roller’ (‘a massage device used in Victorian times’), while he assured her that ‘it can only be fully appreciated when used on the bare buttocks’. She finally beat a retreat after midnight, with Eno still husbanding his priapic public persona, seeing her off with a lascivious mention for the local Catholic girls’ school: ‘My conscience won’t let me tamper – I feel I might damage their lives if I do anything …’ Hynde’s chastened interview was published the next week under the headline ‘Everything You’d Rather Not Know About Eno’.

Naturally, such outrageous disclosures did the profile of the still-fresh Here Come the Warm Jets no harm whatsoever. Indeed, word about Eno’s strange new rock sound and even stranger personal predilections was spreading assiduously across sixth-form common rooms and college student unions. So effectively did the Eno sensation snowball that by the end of February 1974 the album had penetrated the Top 30, peaking at a creditable No. 26 soon after.

One of the many who had propelled the album to such heights was youthful, Winchester Art School foundation student, Colin Newman: ‘One day this girl came to college and said, “I’ve just heard this record … It’s the most horrible record I’ve heard in my life by this bloke called Brian Eno. I’d rather sit down and listen to a nice blues any day … “ That got me interested. I knew who he was, but besides this girl, I think the album got one or two really bad reviews – so I had to hear it! I bought it and listened to it over and over again. I used to get up every morning, skin up and listen to it all the way through. It was the pre-Walkman idea of just carrying this music around with you all day in your head. It would make the rest of the world bearable. It was an odd and interesting record – there was something very different about it that made me very excited.’

Like thousands of other converts, Newman, who was soon to befriend Eno, was perplexed that the purveyor of this exhilarating music could still attract negative press: ‘I started reading the NME when I was seven … I was a complete fashion victim. I knew what was cool and trendy, yet people like Eno weren’t really being written about. There was a sniffy attitude directed towards them. I remember the NME describing Eno’s vocals as “atonal” – which is not true at all, of course. I remember asking Brian about that later on, because I didn’t know what “atonal” meant. Brian got really bristly about that but countered by saying what a wonderful review the album had got in the Financial Times.’

The assenting reviews were certainly abundant enough to provoke Eno into unanticipated thoughts of touring. One evening in January, he was socializing at the Speakeasy where he witnessed a set by a rock quartet with the unprepossessing name, The Winkies. The band, led by itinerant Canadian showman Philip Rambow (who would later embark on a fleetingly successful solo career and co-write hits for Kirsty MacColl among others), featured Englishmen Guy Humphreys on guitar, Brian Turrington on bass and Mike Desmarais on drums. Nominally affiliated to the brass-tacks pub-rock scene, The Winkies favoured elaborate stage costumes that owed more to The Sweet than to the greasy denims of Brinsley Schwarz, Eggs Over Easy and their ilk. Eno was intrigued because, while they threw flashy, theatrical shapes, The Winkies were clearly fine players who had bonded into a fluent, muscular unit. Eno thought he had found a ready-made backing band, able at the very least do justice to the songs from Warm Jets. An opportunity to test their mettle arrived when EG urged Eno to capitalize on his current high profile with a newly recorded single. He duly recruited the Anglo-Canadian quartet and adjourned to Basing Street to cut an A-side, ‘The Seven Deadly Finns’.

The result – a slice of proto-punk Warm Jets-style art-glam swagger (to which Judy Nylon added kittenish background ‘oohs’) – was almost hysterically camp in places and its bawdy narrative, concerning seven Finnish sailors visiting a French bordello, was a slalom-ride of teasing non-sequiturs (‘The first is a freak with a masochistic streak/And the second is a kitten up a tree …’ etc). The single would evince Brian Eno at his strutting rock star apogee. Throwaway in style, it brimmed with provocative references (including another allusion to the incendiary ‘burning shame’ fetish – ‘Japanese pornography is very sadistic …’ Eno had gleefully informed a blushing Chrissie Hynde) and was marked by a coda featuring some impressive Eno yodelling.

On the reverse of the single was a somewhat cobbled together B-side, ‘Later On’ – a tape collage Eno had constructed at home using the apparently endlessly recyclable No Pussyfooting tapes mixed together, edited and sprinkled with his own wordless ululations.

Released in March 1974, ‘Seven Deadly Finns’ almost grazed the Top 40. The Winkies had proved themselves a robust and pliant backing group – so much so that they were also press-ganged for a John Peel Sounds of the Seventies radio session cut at the BBC’s Langham Place studios on 26 February (which was broadcast in early March). The session comprised three tracks: a tinny stab at ‘Baby’s on Fire’ which segued into a half-finished sketch billed as ‘Totalled’ (in fact, the acorn from which Eno’s mighty 1975 song ‘I’ll Come Running’ would grow), a fairly faithful recapitulation of ‘The Paw Paw Negro Blowtorch’ and a camp and not entirely convincing stab at the Eddie Cooley/Peggy Lee standard ‘Fever’.*

Later in the month, Eno and his new compadres climbed into a Transit van to begin a brief, and, as it would transpire, ill-starred, UK tour. As The Winkies essayed sturdy facsimiles of the Warm Jets sound, Eno occupied stage-front – a fabulously gaunt, iridescent figurehead. While most fans would have been content to ogle his rouged cheekbones and watch in awe as he dabbed at his VCS3 and AKS synthesizers, many were impressed with his surprisingly confident singing. Audiences who had adored his Roxy Music cameos could now bathe in the unconstrained Eno experience – although not for long. In fact, the tour managed a grand total of five dates before disaster struck.

Behind the glimmering façade, Eno was becoming increasingly uncomfortable as the centre of attention and soon began to protest at the Groundhog Day monotony of touring (the prospect of gigs at Derby’s Assembly Rooms and Barnsley’s Civic Hall apparently failing to whet his appetite). He was as eager as ever, however, to reciprocate the attention of groupies. Indeed, he indulged so mercilessly that it was alleged he’d gone through six bedmates within the first thirty-six hours of the tour. ‘The only things I’m really interested in are sex and music,’ he’d told Chic magazine’s Michael Gross the previous summer. Sometimes, clearly, the music took second place. ‘I like flirting,’ he’d admitted. ‘That’s really a lovely activity because it is a sheer exercise of wit. These are the only areas in which I like to exercise virtuosity.’

Whether marathon rutting was the precipitator of the events that followed remains unclear – Eno isn’t telling – but when he was overcome with excruciating chest pains during the fifth gig at the Croydon Greyhound it was most likely the consequence of aerobic over-exertion of one kind or other. Feeling like a fish out of water in the lead singer’s berth, he might have been forgiven for a psychosomatic response, but, either thanks to the sheer intensity of his bedroom callisthenics, or as a response to the frenetic pace at which he’d been existing in the nine months since his departure from Roxy Music, life had finally caught up with Eno’s insubstantial body. His right lung had collapsed. The diagnosis took a while to ascertain, however: ‘I went to this miserable quack in London who told me I’d sprained a muscle in my chest and he gave me fucking muscle relaxants! So I went and did another whole show on one lung. I was thinking, “Man, this hurts – and I can’t hold a note.”’

Such was Eno’s agony that he was admitted to London’s University Hospital, in Gower Street, where his true malady was diagnosed. The remainder of the tour, including some newly arranged continental dates, was consigned to the bin.

Laid up in hospital, with tubes draining fluid direct from his chest cavity, he cut a wan figure, but a long period of imposed stasis provoked some intense reflection – his first since leaving Roxy Music: ‘I went into the hospital and didn’t play any music for six weeks. During that time I was thinking, “Why should I tour?” I don’t very much enjoy it. It’s not very creative. I’m more of a technologist, manipulating studios and musicians in a funny way.’

To recuperate, Eno was packed off on a two-week convalescence in the Canary Islands – his first real holiday since the end of art school. In Tenerife he read, sunbathed and took stock. In the evening he’d listen to the thrum of chirruping cicadas and wonder how he might incorporate the sound into his music. Becoming a rock icon, he concluded, was not for him. Inwardly he was happy to have been forced into some radical decision-making. ‘Jumping around the stage is the most self-conscious activity for me,’ he reflected. ‘I knew it was the wrong decision from the first night of the tour. I was happy when my lung collapsed.’

Upon his return to the UK, a meeting was arranged with Richard Williams – Island Record’s newly ensconced A&R chief – during which Eno was intrigued and encouraged to learn that the erstwhile Melody Maker scribe and Roxy Music champion had recently signed up two erstwhile members of the Velvet Underground: John Cale and, via Cale’s auspices, Nico.

Saturnine Welsh polymath Cale, having quit Warner Brothers, where one of his last jobs had been to overlook the company’s short-lived quadraphonic department, was living in a Shepherd’s Bush basement, battling a failing marriage to the former Miss Cindy (of Frank Zappa-sponsored Laurel Canyon ‘groupie group’ the GTOs – a.k.a. Girls Together Outrageously) and an escalating cocaine habit. Williams was in the process of setting up dates with engineer John Wood at Sound Techniques studio in Chelsea, where Cale and American producer Joe Boyd had worked on Nico’s 1970 Gothic masterpiece Desertshore. Fresh from Boyd-directed sessions with Nick Drake and the Incredible String Band’s Mike Heron, Cale was now preparing to record his Island debut, Fear – the follow-up to his most successful record to date, Paris 1919, an album whose lush string arrangements and subtle rock backing (courtesy of the band Little Feat) he was now distancing himself from.

Soon an opportunity would arise for Eno to perform with both Nico and Cale – barely one degree of separation from his beloved Velvet Underground. The ensuing events revolved around Kevin Ayers – the former Soft Machine guitarist turned free-spirited singer-songwriter who’d just scored a hit with his Island album The Confessions of Doctor Dream. Instead of spending a sizeable subsequent advance on recording a follow-up, the hedonistic Ayers had squandered it wining and dining his new band, the Soporifics – along with assorted girlfriends and sybarites – on a lotus-eating vacation in the south of France. Adroitly turning an artistic crisis into a sizeable A&R coup, Richard Williams invited Ayers, Cale and Eno to a long Kensington lunch, where he discussed the idea of a ‘live’ album, based heavily on a 1972 reunion between Cale, Nico and Lou Reed at the Bataclan club in Paris. A live concert with attendant album would be a relatively painless way to capture a set of Ayers’ material while lending Eno and Island’s two new solo signings the much-needed oxygen of publicity. Advertisements were duly placed for a 1 June concert featuring Ayers, Cale, Nico and Eno at the Finsbury Park Rainbow, prompting a waggish letter to NME’s ‘Gasbag’ section, which coined the acronym ACNE from the initials of the main participants’ names.

The profligate Ayers was certainly in no position to rebut Richard Williams and rehearsals were slotted in for late May at Basing Street. Members of the Soporifics were drafted in, augmented by the wheelchair-bound Robert Wyatt on percussion, Ayers’ former guitarist and by now hugely successful Tubular Bells composer Mike Oldfield, pianist John ‘Rabbit’ Bundrick and backing singers Lisa Strike and sisters Doreen and Iris Chanter. Cale, despite having recorded several albums, was yet to make his live debut as a solo artist and was experiencing severe anxiety in the run-up to the event. He reacted by upping his already prodigious narcotic intake – aggravating Eno. ‘There was a lot of substance abuse going on,’ Cale admits today. ‘It was obvious to Brian at that point that I was pretty incorrigible and he was obviously frustrated by my behaviour at times. He’d throw up his arms and say “Good God … “ quite a lot.’

Eno would later deem the project conceptually under-prepared, hinting that, although rehearsal had been thorough, drugs and inflamed egos had made their mark. All the same, he relished the idea of fusing musical like-minds into one, highly focused event, as he explained to Creem’s Richard Cromelin: ‘One reason for the concert was an artistic one, which was that we all really like each other as artists, and we all feel to some extent that we’re roughly in the same area … We just had a meeting and decided it would be a nice idea, and then we rehearsed very, very hard, and that was very enjoyable. Working for just one concert is a very nice idea, ‘cause you know you’re going to be able to do things that wouldn’t be feasible over thirty nights.’

Cale’s irascible disposition would darken further as the event loomed. It was not helped by Ayers seducing the Welshman’s errant wife, precipitating the end of the already moribund marriage.* Suitably, Cale’s set piece for the upcoming concert would be his version of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, rendered as a torrid, minor-key howl of angst. Rehearsing such a cathartic, improvisatory scream of a song was difficult. ‘John Cale just wanted me to play very loud, simple off-beats on a snare drum,’ is the only instruction Robert Wyatt can recall. Eno was left to improvise freely and noisily on the VCS3.

Rehearsals were interrupted while Ayers oversaw the production of an album by Devonian poet June Campbell Cramer. Known professionally as Lady June, a peripatetic writer and fine artist given to placing her poetry in musical settings, June Cramer knew Ayers from protracted retreats in the arty enclaves of the Balearic Isles. She also happened to be a Maida Vale neighbour of Eno’s. Recording sessions for the album that would become Lady June’s Linguistic Leprosy took place at Kaleidophon – the Camden High Street studio run by former orchestral bass player turned electronic composer David Vorhaus.† Attracted by the synchronicity, Eno tagged along with Robert Wyatt (Cramer was a friend of Wyatt’s – indeed the fateful drunken plummet from a fourth-floor window which had broken Wyatt’s spine and put him permanently in a wheelchair occurred at a party she was co-hosting), Ayers and various other Canterbury scene stragglers, who were providing the music. Eno added characteristic synth interjections to the brief track ‘Optimism’, while on the lengthy ‘Tunion’, which he also mixed, his placid keyboard washes dissolved into Cramer’s vocals in another foretaste of his later musical signature. Cramer’s album would tiptoe into the world later in the year on Virgin’s esoteric Caroline imprint before melting quietly into obscurity.

For a man who had all but eschewed live performance, Eno found himself on stage an awful lot in the early summer of 1974. Three days before the Rainbow show he was bathing in the Royal Albert Hall spotlight, no less, clarinet in hand, for the Portsmouth Sinfonia’s grand showcase. The resulting live album, Hallelujah! – Portsmouth Sinfonia Live at the Albert Hall, would be released later in 1974, again bearing Eno’s production credit.

With Eno taking care to organize otherwise overlooked matters such as the precise running order and individual stage entrances and exits, rehearsals for the 1 June ACNE concert concluded two days later. The show would prove to be something of a minor coup for all the leading players. Rumours had preceded the date to the effect that Eno would be joining a re-formed Velvet Underground, or that a Soft machine/VU supergroup was to make its unannounced debut. In fact, approaches had been made to the VU’s guitarist Sterling Morrison and drummer Mo Tucker, both of whom expressed an interest in participating if the event could be turned into a major tour. Certainly anticipation was fevered; it was an atmosphere Eno was getting used to experiencing at the Rainbow, although – as he stressed to Richard Cromelin – he balked at any notion of joining a re-formed Velvet Underground: ‘They said I was going to replace Lou Reed! We weren’t going to call it the Velvet Underground, and I didn’t want to go on stage to be judged as Lou Reed’s replacement. People would come along and expect me to sing “Heroin” …’

Ersatz Lou Reed or not, Eno’s turn was widely acknowledged as one of the highlights of the show. Taking to the stage sporting a less garish image than on the previous occasions he’d graced the Rainbow’s boards – subtle rouge, raspberry-pink beret, striped matelot top and patterned scarf – it was a look closer to Marlene Dietrich’s smouldering femme fatale sophistication than the glam-rock alien chic of 1973. Now, as then, however, the ‘homme fatale’ was greeted with febrile applause. He commenced with a queasily effective reading of ‘Driving Me Backwards’ (his voice becoming an adenoidal bray as he struggled for the high notes – a marked contrast with the rich timbre of Cale’s elegant accompanying viola part), while ‘Baby’s on Fire’ was the real show-stopper. Once again borrowing from Steve Reich, Eno had arranged the song so that each player had a series of simple, repeating parts that could be played at any point as the song progressed. The resulting music sounded curious and uneasy – especially when it was repeated as part of the encore with a number of the instruments by then spectacularly out of tune. It was an effect Eno rather relished: ‘There’s one little bit in it where there’s a riff between the guitar and one of the bassists, and they’re so out of tune it sounds like cellos. Amazing! I mean if you tried to make that sound in the studio it would have taken you ages. You wouldn’t have thought of making it, in fact, it’s such a bizarre sound. And the piano and guitar are quite well out of tune as well. Ha!’

The first of June proved to be an auspicious date – the first anniversary of Robert Wyatt’s calamitous tumble from June Cramer’s window, it was also the date in 1972 on which fugitive German ‘Red Army Faction’ terrorist Andreas Baader had finally been captured by Frankfurt police. Baader would be the provocative dedicatee of Nico’s glowering, sardonic take on ‘Das Lied der Deutschen’ (a.k.a. ‘Deutschland Uber Alles’), lending the evening a frisson of political tension. She followed with her own, similarly severe and dirge-like ‘Janitor of Lunacy’ and finished with a stark reading of the Doors’ ‘The End’, to which Eno’s droning synthesizer added a further layer of portent.

A tense Cale had earlier ploughed through songs which would grace his forthcoming Fear album, climaxing with his wracked ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, with Eno adding small clusters of firework-like synthetic noise. The remainder of the evening was given over to Kevin Ayers. His mellow folk pop was well received but paled rather beside that which had preceded it. Even as he played and Mike Oldfield and Ollie Halsall loosed off endless creamy guitar solos, Eno, Cale and Nico were backstage quaffing celebratory champagne. With knowing irony, given recent adulterous events, Cale joined Ayers for a thrash through the less than subtle blues ‘I’ve Got a Hard On For You Baby’ and the ensemble reunited for a collaborative jam called ‘Two Into Four’ before Eno returned to the stage for the valedictory, if wonky, recapitulation of ‘Baby’s on Fire’.

The evening’s events were recorded in their entirety by Sound Techniques’ engineer John Wood, sitting in Island’s mobile studio parked outside the venue. Highlights would be edited down to create the June 1st 1974 album, to be released for the Christmas market. A historically interesting curio, it fell some way short of the ‘Velvet Underground-meet-Soft Machine billing’ more excitable fans had given it, and failed to chart. The show itself, however, was deemed an odd but triumphant spectacle by most who attended. Island arranged a free follow-up concert in London’s Hyde Park, which Eno missed after going down with flu, while Cale was too distracted to attend. Repeat shows in Manchester and Birmingham were also well received.

Many of the musicians who’d been involved at the Rainbow would be corralled by Cale to work on his debut Island album. Cale had a reputation for impetuousness verging on volatility in the studio and had made it known that he was interested in recapturing some of the raw spirit of the Velvet Underground. To be on the safe side, Richard Williams hired the doughty Phil Manzanera to produce, trusting that the Roxy Musician’s good temper, agreeable manner and adroit musicianship would keep Cale on an even keel. It was a smart move. ‘I love Phil Manzanera,’ a far calmer John Cale concedes today. ‘If anyone was going to exert a tempering influence it was going to be Phil.’

Manzanera, in turn, invited Eno to contribute synthesizer and whatever other input he saw fit. It was another astute piece of personnel management, creating a sort of esoteric musical think-tank – an art-rock troika that had all the bases covered. Eno was an immediate hit with Cale: ‘When it came to doing my first record for Island, Richard Williams helped a lot. He put me in the studio with Phil Manzanera – and Brian came along with Phil. Brian seemed very studious and quietly implacable. He turned up on day one in this leather suit, carrying a briefcase which happened to be his synthesizer. Once he got stuck into something, he got it done. That was the modus operandi I had with him on all of my records on which Brian worked.’

Not that Cale wants Eno’s contribution to be overestimated, as he stated unequivocally in his revealing 1999 autobiography, What’s Welsh For Zen: ‘Eno, a longtime fan of the Velvets, was well attuned to what I was trying to do, and this comes out in the music … Lest one think, however, that Eno’s role eclipses mine, the opposite is true. Eno simply acted as a musical adviser to one of his self-confessed idols. He added random sounds when they were necessary, but they were really just icing on the cake.’

Fear was recorded over an exhaustive month in the middle of the summer, with Eno increasingly used as a sounding board for Cale’s scattershot ideas. Cale’s habit of telephoning at 5 a.m., full of enthusiasm for a notion which had just popped into his head (and would likely be forgotten again by breakfast time), might have infuriated most ‘executive producers’, but Eno relished the experience and subsequently stated that the intense month spent working on Fear had been a rewarding one: ‘ … it was interesting – being this sort of consultant, ideas consultancy. It was very pleasant and the album is tremendous; I think it’s the best John Cale album really – it has a whole other direction on it that he hasn’t touched before.’

As a recording artist, Cale was Eno’s opposite. Technically accomplished on the viola, keyboards, bass and guitar, in the studio he was mercurial and easily agitated, rarely managing more than one take of a song before becoming bored. He gave the impression of taking more interest in the stack of broadsheet newspapers and political magazines he habitually brought to the studio than in the song he was supposedly working on.* Despite his distractedness, Eno responded positively to Cale’s broad if unpredictable frame of reference:

‘I like John because he’s one of the few people who’s relating himself to what goes on outside music. The range of his references is so wide. It can be quite difficult to understand him at times because he can talk about something perfectly seriously and suddenly he’ll refer to, say, The Wild Bunch as an example of what he means.’

The congenial atmosphere was somewhat marred on one occasion when, during a particularly late-night recording session, someone from Island played a prank on Eno and stole his house keys. Their loss was only discovered when recording concluded at 3 a.m., and Eno was apoplectic. Believing they knew the culprit, Eno, Manzanera, Cale and his friend Tony Secunda drove to the suspect’s nearby flat. Secunda was a hustler, known for the controversial publicity stunts he deployed while managing 1960s hitmakers The Move. He knew no fear. While the others waited in the street, Secunda smashed his way in to the flat. He returned to the car soon after, brandishing the missing keys. Cale immediately hired Secunda as his manager. Next day, a distressed Eno had to be reassured by Island boss Chris Blackwell that he wasn’t the subject of an in-house vendetta. ‘I don’t remember the incident, but it was probably [Island’s] Brian Blevins,’ concludes Tim Clark, Island’s label manager at that time. ‘It wouldn’t have been malicious in any way. There was no one at Island who held a grudge against Eno. We were forever playing pranks on people like that, mind you, and on one another. David Enthoven is equally hazy about the incident, but vouchsafes that ‘John Cale was a lunatic at that time. Tony Secunda was even more of a lunatic … I suspect the cocaine was flowing freely. I can quite imagine that Secunda and Blevins set the whole thing up just to impress Cale!’

Meanwhile, Cale’s album began to take shape. One of the highlights of Fear would be a song called ‘Gun’, a long, incessant and brutal track whose paranoiac lyrics were matched by some unfettered guitar volleys which really did recall the Velvet Underground’s more extreme, dissonant essays. It had been created as a tripartite ‘live’ performance; with Eno heavily treating Phil Manzanera’s guitar to match Cale’s wracked vocal and violent piano assaults. Cale was exhilarated by the experience: ‘I’ve never had the patience for repeated takes or anything like that. We set it up so that Brian could hook up his little briefcase synthesizer to what Phil was doing on the guitar – sometimes Phil could hear what Brian was doing, other times not. It was a great combination. This was virgin territory for me, but it was great.’

While Eno laboured in the studio, a suddenly homeless Judy Nylon had moved into the Leith Mansions flat. She was painting walls one day when she answered a telephone call from Cale. He immediately fell for her husky voice and recruited her there and then to emote erotically on a disconcerting song called ‘The Man Who Couldn’t Afford to Orgy’ – a performance, according to Cale, that ‘made Jane Birkin sound like Hayley Mills’.

Creem writer Mick Gold dropped in on the Fear sessions and reported that while Cale flitted between instruments like an impetuous bumble bee, often sidetracked by a distracting tide of non-musical visitors, Eno made a lot of tea and was disarmingly sensible (‘Someone’s got to remain normal here,’ he was overheard exclaiming). Gold also bore witness to Fear’s somewhat anarchic construction-by-committee: ‘The tapes roll again. “We need some brass in there to answer it … pah PAAH … pah PAAH,” says Cale. “Can we get a French horn in?” “Do it on the organ,” says Eno fervently. “Use the brass stop.” “No, man,” says Cale. “Real instruments are always better than the electronic version.” “Two nil,” says Phil Manzanera. “You know what I hear there?” says Manzanera. “A very distorted guitar to answer those chords … pah PAAH … pah PAAH.” “That won’t work,” says the engineer gloomily, “you won’t get any edge that way.” “We’ve got the chimes, let’s try it on the chimes,” says Cale. “The chimes of bondage flashing,” mutters Eno dreamily. Cale and the engineer vanish to mike up the chimes. “Chimes won’t work,” says Eno when they’ve gone. “Too many weird harmonics in the chimes.’’’

With Fear wrapped, in mid-August, Eno, Cale and Manzanera regrouped at Sound Techniques to work on a new Nico album. The glowering chanteuse had been away from the recording studio for four years since the completion of the Cale-produced Desertshore. It was Cale who had presented her to Island, having tracked down the itinerant enigma in the south of France after happening upon her acting in a Spanish television commercial for sherry. A house guest at Robert Wyatt’s Twickenham home, embraced by the Island Records machinery and with her own dissolute habits yet to fully debilitate her Stygian muse, Nico was about to deliver her most profound album of devastated Gothic hymnals – The End.

With songs built around Nico’s trademark harmonium and delivered in her ominous Teutonic tones, the album proved to be a thing of wintry beauty and far and away the most wracked and poetic thing Eno had yet been involved with. His synthesizer prelude to the malevolently brooding ‘Innocent and Vain’ was a desperate, existential howl – a description not readily associable with Brian Eno. Although he revered, respected and was, on occasion, intimidated by the bull-like Cale, Eno found Nico’s contrastingly quiet, hazy presence oddly captivating. Panda-eyed and physically frail, she was still hauntingly beautiful when the light struck her porcelain cheekbones. Equally distant and damaged, Nico’s songs were nonetheless solemn and gorgeous and Eno couldn’t help but be impressed by her. This, after all, was the woman who had acted for Fellini, modelled for Vogue, given birth to a child by French film star Alain Delon, caroused with the Rolling Stones’ Brian Jones and The Doors’ Jim Morrison and been a muse for Bob Dylan. She had also been a muse for Andy Warhol and, albeit briefly, the doom-voiced, trouser-suited diva fronting Eno’s treasured Velvet Underground. ‘I had never seen the Velvets, but I had worn out all the records, and I tremendously admired John and Nico and Lou Reed for their separate contributions to the group,’ Eno told journalist Lisa Robinson. Nico and Cale, he admitted, could be challenging to deal with, however: ‘Working with them was of course interesting; both of them are very demanding people in a way – and so am I in another way. It was a very volatile situation and those are the ones that interest me in music. We weren’t sitting around patting each other on the back saying “groovy”, “let’s blow together” – it was quite intense.’

Despite an edge of competition between Cale and Eno (a trait which would resurface with increased severity in the years to come) and the fact that Cale’s unpredictability would sometimes infuriate his younger, more sober colleague, for the most part the two avant-rock alpha males got on swimmingly and Cale was soon frequenting Leith Mansions on a regular basis. ‘We occupy sufficiently different areas to get on really well without treading on each other’s toes,’ Eno reflected in Sounds.

Cale, the possessor of a mischievous sense of humour, fulfilled a role for Eno once occupied by Lloyd Watson. ‘We’d be in the back of a cab and our conversation would veer off into one area, knowing that the driver was listening to what we were saying, and we took full advantage of it,’ Cale recalled. ‘We got that down pat. We had a lot of fun doing that until I would break down when I couldn’t keep a straight face any longer.’

Although Cale was a skilled, well-schooled virtuoso and Eno a genuine autodidact, they shared musical interests: hands-on experience of avant-garde composition, a mutual regard for the philosophies of John Cage and a common desire to use rock’s prosaic building blocks to construct a more challenging musical architecture. Together they tried to put a name to the style of meta-rock that they, along with Manzanera and Nico (and, by extension, David Bowie, Robert Fripp, Robert Wyatt and their ilk) were producing. Eno’s daintily poetic suggestion of ‘les chevilles exotiques’ (‘the exotic ankles’) proved too idiosyncratic to catch on.

In another of Richard Williams’ promotional coups, in the late summer, Eno, Cale and Nico were booked to play Berlin’s Meta Music Festival, where Terry Riley was one of the headliners. Staged in the vast, minimalist glass palace that was the Mies van der Rohe-designed Neue Nationalgalerie, situated right beside the infamous wall, it was a trio show which would, as John Cale recalls with no little glee, climax in a near riot: ‘Brian, Nico and myself all performed together and it really was quite an extraordinary show. In the afternoon we went out and bought a dozen champagne glasses. During Nico’s version of “Deutschland Uber Alles” – including the controversial, and at the time illegal, verse – the audience went bananas. To add to the effect Brian made these loud dive bomber noises with his synthesizer. You could feel the pressure on the glass walls of this brand new Kunst Museum – for a while it looked like it might get destroyed by the crowd – and all because of “Deutschland Uber Alles”! At the end Brian sat there with a small cocktail hammer and methodically smashed all the champagne glasses.’

Nico, not content with once again dedicating her version of the anthem to the contentious Andreas Baader, regarded the singing of ‘Deutschland Uber Alles’ as akin to Jimi Hendrix’s provocative Woodstock Festival deconstruction of the ‘Star Spangled Banner’. Exactly how appropriate she would have found Eno’s unusually provocative Stukka and Kristalnacht-referencing accompaniment is another matter.

Still a West German citizen and as such barred from crossing to the East, Nico was absent the following day when Cale and Eno took a trip through Checkpoint Charlie into Communist East Berlin. They made a particularly conspicuous pair, particularly as Eno had dyed his hair a fetching shade of lime green. ‘It was curious how the East German border guards could smile at you yet look right through you,’ Cale remembers. ‘We walked around a bit, went into a bar, looked at the Cuban architecture and got stared at by a lot of East Germans. It was just as enthralling, mysterious and murky as you’d imagine.’

Returning from Europe, Eno addressed the potentially thorny issue of his next album. His confidence had been given a fillip by the reception he’d received during recent concerts and, more especially, by Cale’s positive response to the fragmentary tape pieces he’d begun collating at Leith Mansions. Having freed himself from the constraints of reproducing his new songs in a live situation, Eno plunged back into laboratory mode and began a thorough ransacking of his swollen tape library and assorted Dictaphone doodles. Such was the scattershot nature of these miscellaneous shards, however, that he needed help not only to sort the wheat from the chaff but also to determine which extract might be musically conflated with another. Still naïve about matters of key, time signature and the other formal devices of orthodox musical composition, Eno called on the services of the obliging Phil Manzanera to assist in the winnowing process – a job to which the phlegmatic guitarist was well suited. He was already privy to many of Eno’s sonic daubings, having been involved in more than one Grantully Road tape loop experiment during Roxy Music’s hiatus the previous September.

While new album ideas matured, Eno and Simon Puxley headed out on another US promotional press trip, taking in New York, Chicago and the West Coast, despite Eno suffering another bout of flu (‘ … arriving in Chicago during a relentless spell of heat and humidity, The Refreshing Experience ‘was reduced to a somewhat limp and miserable little stringbean,’ Rolling Stone’s Cynthia Dagnal noted sarcastically, before being nonetheless seduced by the beleaguered Eno intellect). In America he took his interview technique – and stamina – to new extremes: ‘I did an interview in LA which was very good. It lasted for nine and a half hours and it got to where he was just saying a word like “indeterminacy” and I’d just talk.’

Back in the UK in the autumn, Eno was invited to play on a solo record by Hawkwind’s sometime songwriter and vocalist, South African-born Robert Calvert. Captain Lockheed and the Starfighters was a satirical concept album – part Hawkwind-like space rock, part Monty Python-esque monologue – themed around the controversial American Starfighter jet, recently purchased in quantity by the German government despite being notoriously riddled with fatal technical imperfections that earned it the soubriquet ‘The Widowmaker’. The album employed several Hawkwind members including bassist and future Motorhead lynchpin Ian ‘Lemmy’ Kilminster, while the main narrator was the amusing and eccentric Vivian Stanshall from the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band. Eno contributed his by-now trademark synthesizer scree to a number of songs, graduating, as it were, from Warm Jets to Starfighters alongside Simon King and another veteran of the 1973 Majestic studios sessions, bassist Paul Rudolph. Calvert’s album was being overseen by Roy Thomas Baker, soon to reach stratospheric status as Queen’s producer. The following year Baker would be otherwise engaged with Freddie Mercury and co when Calvert came to cut a follow-up album, the Viking-themed Lucky Leif and the Longships; Eno would be hired in his place.

While he continued with preparations for his own album, Eno’s path crossed that of prog-rock aristos Genesis, then immersed in the recording of their ambitious double album, The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway. Most of the record had been cut using the Island Mobile Studio at a house in the remote Welsh hamlet of Glosspant. That amusingly, if inadvertently, glam-rock designation wasn’t what attracted Eno to the project, however; his discreet contributions to the bizarre song cycle about a New York street kid called Rael took place during extensive mixing sessions at Basing Street.

The writing and recording of The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway had been tortuous and it proved to be the last hurrah for Genesis frontman Peter Gabriel, who had become increasingly alienated from his band-mates. Gabriel found an immediate rapport with Eno, however, and on the album, released the following February, it was he who insisted on crediting Brian with ‘Enossification’. Although he was honoured to have become a verb, the credit was simply Gabriel’s playful definition of Eno’s synth and delay treatments, which – in truth – made only the most ethereal contribution to the finished opus. Nonetheless, in the summer of 1974, Eno’s processing was still widely regarded as a kind of sonic necromancy. ‘I would take existing instruments and feed them through various devices to “weird them up”,’ Eno told me in 2001. ‘It wasn’t something people were commonly doing then. Nobody does anything else now of course …’

Eno earned a co-authorship credit for the fidgety track ‘The Grand Parade of Lifeless Packaging’ (with its heavily ‘Ennossified’ Gabriel vocal) but it was the tranquil, gently shimmering ‘Silent Sorrow in Empty Boats’ that most obviously bore his hallmark. Genesis’s technically gifted keyboard player Tony Banks was less sanguine about Eno’s efforts and argued against him getting a credit on the finished album merely for ‘twiddling a few knobs’. Drummer Phil Collins, however, lobbied in Eno’s favour and, in turn, Eno expressed admiration for Collins’ playing. Indeed, so keen was the reciprocal regard that Eno would ask Collins to play on some of his upcoming recordings and the adept stickman would go on to cameo on three key Eno albums while his own band went through the post-Gabriel regrouping which would result in Collins becoming lead singer. Brian Eno can be thanked, so it transpires, for Collins’ lucrative if less than universally acclaimed subsequent solo career. ‘Phil Collins said a very nice thing to me recently,’ Eno revealed to Audio Magazine’s John Diliberto in 1993. ‘I hadn’t seen him for years. But I met him just about eight months ago, and he said, “You know, I’ve always wanted to thank you.” I said, “Really, what’s that for?” Because I have always wanted to thank him for these bloody parts he played that I’ve reused 800 times. He said, “When I was in Genesis and I became aware of the way you were working, I realized I could do this [laughter]. If it hadn’t been for you, I would not have had a solo career.” I thought, “Oh, that’s very nice of you, thanks.” Because at that time, the idea that you could just start really from nothing and make music was quite a new idea.’

Eno, if not quite ‘starting from nothing’, was soon back at the coalface of his own creation. Rejecting the ‘cast of thousands’ ethos deployed on Warm Jets, for his new album Eno took a leaf out of John Cale’s book and plumped for a small, tight band – a staunch chassis to sustain the wilder experiments he also envisaged. He considered rounding up The Winkies again but, in the end, headhunted their adroit bassist, Brian Turrington, who joined first lieutenant Phil Manzanera and (sometime Kevin Ayers drummer) Freddie Smith as the spine of the team. Phil Collins would add percussion to one track and other contributions would come from Robert Wyatt, Andy Mackay and the Portsmouth Sinfonia’s off-kilter string section.

The songs, blueprints for which Eno and Manzanera had painstakingly assembled (and in one case co-written), would feature a new lyric-writing methodology, eschewing the first-person singular in favour of the collective plural. The seeds of this approach had taken root during the US promotional trip for Warm Jets at the beginning of 1974. On a day off in San Francisco, Eno and Simon Puxley had strolled through the city’s sprawling Chinatown and chanced upon a gift shop whose display window brimmed with a selection of oriental postcards. Among them were a series of stills from a Maoist Chinese opera called Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy – A Modern Revolutionary Peking Opera.

The opera was a heavily stylized, propagandist retelling of a battle from the People’s War of Liberation, set in Kuomintang, in China’s snowy north-east, in which a valiant Liberation Army regiment, against all odds, defeats a die-hard imperialist gang. The cards, featuring heavily tinted photo portraits of proletarian soldiers looking suitably lantern-jawed against impossibly mountainous backdrops, were interesting enough, but what really snared Eno was the title: ‘It was so exciting! I thought “That’s the sort of lyric I want!” There was “Tiger Mountain”, which gave it a medieval, almost folksy, flavour – and “By Strategy”, which was very up-tempo and modern. So I bought the set and started carrying it around with me and thinking about it.’

The more he considered the title, the more he recognized how it might be extrapolated into a coherent conceptual approach for a new record: ‘It’s that title that just fascinates me. It’s fabulous. I mean, I am interested in strategy, and the idea of it. I’m not Maoist or any of that; if anything, I’m anti-Maoist. Strategy interests me because it deals with the interaction of systems, which is what my interest in music is really, and not so much the interaction of sounds.’

Lyrics had begun to fall into his lap in other ways. In New York, Eno spent time with a female ‘acquaintance’ called Randi who he’d first met during one of Roxy Music’s Manhattan stop-offs. Randi and Eno had enjoyed some mescaline and, having taken a gentle trip, Eno had fallen asleep. The peyote brought on some surreal dream images, as he outlined to NME’s Ian MacDonald in 1977: ‘ … this group of girls were singing to this group of sailors who had just come into port. And they were singing “We are the 801/We are the Central Shaft” – and I woke up absolutely jubilant because this was the first bit of lyric I’d written in this new style.’

Eno wanted to adopt an approach that ‘defocused the personality of the singer, which fitted in well with my other project which was towards creating landscapes rather than portraits’. He was eager to mess with the established arrangement ‘hierarchy’ of pop records. This habitually put the singer at the forefront of the musical ‘picture’, occasionally framed by backing vocalists. As his interest in what was commonly regarded as musical ‘background’ elements increased, so he wanted to shift the emphasis away from lead singers. ‘It was a way of switching conjugation, altering the angle of the song,’ he would later note. ‘Ultimately, this led to a realization that in many ways, I was happier when the singer wasn’t there at all …’

Not all Eno’s writing was as considered. ‘I’ve developed new systems of writing lyrics,’ he told Melody Maker’s Allan Jones, ‘one of which is panic. I’d just start writing ideas, just from phonetics and then in the studio I’d have to finalize them. Practically all the lyrics were written in about fifteen minutes …’

There was a little more to the song construction than blind fright, however. As soon as he’d outlined its musical shape, Eno would take a piece of paper and make a plan – a flow chart – of the song, sketching the places where lyrics would sit best. Then, with trusty Dictaphone to hand, he would play back the song and – when he reached the allotted parts – sing whatever came into his head. Every time he came up with a word or phrase he liked, he would log it in the song plan. The typically unorthodox approach to songwriting was matched by the musical recording processes, as studio engineer Rhett Davies outlined: ‘We would do things like take distortion and re-distort it to create new sounds. Eno would come in and say “Roll the tape,” and he’d go in the studio and count from one to one hundred onto the tape. Then he would plug in his Moog synthesizer and at fifteen he would plug in a little instrumental passage. He’d say, “Roll on to thirty-seven,” and he would put in something else. We got seriously into tape loops and things I hadn’t seen anyone else do before.’

His 1974 recordings would also see the first deployment of Eno’s infamous notes-to-self which would later be edited, organized and published as Oblique Strategies. Eno had been noting down miscellaneous observations on studio practice since the sessions for For Your Pleasure. These took the form of lateral thinking strategies prompted by happenstance occurrences, such as listening to the playback of a track-in-progress from outside the control room door, or allowing random errors in playing to suggest new melodic directions. Eventually his faithful black notebooks would bulge with remarks and stratagems, ranging from the plain didactic (‘Put in earplugs’, ‘Look at the order in which you do things’, ‘Abandon normal instruments’) to the cryptic (‘Listen to the quiet voice’, ‘Twist the spine’) and the amusingly inscrutable (‘Do the washing-up’). Other comments would take the form of rather grand, Zen-like aphorisms, the most famous of which – ‘Honour thy mistake as a hidden intention’ or ‘Repetition is a form of change’ – have subsequently become art-speak colloquialisms.

Eno was not alone in using such devices. Earlier in the year, he and Peter Schmidt had discussed their shared interest in circumventing default artistic gesture. In 1970, Schmidt had created a piece called The Thoughts Behind the Thoughts, a box containing 100 original cards, each of which bore a printed image and a philosophical aphorism, and it transpired that the artist had also amassed a collection of idiosyncratic prompts, many of which almost exactly echoed those which Eno had scribbled down. Eno pronounced his delight at the synchronicity, as he recalled in a 1980 discussion with Charles Amirkhanian: ‘These cards evolved from our separate working procedures. It was one of the many cases during the friendship that [Schmidt] and I … arrived at a working position at almost exactly the same time and almost in exactly the same words. There were times when we hadn’t seen each other for a few months at a time sometimes, and upon re-meeting or exchanging letters, we would find that we were in the same intellectual position – which was quite different from the one we’d been in prior to that.’

Together, Eno and Schmidt sought to organize their material into a coherent set of ‘worthwhile dilemmas’. Eventually the amassed dictums would be typed out onto a series of cards which could be drawn upon at random in the event of creative stalemate – conceptual laxatives to be administered whenever artistic logjam set in.

The first edition of Oblique Strategies – running to 115 cards in a box with a discreet design by Schmidt – would be published in a limited edition of 500 the following year. Although they represented a radical innovation in a rock context (and undoubtedly served to enhance Eno’s standing as the popular recording world’s arch theoretician) they were hardly original. One direct influence was the I Ching, the Chinese cosmological ‘Book of Changes’ that had been important to the evolution of John Cage’s aleatory approaches and had become fashionable during the early 1970s. Two years previously Peter Schmidt had produced a series of 64 drawings based on hexagrams of the I Ching, and Eno, by his own admission, was aware of the connection. ‘The Oblique Strategy was an attempt to make a set that was slightly more specific, tailored to a more particular situation than the I Ching,’ he later revealed. ‘I suppose that with sufficient skill one could use the I Ching in the same way.’

Another influence was Tom Phillips, whose talk/performance Ephremides, which also employed randomized, aphoristic cards, had left an ineradicable impression on Eno. At Winchester, Merchant Taylor’s Simultaneous Cabinet had created works using George Brecht’s ‘Water Yam Box’ – a set of enigmatic instructional cards. Gavin Bryars, also an adherent of Brecht’s work, remembers being surprised when, in 1975, Eno and Schmidt’s very similar devices became such a cause célèbre in rock circles: ‘The whole Oblique Strategies thing was basically taken from George Brecht’s Water Yam ideas – and compared with that it’s really not that interesting stuff, though at the time people were calling it the next best thing after the Tarot.’

Whatever the stratagems used in its making, Eno’s new music offered a more focused update on the sound and style of Here Come the Warm Jets. The recordings that would become the album Taking Tiger Mountain (by Strategy) proffered Brian Eno as maverick auteur instead of uber-curator, eschewing many of the more overt ‘glam rock’ hallmarks of Warm Jets. With an (albeit somewhat opaque) overarching concept in place, Eno was now working solely to his own unique agenda.

A still more deadly conflagration than Warm Jets standout ‘Baby’s on Fire’, Taking Tiger Mountain’s opener would be the sardonically titled ‘Burning Airlines Give You So Much More’. With its achromatic guitar riff, swinging drums and a droll, memorable chorus, this was Eno being simultaneously incorrigible and ecstatically ‘pop’. As immediate as anything he’d yet committed to tape, its lyrics were full of references to the inscrutable Orient of the album title, although it was at least tangentially inspired by the Turkish Airlines disaster of March 1974. Eno’s lyric was frivolous and fanciful, however – a cine-fantasy litany of surveillance cameras, curlews, stunted trees and mercurial happenings behind the bamboo curtain.

‘Back in Judy’s Jungle’, an eccentric waltz closer in feel to British music hall than the Velvet Underground, featured lyrics that married the plot of The Bridge on the River Kwai (a theme underscored by the half-speed background whistling of ‘Colonel Bogey’ – a prominent feature of David Lean’s 1957 POW epic) and memories of the contrastingly domestic normalcy Eno and Judy Nylon had briefly enjoyed while affecting their own commando-style missions in Redcliffe Square (‘Back in Blighty, there was you/There were milkmen every morning’).

Another of Eno’s female intimates (as Lloyd Watson recalled) was immortalized in ‘The Fat Lady of Limbourg’, although its lyrical miscellanea alluded, like its dampened introductory piano theme, loosely to the spy milieu, conjoining randomly exotic imagery (a spectrograph, a jellyfish kiss, a black duck egg) with the irrational brio of a Dadaist poem. Eno called it ‘A Burroughs-type song’. Slow, deliberate but oddly catchy, it was also the only song to feature Andy Mackay’s trademark tenor sax. His multi-tracked staccato theme eventually evolved into a valedictory vocal melody, carrying the recurring, oddly unsettling, mantra ‘that’s what we’re paid for’.

‘Mother Whale Eyeless’, with Phil Collins on additional drums, was bucolic, optimistic rock boasting another opaque lyric that alluded to wartime and Catholic religion (‘Mother of God, if you care/We’re on a train to nowhere/Please put a cross upon our eyes’), and an arresting female vocal interlude courtesy of guest singer Polly Eltes. ‘The Great Pretender’ (a title shared with a 1956 hit for The Platters that had youthful resonance for Eno) might have been autobiographical; Eno had certainly been seen as a ‘pretender’ to his crown by Bryan Ferry and the self-avowed non-musician had been, by his own admission, ‘playing’ at being a rock star. What’s more, the song’s allusions to a machine-like, sexual predator might have imputed a connection to Eno’s own insatiable appetites. It was an oddly disquieting song, based on a lolloping drum machine and a prepared piano part that eventually faded out, leaving a codicil of quivering, electronic insect noise (on the original vinyl LP a ‘locked groove’ ensured that the sound stretched on into infinity – or until the stylus was lifted).

‘Third Uncle’, built around a simple Brian Turrington bass riff given an elastic groove courtesy of a double-time delay effect, was pure, frenetic art rock. It featured an eccentric ‘list’ lyric – about ‘pork’, ‘legs’ and ‘sharks’ – of apparent surrealistic opacity that may actually have been an oblique homage to Brian’s ‘third’ uncle, Carl. A frenetic tom tom part underpinned the main drum track, while two scratchy, wire-brush rhythm guitars (Manzanera and Eno playing in loose, garage band unison) lent an anxious counterpoint. Manzanera’s overdubbed solo described ever more deranged parabolas – almost imploding as the track lurched to its fade-out close. Robert Wyatt, who relished his cameo appearance on the album (‘Brian Eno is always a joy to be around in the studio, and I was happy to be invited to participate,’ he recalls, ingenuously), was particularly struck by this song: ‘I liked the thing where Brian and Phil simply tried to play a double guitar riff very fast. Retrospectively, it was like punk.’

It was Wyatt whose multi-tracked vocal refrain (‘The last one who went there/Turned into a crow’) lent the ensuing, lullaby-like ‘Put a Straw Under Baby’ its oddest, most aching moment. The song, mostly sung by Eno in serene chorister’s tones, seemed indecipherable on first hearing, but only to Protestants (the title referring to a Catholic practice of placing hay beneath icons of the baby Jesus). Its dissonant, yet moving, school orchestra-like musical refrain came courtesy of the Portsmouth Sinfonia’s string section. As ever, they managed to make violins and violas sound like a swarm of malfunctioning kazoos.

In contrast, ‘The True Wheel’ was one of the few songs on the album to revisit Warm Jets’ full-tilt, synthesized rock sound. In its lyrics, Eno summoned the memory of his New York mescaline dream (‘We are the 801/We are the Central Shaft’) and in so doing gave Phil Manzanera a name for his soon-come art-rock ‘supergroup’, The 801 (and in a later verse the name of late 1970s Factory Records art-funk group A Certain Ratio). Its clipped but anthemic female chorus was credited to the ‘mysterious’ Randi & The Pyramids in honour of Eno’s New York pal. In the extended coda, Eno namechecks Jonathan Richman’s band The Modern Lovers, whose debut recordings John Cale had produced before the band atomized in early 1974.

Manzanera’s brilliant, almost Fripp-esque guitar solo distinguished ‘China My China’, which also boasted a typewriter ‘solo’, while the (almost) title track Taking Tiger Mountain returned Eno to the drumless, proto-ambient feel of ‘On Some Faraway Beach’. This was weightless, beatless mood music with an undertow of sublime melancholy, its haunting choral refrain sung, in the first person plural, naturally, by ‘The Simplistics’ (actually a multi-tracked Polly Eltes, Robert Wyatt and Eno).

Perhaps unsurprisingly given their surreal, irrational nature, Eno declined to print any of the lyrics on the sleeve, which was otherwise bedecked by Peter Schmidt’s finely rendered lithograph, featuring innumerable Eno head-and-shoulders portraits which Schmidt gleaned from a series of photographic studies. It was an eye-catching design (the original edition of 2,000 prints was sold by Schmidt as a separate artwork). In the central image, Eno pressed a hand to the top of his head, as if suppressing the volcano of ideas burbling beneath the carapace, or perhaps clinging to his precious remaining blond tresses. More biddable Enophiles might have seen the gesture as an ill augury of events that would transpire on a cold night the following January …

[image: Image]

* The ensemble had written to the BBC in 1973 requesting a Promenade concert spot but had been rejected. Undaunted, they booked the Albert Hall for their own concert and hoped for the best.

* Today, Ferry says he can’t remember anything about this party: ‘I don’t recall it. Did I ever I go to Elton John’s house? I’m not sure. There were so many parties …’ He half laughs, half sighs …

* A bootleg CD called Dali’s Car, featuring the session tracks (among others), would briefly and mysteriously appear in record stores in late 1976.

* The incident was later recorded in the unceremonious lyrics to Cale’s song ‘Guts’: ‘The bugger in the short sleeves fucked my wife/Did it quick and split’.

† In 1969, Island had released Vorhaus’s White Noise: An Electric Storm, one of the first British synthesizer albums.

* Cale continues to work this way. When I visited him in a London studio in 2003 during mixing of his album HoboSapiens, he was a peripheral presence, stuck in a corner, consuming the news on his laptop and from the Independent newspaper, only occasionally barking an order to his engineer to ‘turn the viola down a bit, it’s too sweet like that …’.


8. Broken Head

‘Accident is the name of the greatest of all inventors.’ (Mark Twain)

‘All great work is preparing yourself for the accident to happen.’ (Sidney Lumet)

With the release of Taking Tiger Mountain (by Strategy) approaching, Eno grew apprehensive. While his debut’s success had owed much to the curiosity of Roxy Music’s legions, maintaining their support, especially without a touring presence, was another matter. The album would be a litmus test for Eno’s sustainability as a nominally orthodox rock solo act. The reaction of the weekly music paper critics – then still widely revered as oracular arbiters of taste – would be crucial. At first Eno sounded confident: ‘… if I’d have thought of the critics when I was doing this album I would probably have thrown it out completely,’ he told Melody Maker’s Allan Jones. ‘But I know it’s good. I have no doubt it’s a much better album, because I was able to use far more of the ideas that are important to me.’

Eno was equally eager to distance himself from rock star stereotype, however: ‘Obviously my role in rock music is not to come up with new musical ideas in any strict sense,’ he pleaded. ‘I figure that in a way, my contribution, if it’s received, it will be on a more theoretical basis, about suggesting greater freedom in the way people approach music. I’ll be very interested in that context to see how this album is received. It’s impossible to predict, but it will be interesting.’

‘Interesting’ was a word regularly applied to Eno’s latest dispatch. Released in November, critical opinion of Taking Tiger Mountain was somewhat mixed. Several head-scratching but fundamentally sympathetic reviews further reinforced Eno’s reputation for courageous envelope-pushing, although a sprinkling of critics dished out the opprobrium. In NME, Pete Erskine was particularly damning, finding worth only in Manzanera’s guitar solo on ‘China My China’: ‘[NME’s] “Next Week” box has more literary swing than most of this stuff,’ he declared bluntly, adding that Eno’s material ‘has smacked of the bogus’. Eno recollected that ‘Most of the other reviews were quite good, but that was the first one that came out – and, boy, was I depressed by that.’

In the USA, where the album would scramble to No. 151 on the Billboard chart, critics remained even-handed. In Creem, Wayne Robbins compared it favourably with Roxy Music’s just-released fourth album, Country Life, going on to marvel at Eno’s methodology: ‘Sometimes it seems that Eno composes the same way William Burroughs writes: with a splicing scissor.’ Robbins concludes with mild hyperbole: ‘A man who can write songs like “Burning Airlines Give You So Much More”, has seen the future, and the future is a sonic Disney named Eno, who makes music you can live with.’

Despite taking twice as long to make as its predecessor (and costing a thousand pounds more), Taking Tiger Mountain would ultimately fail to match Warm Jets’ commercial success, although it was still enough of a cause célèbre to keep Eno’s name in the spotlight. History would paint it as a transitional record. Pointedly less aggressive than Warm Jets, its tempi were slower, its synthetic noises less gimmicky and its passages of wordless music more comfortably accommodated; yet it was still essentially an album of rock songs. While Eno may have been eager to shed a skin of conventionality, Island Records continued to promote him as a rock star package, even agreeing to finance a (then rare) promotional video based on an idea by, and co-starring Judy Nylon. She would recall it fondly in a 2001 interview with 3am magazine: ‘Somewhere in the vaults at Island, there is an early seventies video of me and Polly Eltes performing my guitar Kama Sutra (cheesy moves from arena rock), edited to the typewriter sound on Taking Tiger Mountain, then played back on a pyramid of old TV sets with Eno in a beret standing in front singing his vocal. This was pre-MTV. I would love to see it again; it must be hilarious.’

With Taking Tiger Mountain out in the world and with no touring commitments to attend to, Eno was eager to reunite with Robert Fripp and return to ‘small, independent mobile and intelligent unit’ mode once again. The Grantully Road Revoxes were duly rethreaded in preparation for more spontaneous loop-based experimentation with the guitarist. The results were again positive. One piece for shimmering synthesizer and guitar effects stretched out over thirty-five minutes. Built around a moiré of slowly evolving, overlapping guitar notes it was a partial recapitulation of the pointillist exercise Fripp had proposed the previous autumn. The new piece was the most sustained tonal experiment Fripp and Eno had yet conceived and it would appear, almost untouched, as ‘An Index of Metals’ on the following year’s Evening Star album. Enthused once again by their resonant synergy, Fripp and Eno began to revisit earlier plans for an unorthodox, improvisatory live show and briefly considered a late November UK tour of theatres and art galleries. ‘It wouldn’t be touring in the normal sense of the word,’ Fripp warned Hit Parader. ‘It depends upon who wants us and not too many people will.’

He went further in Melody Maker, outlining the potential benefits of touring alone with Eno: ‘We’ll be able to work without a great deal of organization or preparation, it will be personal, it will create the right kind of energies and it will enable our lifestyles to be civilized, it will give us a lot of time to ourselves and, of course, it will enable us to do other things.’

There were always ‘other things’ for Brian Eno to do. Like spending a day in London’s Trident Studio contributing synthesizer to an ‘all star’ rock rendition of Sergei Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf, designed to accompany a children’s animated film. Phil Collins, Percy Jones and Chris Spedding were among the musicians updating the composer’s score for oboes and brass with guitar, bass, keyboards and drums. Vivian Stanshall was the narrator, while Eno’s VCS3 would take the role of the Wolf, issuing a litany of lupine howls and growls.

Soon after, Eno reunited with John Cale for the Welshman’s second, Phil Manzanera-produced Island album, Slow Dazzle, then took a trip to Hamburg to witness a rare performance by Krautrock ‘supergroup’, Harmonia. Consisting of the keyboard duo Hans-Joachim Roedelius and Dieter Moebius – who also worked together as Cluster – along with producer and guitarist Michael Rother (from Düsseldorf’s Neu!), Harmonia’s music was the result of lengthy jam sessions between the triumvirate, later aided by effervescent Guru Guru drummer Mani Neumeier, at a farmhouse retreat-cum-commune in the village of Forst, in Lower Saxony. Harmonia had recently released their debut album, Musik Von Harmonia – enthralling, drum machine-propelled evidence of the German scene’s largely unreported accessibility. Eno held the album in high esteem and would become a voluble cheerleader for Harmonia, dropping their name in interviews and later proclaiming them ‘the world’s most important rock group’. Eno’s fondness for the Krautrock scene in general went beyond aesthetic appreciation of unique sound worlds, as he later reflected in Mojo: ‘A lot of the German bands had that commune thing, and a lot of them, like Can, owned their own stuff and stayed outside the business in a way I also liked – there was a sense of them taking a musical position which was the obvious outcome of a philosophical, political and social statement. I’ve always wanted music to be bound up with all those things – that’s why I became a musician instead of a painter.’

Earlier in 1974, Michael Rother and sometime Can producer Conny Plank had helped produce Cluster’s third album, Zuckerzeit, a record that had been a favourite of Eno and Judy Nylon, both of whom relished its skittering, voiceless essays for heavily treated rhythm generators, quirky synthesizers and modified electric pianos. The influence of Zuckerzeit and Musik Von Harmonia on Eno’s subsequent music would be palpable. In these albums he found a genuine European alternative to rock ‘n’ roll’s established Afro-American hegemony: ‘I like the fact that I could hear in Cluster a sort of alternative to the African root that most other pop music had taken.’

The Harmonia concert took place at a club called Fabrik, in Hamburg’s St. Pauli district. During the latter half of the gig Eno clambered on stage in act of uncharacteristic showmanship and joined in on synthesizer. There was obvious delight from both sides – the mutual joy of discovering fellow travellers. Eno, as Roedelius recalls, wasn’t there just to showboat: ‘Brian did more than “jam” with us, it wasn’t at the encore or anything, it was the whole second part of that concert – we just played some of our tracks and Brian was happy just to play along.’

The respect was mutual. The German experimenters all revered Roxy Music and were very much attuned to Eno’s work. The Hamburg concert would prove to be the beginning of a fertile partnership and genuine friendship. ‘Brian was a nice person, open-minded and warm-hearted,’ Roedelius affirms. ‘After that we somehow stayed in contact.’

On return from Germany, Eno was soon conspiring again, this time with Phil Manzanera on the latter’s debut solo album, Diamond Head. With Roxy Music on temporary hiatus to accommodate Bryan Ferry’s blossoming solo career, Manzanera had gathered together a cast of ‘usual suspects’: Roxy’s Paul Thompson and Andy Mackay, Quiet Sun and Matching Mole bassist Bill MacCormick, sometime King Crimson vocalist (and Roxy bassist) John Wetton and the ubiquitous Robert Wyatt. Installed in Basing Street, Manzanera would record his solo album in the main studio during the day and adjourn to the smaller upstairs facility in the evening to cut another record, Mainstream, with a partially reformed Quiet Sun. Eno’s main contribution to the latter was on a hymn to the little black book called ‘Rongwrong’, with words by drummer/keyboardist Charles Hayward. Eno’s treatments and synthesizers would also grace much of the album, which went on to earn considerable critical plaudits and become one of Island’s more unlikely 1975 bestsellers.

A testament to Manzanera’s equitable temperament and diplomatic facility, Diamond Head would accommodate the very different skills of Brian Eno and his controversial Roxy understudy, Eddie Jobson (although they never occupied the studio simultaneously). Manzanera’s versatile fretwork had recently got him voted No. 5 in an NME readers’ poll of the world’s greatest guitar players and now he was out to test his songwriting mettle. Eno owed Manzanera for his selfless work on Taking Tiger Mountain, and as well as contributing occasional treatments, synthesizer and handclaps, would collaborate and sing on two of Diamond Head’s standout tracks: a comically surreal ode to ‘Gay Peru’ called ‘Big Day’ and the lyrically unfathomable ‘Miss Shapiro’. Both tracks recalled Warm Jets’ skewed rock sound – albeit lighter in tone – with Eno’s vocals at their most affectedly Syd Barrett-like, his ‘nonsense’ lyrics offering a bewildering litany of images. Although characteristically opaque and loaded with coquetry, ‘Miss Shapiro’ was partly inspired by the entropy of the recent Yuletide break and hinted, cryptically, at a very British sense of ennui (‘Movement hampered like at Christmas/Ha-ha isn’t life a circus?’).

On the evening of 18 January, having completed the vocal to ‘Miss Shapiro’, Eno decided to stroll back to Maida Vale. A cold rain was falling and the temperature was hovering close to zero as he picked his way along Golborne Road. He was in a distracted frame of mind; suddenly experiencing the pangs of creative self-doubt he’d last endured before joining Roxy Music. He was back to his Joan Harvey-induced ‘mid-life crisis’: ‘I started having a mid-life crisis when I was about eighteen … it has continued ever since and one of the continuing narratives of that crisis is, “Is what I’m doing worth doing … at all?”’

‘Miss Shapiro’s’ off-kilter lyrics rattled round his brain as he waited to cross the Harrow Road. He mused to himself, ‘If that song were the last thing I ever record, would I mind having that as my final piece of work?’

Just as he concluded that he would ‘probably not’ mind the eccentric ditty being his final epitaph, events almost conspired to make it just that. Eno was sporting leather-soled shoes and suddenly losing his footing on the slippery kerb, stumbled onto the road and into the path of a black cab travelling at about forty miles and hour. ‘At that instant my mind was operating incredibly fast,’ he recalled in a 1983 interview with People’s Arthur Lubow: ‘On one channel, I thought, “So that may be the last thing I do.” Then I thought, “If I’m going to survive this, I’ve got to get up as soon as it hits me”, because I could see another car following the taxi that would surely swerve around and run over my head. The third thing I thought was, “Who is going to get in touch with my girlfriend?” And the fourth thing was, “Isn’t the brain an incredible thing? It’s like a twenty-four-track tape with all these things going on at once.” It sounds ridiculous, but in that moment I developed a theory about how my brain worked. Then I got hit.’

The taxi had struck Eno a glancing blow to the legs, knocking him backwards – the top of his head striking the bumper of a parked car. Blood began to blossom from the cranial wound and his back and legs throbbed with intense pain, yet as he lay prone and rigid on the dampened tarmac he was overcome with an odd and over riding feeling of déjà vu – an experience with an almost out-of-body quality. The accident had alerted the drinkers in a nearby pub who promptly called an ambulance, although some of them thought Eno – who hadn’t moved for some minutes – might already be dead.

Still vaguely cognisant, Eno was carried into the ambulance, his right hand all but glued with congealing blood to the wound on his head. He was aware enough to begin castigating himself for all but willing the accident into being: ‘The whole thing was horrible. I was conscious all the way through. And I was thinking, “You stupid cunt, you brought this on yourself.” I knew absolutely that I was responsible for it. It was not an accident at all. It was a whole … trick that I’d brought on myself.’

It was a sensation Eno had experienced before: ‘For about a week I’d been feeling that I was about to have an accident. It was the same feeling as I had before I got appendicitis when I was sixteen – or before my lung collapsed … I always seem to sense when I’ve pushed too hard, you know? When I’ve been carried off on the momentum of media approval or professional opportunism and have ceased to think about where I am or what I’m doing.’

Arriving in A&E at St. Mary’s Hospital, fortunately located close by on the Harrow Road, Eno was wheeled towards a bed, still clutching his blooded cranium. He was on the verge of blacking out; his head felt like a sliced-open melon. A nurse attempted to remove his reddened hand from his skull. ‘I’m keeping my head together man,’ he half-joked before finally slipping into oblivion.

Despite a severely strained back, badly bruised legs and a sizeable lesion in his pate that required substantial stitching, Eno’s wounds were not life-threatening. Hospitalized for the second time in ten months, he was once again presented with enforced brooding time, although his thoughts were siphoned through a miasma of analgesics. From his hospital bed he ruminated on the accident. He was particularly intrigued by the way in which time had seemed to telescope in the moments before he was struck – so much so that when he wrote down his memory of the incident it ran to ten foolscap pages.

Unhappy with the less than convivial environs of crumbling St. Mary’s, Eno would discharge himself after little over a week, repairing to Grantully Road to convalesce. Sated with painkillers, he would spend the late winter of 1975 mostly flat on his back. Just as it did after his lung collapsed, being hors de combat would result in a great conceptual leap forward.

The story of Brian Eno accidentally ‘discovering’ ambient music has been oft repeated – not least by Eno himself – until it has taken on the suspect gravity of an urban myth. Indeed, sleevenotes Eno attached to the album Discreet Music, released later in 1975, outlined a version of this Damascene moment, which has since become the accepted historical account. That version has Julie Nylon popping round to Leith Mansions to present the incapacitated Eno with a gift; a record of 18th-century harp music. She would put the record on as she left. An enervated Eno collapsed onto a bed of cushions, only to find the stereo system’s amplifier turned down to an almost inaudible level and one of his speakers failing to function at all. Too exhausted to move and make adjustments, he would lie there and surrender to fate. Outside a gentle rain fell on quiet Grantully Road, soaking the park opposite Leith Mansions, the gossamer dripping melting into the indistinct harp music and fusing into a softened aural gauze whose very amorphousness would slowly seduce the drowsy Eno into a musical epiphany.

Judy Nylon, who as a child had sought succour from her parents’ escapist ‘exotica’ albums and regularly drifted off to sleep to the lulling vibraphones of Martin Denny’s Quiet Village, recalls a slightly different version of events: ‘So it was pouring rain in Leicester Square, I bought the harp music from a guy in a booth behind the tube station with my last few quid because we communicated in ideas, not flowers and chocolate, and I didn’t want to show up empty-handed. Neither of us was into harp music. Brian had just come out of hospital … he lay immobile on pillows on the floor with a bank of windows looking out at soft rain in the park on Grantully Road on his right, and his sound system on his left. I put the harp music on and balanced it as best as I could from where I stood; he caught on immediately to what I was doing and helped me balance the softness of the rain patter with the faint string sound for where he lay in the room. There was no “ambience by mistake”. Neither of us invented ambient music.’

Whatever the actual course of proceedings, the prone Eno was certainly beguiled by the murmuring, serendipitous soundscape; so much so that he began to contemplate how music might be specifically designed to achieve a similar effect. He would, no doubt, have recalled some words from John Cage’s Silence in which the composer proposed his own approach to the incorporation of ‘found’ sound: ‘In this new music nothing takes place but sounds: those that are notated and those that are not. Those that are not notated appear in the written music as silences, opening the doors of the music to the sounds that happen to be in the environment.’

Having already recorded several distinctly non-linear mood pieces with Robert Fripp and fresh from Taking Tiger Mountain’s experiments with reordering instrumental hierarchies, Eno was hardly a stranger to music whose sonic atmosphere outweighed its ‘narrative’ thrust. He had been toying with non-banal applications for muzak for some time and recently he and Peter Schmidt had been exchanging mix tapes featuring music which sustained a tranquil mood for one side of a C90 cassette, providing a stimulating but unobtrusive musical background for other creative activities.

With a new musical idea to preoccupy him, the pre-accident crisis of confidence was quickly dispelled and Eno concentrated his efforts on recuperation. In this he was aided by his latest girlfriend, a beautiful Finnish photographer called Ritva Saarikko – the same girlfriend who’d flashed across his synapses in the moments before his accident. Ritva was not the only nurse, however, as John Foxx recalls: ‘My wife-to-be and her friends used to massage Brian’s back after his ambient accident. Apparently there was this long, giggling queue …’ Eno wasn’t suffering any after-effects by this time, he revealed: ‘I just like massages …’

‘Absolutely stunning’ according to future Eno accomplice, Harold Budd, Ritva Saarikko was part muse, part lover and would prove to be Eno’s most significant long-term domestic partner since his marriage. She also possessed a dry sense of humour. The following Christmas she would present the accident-prone Eno with the gift of wheelchair. For a while, Eno could be regularly spied being perambulated around Maida Vale by Ritva – the perfect way to get a breath of fresh air without disturbing his reading. ‘That didn’t work very well,’ he later admitted. Although she was quiet and would adjourn to her ‘sewing room’ while Brian entertained musical or journalistic guests, Ritva was self-contained and provided staunch support. She would be on hand to help guide Eno through his next major transition and a steady tiller through choppy creative waters.

While healing hands manipulated Eno back to the peak of physical condition, his intellect was massaged by an invitation from erstwhile Portsmouth Sinfonia colleague Michael Nyman, who offered the opportunity of a one-off lecture at Nottingham’s Trent Polytechnic, where Nyman was visiting tutor. Although he’d given ‘demonstrations’ of his tape experiments in art schools and student unions at the turn of the 1970s, the 4 March lecture would be Eno’s first bona fide public talk. Given carte blanche, he chose to discuss topics that would become regular lecture themes over the next thirty years – art schools, music, painting and the nature of creativity. It didn’t begin auspiciously, however, as Eno told the Independent on Sunday’s Tim de Lisle in 1998: ‘I was dying of fright. As Michael did what seemed like a six-hour introduction, I was close to blacking out. I then realized I’d forgotten to bring my notes with me. I was too embarrassed to go back and get them, so I just started speaking.’

Overcoming his nerves by speaking plainly and slowly, he was impressed by his own facility for talking on the hoof, eventually spinning out his discourse to almost two hours. It shouldn’t have been a surprise – Eno was renowned for his spontaneous loquaciousness in interviews. Moreover, the lecture stage provided the perfect conduit for ‘post-touring’ Eno, satisfying two key criteria. Firstly, it allowed him to be the centre of audience attention without recourse to the hackneyed gestures of the rock performance. Secondly, instead of his personality and musicianship (or lack thereof ) being under the spotlight, the emphasis was on his true virtuosic skills: verbal articulacy, self-deprecating wit and the ability to make relatively complex ideas about art and culture seem accessible, even ‘fun’.

Having jumped in at the deep end Eno quickly developed a taste for lecturing in art colleges. His audiences would be frequently rapt – excited to be in the presence of ‘rock star’ Eno but equally enthralled by the dissertations of ‘theorist’ Eno. It was a useful synergy – the patina of intellectualism allowing him direct access to a significant rump of his musical audience. ‘Brian would turn up at college, seemingly whenever he had a record to promote,’ recalls 1975 Watford College of Art Illustration student Colin Newman, wryly. Indeed, Eno became a fairly frequent visitor to Watford, where Peter Schmidt was still a tutor. Through Schmidt and second-year course leader Hansjörg Mayer, Colin Newman became friendly with Eno: ‘Nobody lived in Watford, of course, so all the teaching staff used to come in from central London. Hansjörg used to give me a lift back to Hendon, which was on the way, every night, and we became sort of friends. Of course, whenever Brian came in Hansjörg used to give Brian and Peter a lift too. So very often I’d be sitting in his car with Peter and Brian. That’s how I got to know Brian, just chatting away in the car. It was all very ordinary. Obviously I was just a student and they were all way above me, but I never felt like I was being treated differently. I was full of ideas and full of myself and somehow I felt completely accepted. It made me feel like I really could be an artist. Brian and these other guys were coming from somewhere completely different. What they had in common was blurring the distinction between low art and high art. That helped me feel comfortable about the whole thing. I don’t know what Brian really thought of me – he probably thought I was a snotty little git.’

While Eno dallied with academe, Island Records were looking to revive the interrupted promotional campaign for Taking Tiger Mountain. Towards the end of the month Eno jetted out to New York (followed by visits to Chicago and San Francisco) in the company of Island’s A&R chief, Richard Williams. There, Eno would indulge in another round of interviews for which he donned a T-shirt bearing the legend ‘Certified Cult Idol’. Part of Williams’ Manhattan brief was to invigilate while demos were recorded by a hotly tipped Lower East Side rock group called Television. The band’s live shows, often supporting scene leaders such as the New York Dolls or the Patti Smith Group (although latterly as headliners), were the increasing focus of attention in a newly revivified downtown rock scene.

Eno witnessed Television’s impressive live incarnation at CBGB’s – the downtown scene’s very own dingy, Cavern Club-style epicentre on the Bowery. The band’s taut, transcendent rock and austere, anti-glam visual aesthetic impressed Eno as it did other curious onlookers during 1975, including David Bowie, Lou Reed, Paul Simon and Bryan Ferry (Gene Simmons, leader of neo-glam panto-rockers Kiss, meanwhile, dismissed Television as ‘delivery boys’). Another curious British witness was subversive costumier-turned Machiavellian rock impresario Malcolm McLaren, then overseeing the last days of the New York Dolls. McLaren would imminently transplant Television’s tattered image – and more besides – onto the nascent Sex Pistols.

Eno was taken with Television’s intertwined lead guitars and obliquely powerful songs – especially one on which Verlaine and fellow guitarist Richard Lloyd interlocked riffs with a mixture of lyrical flourish and graph-paper exactitude, Verlaine yelping over the top about falling ‘into the arms of Venus de Milo’. Television’s take on guitar rock was sophisticated – a 1960s garage-band style leavened with free jazz, sci-fi soundtrack and classical influences; their music as wheedling and expressive as it was precise and dynamic. In many ways, Television was a logical progression from the New York art rock of the previous decade as purveyed by Eno’s beloved Velvet Underground. Eno, therefore, wasted no time in taking up Williams’ invitation to sit in on a Television recording session at a small off-Broadway studio called Good Vibrations. It was never made clear if this meant Eno had been drafted as ‘official’ producer for the session, but it didn’t much matter to Television – most especially their indomitable leader, Tom Verlaine, who already had a well-developed idea of how he wanted the band to come across on tape.

The gaunt, lanky Verlaine (né Miller) was a fan of esoteric music in general and was a student of Island’s more singular, craftsman-like denizens such as Nick Drake and Fairport Convention. Congenitally sceptical of rock media hyperbole, he was well aware of Eno’s contentious tenure with Roxy Music and suspicious of his much-vaunted ‘non-musician’ status. Indeed, Verlaine’s antennae were acutely sensitized to such matters as Television were then carrying their own runt ‘non-musician’ and dandy showman – bassist Richard Hell (né Meyers). Hell and Verlaine had been friends from school; both were literary-minded, although only Verlaine was musically gifted. Hell, classically handsome and self-styled after Arthur Rimbaud, Jean Genet and the Situationists, thought of himself primarily as a writer and had little affinity with the thin-necked Danelectro bass at which he pawed uncertainly. Verlaine and equally quicksilver guitarist Richard Lloyd strained for a more sophisticated sound, eager to take wing in the manner of The Byrds’ proto-psychedelic single ‘Eight Miles High’, which had itself been influenced by John Coltrane’s transcendent free-jazz improvisation Ascension. Hell’s plodding basslines held Television back and Verlaine’s vaulting ambition would have to wait until 1977 and the belated release of their magnum opus, Marquee Moon, by which time Hell was long gone.

In 1975 the then twenty-six-year-old Brian Eno was still a studio neophyte. He remained first and foremost a ‘systems man’ with a technical facility only for synthesizers and modified tape recorders. Documenting a live rock band or overcoming the frailties of a novice bassist were hardly his specialisms. Verlaine in turn pronounced himself dis-enchanted with the brittle, colourless sound the Good Vibrations sessions produced, thinking it more akin to corny surf band twang than the mutant electric shimmer of 1960s US psych-rock benchmarks such as the 13th Floor Elevators and the Count Five, which he volunteered as style guides, but which Eno barely knew. ‘I didn’t care for the sound he got on tape or the performance much either,’ Verlaine later opined of the sessions. ‘The rest of the band felt the same way. So we didn’t finish the “album” they wanted those demos to be.’

Although the session ultimately failed, the experience would be a valuable one for Eno, as was the discovery of the fledgling New York underground rock scene in which Television were prime movers. It was a milieu to which he would soon return, going on to explore the far-reaching potential of four-piece metropolitan art rock with a band that rode in on Television’s shirt-tails: Talking Heads.

In April 1975, Eno returned to London where he received plaudits for his contributions to John Cale’s newly released album Slow Dazzle. Again produced by Phil Manzanera, Eno’s most conspicuous contribution had been sinister synth atmospheres that wreathed Cale’s disturbing spoken word piece ‘The Jeweller’. A surreal tale of a man whose eye turns inexplicably into a vulva, it was an oblique successor to the Cale-narrated Velvet Underground monologue, ‘The Gift’, an equally dark, lengthy tale of obsession and the US mail which had been another favourite of Eno’s.

Now fully restored to health, Eno was eager to get back to work, almost immediately hooking up with Robert Fripp for further ad hoc ‘research recording’ sessions at Basing Street. Regaling Fripp with his latest ideas for environmental music, Eno urged a refining of the sounds and processes that had produced ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’. Fripp responded favourably, toning down his fretboard arabesques to match Eno’s stiller, more tonally rich synthesizer loops. The dovetailing of Fripp and Eno’s very different aptitudes now resulted in sublime distillations and ineffable atmospheres – music as shimmering aural mirage.

Invigorated by their new recordings, the duo would revive their plans for live concerts. To keep their shows spontaneous, it was decided, Eno would be responsible for setting up a series of open-ended ‘backdrops’ – including sections of ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’ and elements from their recent work – to be played back on a series of cassette tapes, over which Fripp would solo instinctively, his guitar being fed back into Eno’s synth and reel-to-reel delay systems for further manipulation. There would be no rehearsal. Gigs, they proposed, should be one-off events that might last twenty minutes or two hours depending on the sonic qualities of the room and other variables.

With dates being lined up for the end of the month, on 9 May Eno spooled up his Revox machines and began yet another loop experiment, hoping to create some new, fertile tone fields against which Fripp could later improvise. Using little more than the machines’ playback heads, a battered Gibson echo unit and a simple melodic fragment teased from his VCS3 synthesizer, Eno set in motion a slowly evolving Möbius strip of enmeshed, overlapping tones. He would make subtle timbral adjustments using a graphic equalizer, but essentially let the piece take its own shape (after several minutes he literally left it to make itself, disappearing from the room to answer the telephone). Aware that its primary role was to provide a neutral canvas, which Fripp’s guitar would later decorate, Eno was at pains to avoid imposing ‘events’ on this murmuring tone bath – in so doing, he inadvertently established one of central tenets of the still-undefined ambient music genre.

The following day, Eno played his experiment for Fripp’s approval and by accident set the machine to half speed. The music instantly acquired a restful, symphonic majesty, endlessly evocative of billowing sails, or the perpetuum mobile procession of cumulus clouds across an empty landscape. ‘I thought it was probably one of the best things I’d ever done and I didn’t even realize I was doing it at the time,’ Eno later admitted in Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine.

It would prove to have been an invaluable afternoon’s work, and, as with ‘The Heavenly Music Corporation’, an economical one – the only cost being the few pounds spent on reels of quarter-inch magnetic tape. The resulting piece would become not only a live backing for Fripp and Eno concerts but also a major element of the piece ‘Wind on Wind’, one of the restful highlights of the duo’s Evening Star album. In an extended half-hour segment, it would also become the entire first side of Eno’s epochal Discreet Music album, released later in 1975.

Before heading out on tour with Fripp, Eno dropped in on the Manor studio in rural Oxfordshire to add his synthetic touch to Robert Wyatt’s second solo album, Ruth is Stranger Than Richard. Wyatt’s erstwhile Matching Mole colleague Bill MacCormick was bass player on the sessions, which were being produced by Pink Floyd’s Nick Mason. Other guests were drawn from Wyatt’s Canterbury Scene background and from the contemporary free jazz field. Although he thought it an excellent album, MacCormick later suggested that Wyatt had been somewhat overwhelmed by the many garrulous personalities he’d gathered around him and identified a particular note of tension between Eno and the jazz players – saxophonists Gary Windo and George Khan, and trumpeter Mongezi Feza: ‘Basically Brian Eno thought jazz was crap,’ MacCormick ventured, ‘and they couldn’t quite understand what this rather bizarre-looking character was doing in the studio. But it worked really well …’

On the finished album, Eno’s credit would appear on two of the album’s seven songs. On the perhaps ironically titled ‘Team Spirit’ – a song co-written by Wyatt, Manzanera and MacCormick – Eno is credited, tellingly, with ‘direct injection anti-jazz ray gun guitar’. Not that he was incontrovertibly anti-jazz. He was certainly au fait with Miles Davis’s exploratory, turn-of-the-’70s psychedelic jazz-funk albums such as Bitches Brew and On the Corner, which he thought anything but ‘crap’. Davis’s producer Teo Macero would have no little influence on Eno’s own incipient production career and Macero’s pioneering work, tape editing a mosaic of studio performances into seamless cut ‘n’ paste soundscapes (especially on Davis’s 1969 album In a Silent Way), would be a touchstone for Eno’s own adventures in studio collage.*

Jazz was off the agenda, however, when Eno returned to London and began preparing for the European sojourn with Fripp. It was intended as a relatively genteel peregrination – another agreeable manifestation of the ‘small, independent, mobile and intelligent unit ethos’ – with six shows in Spain and France starting in Madrid on 21 May, followed by UK concerts at the Assembly Rooms, Royal Tunbridge Wells and a grand finale at the London Palladium in early June. Whatever else transpired, they were determined to adopt a relaxed approach to performance. Half an hour before each show they would rendezvous backstage and over a glass or two of Scotch map out what they might play, although the improvisatory nature of the music made it hard to predict. The first set in Madrid was planned to last for forty or so minutes but petered out after less than ten – Fripp and Eno leaving the stage during ‘An Index of Metals’ while the Revox loops whirled apparently into infinity, polarizing the crowd, some of whom lobbed censorious tomatoes stagewards.

Reviving an earlier collaboration, Eno had arranged for a cine-projector to beam Malcolm le Grice’s short films (including Berlin Horse) onto a large screen during the performance. Indeed, at the spotlight-averse Fripp’s typically ornery behest, there would be next to no stage illumination of the instrumentalists (an erstwhile King Crimson lighting director was deployed essentially to keep Fripp in the dark), making the projections the ostensible visual focus of the shows. Even when they could be seen, a seated Fripp, close-cropped and bearded, and Eno, sporting the by-now-trademark scar-concealing beret and neutral-toned jackets, cut anonymous, shadowy figures. Those audience members eager for visual communion with the panjandrum of prog and glam’s peacock prince – and there were many who came for just that – were disappointed.

Musical evenings with Fripp and Eno continued to vary wildly – partly dependent on Fripp’s mood (‘walnut’ or otherwise, presumably). Although backing cassettes dictated a certain consistency of tone from night to night, there were also several entirely spontaneous compositions that were given self-explanatory titles such as ‘Improvisation Extreme’ and ‘It’s For Us, But Not For You’. Eno’s 9 May experiment, now dubbed ‘Wind on Wind’, was always central to the set, however, while out-takes from the duo’s recent sessions, such as ‘Wind on Fire’, ‘Lava on Lava’ and ‘An Index of Minerals’, were also recycled.

There were occasional triumphal nights – the Barcelona show in particular – when audiences shelved expectations of Roxy/Crimson jamming marathons and fully embraced Fripp and Eno’s cyclical sonic clouds. The tour was beset by hitches, however. In St. Etienne, Eno’s machines blew a fuse and a restless crowd booed them off. At the Paris Olympia Theatre – once the scene of a tour de force Roxy Music concert – the show ground to a halt several times, once to allow an officious PA announcer to berate audience members for contravening a no-smoking rule and again after the notoriously selaphobic Fripp could stand no more of the volleys of flash photography blinding him from the front rows. A proposed second Parisian date was duly cancelled.*

The Tunbridge Wells concert came close to being aborted when Eno’s VCS3 broke down during the soundcheck and a roadie had to be dispatched to London to pick up a last-minute replacement, which also failed to work properly. EG were now publishing a sporadic, fan-club-style newsletter called ‘Enovations’ in whose pages Eno would later apologize to the Kentish audience.

The London Palladium was more used to Royal Variety Performances, kitsch comedians and lavish theatrical presentations than avant-garde tape loop experiments, coruscating guitars and flickering back projections. The incongruity was part of the appeal, however and the 8 June performance – again staged in almost total darkness – proved to be another fan-confounding spectacle. ‘The audience looked confused before they even appeared on stage, and looked even more confused some two hours later when the duo made their final exit leaving a tape playing as the houselights went up and the more determined members of the audience refusing to believe that the concert had actually ended,’ reported Allan Jones in Melody Maker.

Backstage guests at the Palladium show included Eno’s parents. Knowing they’d relish a visit to the famous venue, it was the first time Eno had invited his family to watch him perform – indeed, although he’d visited Woodbridge the previous Christmas, his family had generally taken a back seat ever since Roxy Music had whisked him onto the celebrity merry-go-round (similarly, he remained a very distant father to the now eight-year-old Hannah – although Eno would become the most doting and attentive of fathers to his first daughter). In A Year With Swollen Appendices, Eno recalled his smiling father’s post-show dressing room comments: ‘Cor! That was loud, boy.’

From an early 21st-century standpoint, with electronic music and synthesized sound the sonic norm, it’s impossible to envision the impact of Eno’s strange, oblique music on contemporary ears. In 1974, Tangerine Dream had enraptured an audience of 5,000 at Rheims Cathedral with synthesizers and lasers (a kind of ultra-ramped, bells and whistles version of the Fripp and Eno shows) but musically the mid-’70s really belonged to the saccharine MOR pleasantries of the Carpenters and the insouciant pop rock of Paul McCartney’s Wings. In 1975, chart pop seemed to grow blander by the month, with only pockets of resistance. Cockney Rebel and Sparks had successfully stalked the same sophisticated art/glam-rock path laid down by Roxy Music and stood out in a singles chart still regularly topped by puerile novelty hits. David Bowie, leaving increasingly stale glam rock in his dust, was now busy selling ‘plastic soul’ back to the post-Watergate USA with his Young Americans album. Rays of hope sprung from the back-to-basics pub rock scene whose piss and vinegar would be passed on to the incipient punk movement, and from the leftfield, electronic innovation of the Krautrock bands, especially Düsseldorf’s synthesizer-wielding Kraftwerk, whose Beach Boys-inspired motorik anthem ‘Autobahn’ had nudged the UK Top 10 in May.

While Kraftwerk were still widely regarded as a novelty act (one more readily embraced by BBC science programme Tomorrow’s World than Top of the Pops) the UK singles chart continued to be the preserve of Philadelphia soul crooners The Stylistics and Caledonian heart-throb popsters The Bay City Rollers. Meanwhile, Rod Stewart’s career-defining Atlantic Crossing LP and Pink Floyd’s Syd Barrett-saluting Wish You Were Here would soon book in for protracted album chart residencies. Prog mastodons such as Yes and Genesis still roamed the earth and Led Zeppelin were at the peak of their Dionysian powers, giving the Rolling Stones and The Who a run for their money as the world’s biggest rock band.

It was a confused picture to say the least and one in which Brian Eno, his appetite irrevocably attuned to the ‘environmental’ music that had preoccupied him since his accident, had trouble locating a place. Nonetheless, in late June he dutifully, if somewhat anxiously, began making preliminary sketches for a new album of songs, and sessions were duly booked at Basing Street. The first boxed edition of Oblique Strategies was about to be released, reviews of which would bestow on Eno a new layer of quasi-Confucian inscrutability. He would soon be leaning on the cards like a crutch.

To make the album, Eno again set about recruiting an eclectic cabal of high-calibre collaborators. These would include John Cale (on whose Helen of Troy album Eno had recently made another cameo appearance), Robert Fripp, keyboardist Rod Melvin from Ian Dury’s Kilburn & The High Roads, multi-instrumentalist Paul Rudolph and Winkies bassist Brian Turrington. They were joined by the stellar rhythm section of Phil Collins and fretless bass virtuoso Percy Jones, the latter pair having recently united in purveyors of convoluted jazz-rock fusion Brand X.*

Although Eno had accrued a series of songs in thumbnail sketch form, much as he had done for Taking Tiger Mountain, initial session work on his third solo album proved frustratingly fruitless, with an increasingly exasperated Eno once returning from a session and falling into Ritva Saarikko’s arms in floods of tears. ‘The first three or four days I didn’t get anything done and I was really frightened. I felt terrible.’ Eno confessed to NME’s Miles the following year: ‘I think I started about thirty-five pieces and some of ‘em were real clutching at straws in real desperation. But it’s interesting; sometimes that kind of desperation gives rise to things that would never happen any other way. It really does force strange things out of you …’

In addition to the trusty Oblique Strategies, Eno was shooting from the conceptual hip in other ways: ‘I tried all kinds of experiments, like seeing how few instructions you could give to the people in order to get something interesting to happen. For example, I had a stopwatch and I said, “Right, we’ll now play a piece that lasts exactly ninety seconds and each of you has got to leave more spaces than you make noises”, something like that, and seeing what happened from it.’

No doubt encouraged by his recent reading of behaviourist philosopher Morse Peckham, whose central assertion maintained that the defining attribute of artistic experience is in its exposure to perceptual disorder, Eno continued to ‘wing it’ with increasingly satisfactory results. Indeed, with the recording of his third solo album Eno established rubrics that would inform much of his subsequent career as a studio artist and record producer. The improvisatory approach, as he had long maintained, was mostly a matter of being prepared to spot an opportunity and also one of judiciousness – knowing when to abandon an original idea in order to pursue a fertile new path and follow it to a logical conclusion. At such crux points, the Oblique Strategies would act as a conceptual hand-rail, taking some of the terror out of the terra incognita that was spontaneous studio recording. The more he experimented with ‘using the studio as an instrument’, the more comfortable Eno felt about impulsive processes. Moreover, he was finally practising what he’d long preached. Naturally, such a cavalier approach would mean accepting a high percentage of failures, and a concomitant cost – studios were expensive (‘They cost you £420 a day whether you do anything or not …’).

Scrapping pre-production entirely in favour of a complete tabular rasa, Eno’s third solo album would, necessarily, be his most protracted and expensive recording project to date. Sessions stretched throughout July and well into August, with Rhett Davies again installed as production lieutenant, keeping a firm hand on the technical rudder while Eno’s creative impulses rebounded hither and thither – often, as he told Alan Moore during a 2005 BBC Radio 4 programme, at the whim of this or that Oblique Strategy: ‘I used to book a different instrument each day. One day it would be a cello, another day a marimba, trombone … anything. I couldn’t play any of them but I just … as part of my kit, I would have a little idea I’d write for myself … “Swing the microphone from the ceiling” and “Hire a trombone”. So I’ve got two rules I’m going to use that day in the studio … and I’m going to try to make a piece of music. Now, those aren’t very promising ideas actually, but the effect of that is that as soon as anything even remotely one percent promising starts to happen, you really jump on it with great enthusiasm and build on it quickly.’

Eno relates a pertinent story about a short holiday he’d taken in Scotland that summer. During a long, solitary hillside walk he had become severely lost. Increasingly anxious in the gathering gloaming he stumbled upon a bank of wild flowers and was suddenly overcome by their unexpected spectral beauty. This, he reasoned, was evidence of desperation sharpening the aesthetic sense – a quality that would come to define much of the recording of his new album.

Everything was in a state of flux – even the working song titles were liable to change on a daily basis and Davies’s diligent ‘housekeeping’ would prove invaluable – so much so that when the album finally appeared he would be rewarded for the first time with a joint production credit. With his tastes now veering almost exclusively toward non-narrative structures – what he’d taken to dubbing ‘vertical music’ – Eno was eager to avoid the stylistic caprices of his earlier albums. ‘We are no longer concerned with making horizontal music,’ he explained in a somewhat regal edict to Creem’s Frank Rose in July, ‘by which I mean music that starts at point A, develops through point B and ends at point C in a kind of logical or semi-logical progression. What’s more interesting is constructing music that is a solid block of interactions. This then leaves your brain free to make some of those interactions more important than others and to find which particular ones it wants to speak to.’

Certainly Eno’s long-standing Velvet Underground fetish had now been thoroughly worked through, replaced by an immersion in the music being made by his acquaintances on the German Kosmiche scene. An import copy of Cluster’s Zuckerseit LP had been on Eno’s turntable consistently all summer; its most palpable influence on his new music was in its use of drum machines. Eno had already introduced the odd passage of electronic rhythm generator on Taking Tiger Mountain – a sound still rare in 1974.*

On the new album Eno would mimic and then expand upon the electronic rhythm processes pioneered by Cluster producer Michael Rother and studio engineer Conny Plank, feeding drum machines through echo, delay and reverb units to create eccentric polyrhythms whose sound seemed forever poised on the cusp between industrial futurism and impossibly exotic ethnic percussion. In contrast, several more hot-blooded pieces would emerge from Eno-directed jams between Phil Collins and Percy Jones, although Eno was always careful to leaven the duo’s jazzy licks with apparently counter-intuitive gestures: simple chordal rondos or contrastingly dissonant synthesizer noise. The result was a series of curiously hybridized musical ‘conversations’ fleetingly redolent of everything from Miles Davis’s fusion funk to Krautrock pastorals and the alearotic modal exercises of Terry Riley. Other pieces seemed to float in an air pocket between genres – eerie-yet-familiar contrapuntal etudes, tending towards a kind of neo-baroque symmetry.

For much of the time, Eno worked alone in a process of self-reliant trial and error that would become his habitual modus operandi in later years. Commencing with simple, one- or two-finger keyboard figures (the notes having been first written on the appropriate keys by Eno in chinagraph pencil) he would build up pieces with innumerable over-dubs. Several tracks emerged only after a subsequent process of subtraction in a procedure akin to a painter removing areas of dry paint to reveal previously unimagined combinations of colour and texture. Although the new recordings embraced a wide miscellany of styles, Eno’s melodic sensibility seemed to err consistently and ineffably towards the tranquil and the elegiac, describing a sublime, contemplative sonic geodesy endlessly evocative of vast, deserted beaches, fetid tropics, obsidian landscapes and mid-ocean doldrums.

Eno and Rhett Davies would eventually whittle down the thirty-odd fragmentary beginnings to the fourteen most fertile-sounding, divided into five relatively unorthodox vocal songs and nine vividly moody instrumentals. The resulting album, dubbed Another Green World by Eno in honour of the endlessly verdant yet simultaneously uncanny vistas he’d laid out, would be released in late September. It would announce Eno as author of a singular and imperious new style and, in the process, finally sever the umbilical stylistic link to Roxy Music.

Widely regarded as the album with which Eno laid the foundations for his serene ambient future, Another Green World was equally a collection of melodically opulent, profoundly atmospheric, even emotionally involving, pieces for a shifting variety of eccentric, faux-chamber ensembles. Unlike much of his later low-event-horizon ambient etudes, there would also be scope for dissonant and aggressive sounds. Not least of these was the jarring fuzztone riff that propelled urgent opening track ‘Sky Saw’. Contrasting the abrasive squawk of Eno’s heavily treated ‘snake guitar’ and ‘digital guitar’ (a guitar fed through a digital delay unit, then fed back on itself, ‘until it makes this cardboard tube type sound’) with the liquid improvisations of the Collins/Jones rhythm section and John Cale’s Cajun-hoedown-in-space viola work-out on its coda, it was a strange, stylistic mongrel of a song, further wobbled off its axis by Eno’s cleanly articulated – if lyrically inscrutable – vocal. Named, not for the first time in the Eno canon, in honour of its signature guitar sound, the brief burst of vocals in ‘Sky Saw’ married an impressionistic narrative style with Eno’s well-established ‘nonsense’ phonetic approach, incorporating a reference to 1971 UK gangster flick Get Carter (‘Pack and pick the ping-pong starter/Carter Carter go get Carter’) – the former overlaying the latter in an ingenious, if nonsensical, palimpsest.

At pains to explain to interviewers that for him, songwriting was ‘never a matter of personal expression’, Eno defended his apparently cavalier approach to lyrics: ‘You see, the problem is that people, particularly people who write, assume that the meaning of a song is vested in the lyrics. To me, that has never been the case. There are very few songs that I can think of where I even remember the words, actually, let alone think that those are the centre of the meaning. For me, music in itself carries a whole set of messages which are very, very rich and complex, and the words either serve to exclude certain ones of those, or point up certain others that aren’t really in there, or aren’t worth saying, or something.’*

The Collins/Jones rhythm section provided the foundation for the ensuing ‘Over Fire Island’, named after the ribbon-like isthmus to the south of Long Island across which jets from New York’s JFK airport ascend. Its tapping snare drum rim shots and finger-popping bass were punctuated by Eno’s Doppler-effect electronics and playfully woozy synth lines – jazz fusion from the smoky, intergalactic bar scene of a stylish sci-fi movie.

’St. Elmo’s Fire’ was the name of a meteorological phenomenon caused by intense atmospheric conditions (an ‘electroluminescent coronal discharge’, to be exact) and also the title of the album’s second vocal selection. It remains one of Eno’s best-loved compositions. Once a fully arranged, almost conventional song, Eno denuded its densely assembled layers during mixing, dispensing with the original bass and drums altogether to reveal a weightless flurry of skittering and clanging pianos, butterfly shimmies of flute-toned synths, comically clacking castanets and an undulating, cartoon synthesizer theme. The eccentric but effective rearrangement was complemented by Robert Fripp’s contrastingly deft electric guitar obligato. Cited by many a Fripp devotee as their man’s finest recorded solo, it was inspired by Eno’s instruction to impersonate the London Science Museum’s Wimshurst machine – a Victorian electrostatic device between whose poles voltage sparks would leap with wild unpredictability. Fripp’s darting note clusters contrasted with Eno’s vocals, delivered with the prim lucidity of a Home Counties prelate. Cutting somewhat against Eno’s ‘non-expressive’ lyrical approach, ‘St. Elmo’s Fire’ unveiled a new, quasi-literary Brian Eno – unfurling a rare linear narrative in which he and ‘Brown Eyes’, his unnamed accomplice, traverse sublime, elemental landscapes beneath the ‘Blue August Moon’ until they reach a desert where they witness the titular celestial phenomenon ‘Splitting ions in the ether’. This was elegant, even Romantic writing – Samuel Taylor Coleridge by way of Phillip K. Dick.

Several instrumental tracks were equally evocative of vivid natural landscapes. ‘In Dark Trees’ – essayed entirely by Eno – used drum machines processed through a matrix of delay effects and eerie guitar glissandi to suggest the ricocheting reverberations of sound in dense woodland. Although it was simply suggested by the sound of the rhythm box, Eno immediately recognized the effect as one he had often experienced as a youth during his solitary wanders through the sylvan depths of Rendlesham Woods: ‘I can remember very clearly the image that I had which was this image of a dark, inky blue forest with moss hanging off and you could hear horses off in the distance all the time, these horses kind of neighing, whinnying …’

Bearing more than a passing resemblance to the track ‘Sehr Kosmiche’ from Harmonia’s debut album, ‘Sombre Reptiles’ again married electronic rhythm generator, claves and echo and delay devices (‘Peruvian percussion, Electric elements and Unnatural Sounds’ according to the not especially helpful sleeve credits) to suggest the strange, solemn titular creatures. The no less imagist ‘Little Fishes’ was fashioned from a similarly lean palette, a quivering, darting piscine quality achieved using prepared piano (aping a John Cage procedure, Eno lodged coins and weights between the instrument’s hammers and strings creating a sound not unlike a muted, mutant harp) and flickering Farfisa organ notes fed through a woozy portmanteau effect.

Other wordless pieces refined the hymnal grandeur of earlier Eno benchmarks such as ‘On Some Far Away Beach’ or ‘Taking Tiger Mountain’, notably the elegiac ‘The Big Ship’ – a blissfully aching, Johann Pachelbel-like fugue for sustaining, fuzzy-toned synth and overdriven guitar harmonies underpinned by (decidedly un-Pachelbel-like) frenetic rhythm box chatter. Its inexorably swelling crescendo of overlapping harmonic plumes remains one of the rhapsodic zeniths of Eno’s instrumental oeuvre.

Not far behind was the album’s brief, lilting title track, essayed with disarming deftness in its entirety by Eno. Its consummate blend of deliberate piano, Farfisa organ and a lattice of ‘desert guitar’ melodies might have been the work of a coasting Roedelius and Fripp, yet from the interleaving of such rudimentary lines arose an atmosphere charged with resonant emotional pulls. Essentially a one-minute-and-thirty-second-long ‘sketch’, ‘Another Green World’ would attain an ironic longevity when it was adopted as the theme to BBC TV’s Arena arts programme.*

In marked contrast to the iridescent exotica of the album’s signature instrumentals, ‘I’ll Come Running’ was a comparatively orthodox pop song which, in a far rawer form, Eno had once essayed with The Winkies. An uncomplicated billet-doux, it offered irrefutable evidence of Eno’s weaning on melodious 1950s/’60s pop – its beguilingly devotional chorus (‘I’ll come running to tie your shoe’) dedicated to Ritva Saarikko and her preference for lace-up footwear. Buoyed by Rod Melvin’s elegant parlour piano and underpinned by Paul Rudolph’s rich, expressive bassline, ‘I’ll Come Running’ was – and remains – as amiable and accessible as anything in the Eno canon. As it unfurled, Rudolph joined Eno to play ‘castanet guitar’ – actually Eno’s faithful Starway five-string flailed with vibraphone mallets – while Fripp’s ‘restrained lead guitar’ offered the essence of measured lyricism. Although such a superficially atypical slab of conformity might have sat uncomfortably on an album of innovative, esoteric mood pieces, ‘I’ll Come Running’ was a case of reshuffling instruments and sounds already familiar from the five preceding tracks, and laying them out, for once, in comparatively conventional order.

‘I’ll Come Running’ would also appear as the B-side to a single that Eno cut towards the end of the August 1975 sessions. The A-side, which was never intended to appear on Another Green World, was a version of ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight (Wimoweh)’ – one of innumerable covers of the song originally entitled ‘Mbube’ (Zulu for ‘the Lion’, a word gradually Anglicized to ‘Wimoweh’) written by South African Solomon Linda.*

Eno’s version was partly a faithful homage to The Tokens and its recording acted as something of an antidote to the relentless experimentation and spontaneity of the preceding weeks. It was to be a ‘proper’ single, aimed squarely at the singles chart and it remains Eno’s most ingenuous wallow in untrammelled pop nostalgia, albeit one propelled by a clip-clopping Rhythm Ace drum machine and embossed with ecstatic Robert Fripp guitars. Both sides of the single evinced Eno’s semi-yodel vocal style, which had lain dormant since ‘Seven Deadly Finns’. Despite his best intentions, Eno’s ‘Wimoweh’ remained one of the few non-hit single versions.

While ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ was an antidote to the progressive gestures of Another Green World, Eno’s grounding in melodically rich pop continued to inform the album – even in its more abstract diversions. Commencing with a quadrille for stuttering tremolo organ and guitar, ‘Golden Hours’ couldn’t have sounded much further from mid-century pop classicism. However, its repeating four-chord motif, over-lain with Fripp’s liquid ‘Wimbourne guitar’ (a mellifluous counterpoint to the earlier ‘Wimshurst’ variety – Fripp being a native of leafy Wimbourne, Dorset) inspired an Eno vocal which, although delivered with clipped precision and filtered through electronic treatments, offered a tune that might have been plucked from doo-wop heaven. Equally, its lyrics married prosaic observations (‘perhaps my brains are old and scrambled?’) with poetic imagery (‘putting grapes back on the vine’) and even a Catholic schoolboy’s biblical allusion (‘changing water into wine’).

Eno wanted other, wordless backing voices to ape the ‘approximate’ quality of the Portsmouth Sinfonia. To achieve this he overdubbed his own vocal several times without reference to headphones, singing in response only to Rhett Davies’s visual cues. The results were a ‘cloud’ of slightly off-key, randomly timed ‘ahs’, which emitted the requisite amateurish charm. Towards the song’s conclusion John Cale’s viola made a brief but resonant appearance, adding a more refined layer of school assembly hall atmosphere. Although Cale was essentially repaying a favour by playing on the album (Eno having recently contributed synthesizer to Cale’s final Island album, Helen of Troy), relations between the two had cooled somewhat over the summer and Cale’s visit to Basing Street was only fleeting. ‘I think what did for it was when I set fire to the bill in a restaurant,’ Cale recalls of the pair’s waning attachment. ‘Brian was helpless with laughter, screaming, “Oh horseplay!”, while the bill was in flames in the ashtray. He would get exasperated by me and I think after that we were smart enough to realize that being in the studio together was best done fast.’

Eno required no help whatsoever to essay ‘Becalmed’, the track that followed. Onomatopoeically titled, it combined glowing synthesizer tones with electric piano notes fed through a rotating Leslie speaker to evoke a dolorous, oceanic reverie. Like the ensuing ‘Zawinul/Lava’ (a partial homage to Austrian electric jazz piano innovator Joe Zawinul, lately of the band Weather Report, and featuring Eno’s heavily treated vérité recording of a children’s playground) and the mistily melancholic closing synth etude ‘Spirits Drifting’, this was, once again, ambient music in all but name.

Bucking the trend was ‘Everything Merges With the Night’, the album’s final vocal essay, its orthodox eight-bar blues construction again subverted by severe paring back during final mixing; most of it resting on Eno’s rudimentary acoustic guitar strumming and sustained electric guitar notes and Brian Turrington’s ‘flanged’ bass guitar and piano arpeggios. A lesson in less-is-more economy, the resulting lean, elegant arrangement framed an Eno vocal which alluded, extremely elliptically (‘Santiago, under the volcano …’, ‘Everything ponders in the night’), to the political tensions in Chile following the 1973 coup that had overthrown the leftist government of Salvador Allende.* With Another Green World almost completed and ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ single about to hit the shops, Eno got a call from Robert Calvert, who was about to embark on his second solo album, Lucky Leif and the Longships. A concept album that imagined how America might have developed if the original Norse settlers had colonized the continent, it would be wilfully eclectic – a litany of pastiche American musical idioms from the Beach Boys to country and heavy rock, coupled with startling new hybrids that attempted to marry such disparate bed-fellows as Viking sagas, calypsos and jazz tunes. Calvert asked Eno to produce. Although his principal achievement on Lucky Leif may have been to dissuade Calvert from including lengthy ‘whimsical’ monologues between the songs, Eno also delivered a crisp, clear sound and helmed at least one song, ‘Phase Locked Loop’ – a ‘found sound’ piece spliced together from recordings of American radio. He also added liberal dollops of synth and backing vocals and, although it sounds somewhat dated today, Eno’s first bona fide production job for another artist was well regarded at the time.

While completing work on Calvert’s Norse opus, Eno’s appetite for overseeing other people’s recordings was fully revived. While his 1973 production experiments for the likes of Magic Michael and the Pan-Am International Steel Band had come to nothing, his subsequent plan to launch a label that could release accessible experimental music had come close to fruition. By mid-1975, the volatile global economics that had put paid to his and Gavin Bryars’ original idea for an esoteric ‘boutique’ label were no longer an issue; Eno’s curatorial fingers started to itch again. What’s more, his leverage at Island Records had increased since his two solo albums had both topped the 100,000-unit mark. While Eno wasn’t quite a cash cow, those sales figures meant that he was very far from being a liability. Before he approached Island, Eno sought out Gavin Bryars and Michael Nyman, hoping to commission recordings from them and also to pick their brains about other potential artists.

The putative label would be a relatively low-risk entrepreneurial enterprise, which simultaneously allowed Eno to acknowledge the experimental music scene whose wake he’d assiduously surfed en route to more commercial destinations. His altruism was undeniable – he sought to use his imprimatur to more widely disseminate music that would otherwise languish in relative anonymity, appreciated only by a tiny cognoscenti. He, rightly, thought much that was composed in the name of experiment would in fact be eminently accessible to a rock audience if they could only be persuaded to listen to it. Choosing the name ‘Obscure’ for the label would prove an astute piece of marketing, instantly conferring on any potential investor in a record that bore its logo, the cachet of esoteric connoisseurship. ‘Brian had convinced Island records to do it on the back of his success,’ Gavin Bryars confirms. ‘He argued that there was a lot of music he’d heard when he was at an embryo stage as an artist which was attractive and didn’t demand a specialist listener – it wasn’t like going to a Boulez concert, it was accessible … His original notion was to do about five or six records a year.’

Eno urged Island to work towards the kind of research and development situation found in larger industries. In a nod to Anthony Stafford Beer’s theories on business organization and process, he proposed that they ‘launch a few things out of the mainstream and watch their progress very closely’. He argued that the majority of record companies worked in a much more unwieldy manner – concentrating on a glut of mainstream projects and quickly dropping anything that failed to instantly attract substantial sales. ‘In business terms, this isn’t a very healthy situation,’ Eno chided.

The still staunchly independent Island Records, to their credit, had a more enlightened approach to their artist roster than many of the major labels with whom they competed and Obscure’s relationship with the mother label was regarded as symbiotic, as the label’s managing director of the time, Tim Clark, recalls: ‘The big thing with Brian was that he was always so fecund with ideas. We loved things like Obscure. None of this stuff made a lot of money, but it was a great shop window for us. It was fantastic for the other artists, fantastic to have people drop by saying, “God, I just love that Eno stuff, or I love that Obscure stuff … “. It was also great in terms of media. This was very cool stuff to be doing – the sleeves were very particular, which were also all Brian’s work really. There was a reasonably limited market for this stuff, but it was a very knowledgeable market – the people who were buying the records were aficionados – people you could really talk to about music. It was fascinating from that point of view. They were cheap to make, too, say £1,500 to £2,000 for each release, which was nothing.’

In a letter to Robert Wyatt, Eno outlined some of his nascent ideas for Obscure: ‘I have thought of a few interesting projects for Obscure records. The first is to invite fifty composers from all traditions each to write a piece of music beginning in C and ending in G and observing a metronome pulse of sixty. Then we’d perform them all and link them all together to make an album … Recently I’ve been more and more impressed by the old jazz session technique of recording, and I think we might well flourish under those circumstances. Or an alternative is to use the jazz session approach and then overdub onto it in the rock sixteen-track style. Another idea that I thought might be nice is something of this nature – “Popular Music arranged by Unpopular Composers” – so it would include “Duke of Earl” arranged by Gavin Bryars, “Not Fade Away” arranged by Robert Fripp, “Louie Louie” arranged by Fred Frith, etc., etc., etc. Or alternatively it could use only songs based on the “Louie Louie” chord progression.’

To launch and establish Obscure, Eno and Island agreed there would be four initial, simultaneously released albums, with a frugal promotional budget of £6,000 pencilled in. Eno would design the sleeves himself; each would be a uniform black but with a different subtle graphic daub to distinguish them. His more fanciful plans for Obscure were put to one side and instead he selected some established but never recorded works by Gavin Bryars. Eno had been in attendance at the December 1972 Queen Elizabeth Hall concert at which Bryars had premiered what would become signature orchestral works, The Sinking of the Titanic and Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me Yet. Obscure No. 1 would feature Titanic as the A-side with Jesus’ Blood on the reverse.

The Sinking of the Titanic was an emotive 1969 work for orchestra and tape, featuring fragmentary arrangements of the episcopal hymn, Autumn, which a surviving wireless operator called Harold Bride reported hearing being heroically essayed by the Titanic’s string ensemble even as the great ship plunged beneath the icy Atlantic waves. Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me Yet was no less stirring. Based on a thirteen-bar loop of an Elephant & Castle vagrant’s impromptu hymn-singing which documentary film-maker Alan Power had recorded in 1971, the skeletal singing would be gradually overlain with ever-richer layers of orchestration – the symphonic colour framing the fragile voice with redemptive, heart-rending poignancy. Both pieces would come to be regarded as classics of the modern British musical canon and the basis on which Bryars now considerable renown was first based.

Eno regarded Bryars’ pieces as the raison d’etre for Obscure. ‘It was really because I felt so strongly about The Sinking of the Titanic and Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me that I persisted with my idea to have a record label on which to get them released,’ he reflects today. ‘I thought – still think – that those are two of the really significant pieces of music of the last fifty years, and they’re both on one album! That’s what I call value for money.’

Like nearly all the Obscure releases, the pieces would be recorded at a discount rate at Basing Street. Rhett Davies engineered the sessions. Exposure to a state-of-the-art rock recording studio would prove something of an eye- and ear-opener for Gavin Bryars: ‘Rhett Davies was great. He made us welcome. He proudly played me the loudest bass drum he’d ever recorded without compression, little things like that. We got into the studio and it was covered in drapes and filled with flowers and incense from whatever hippy band had been in the night before. We had to clear all this stuff out before we started.’

Alongside Bryars’ own compositions, the second Obscure release would be a record of ‘Ensemble Pieces’ by Bryars, erstwhile Scratch Orchestra member Christopher Hobbs and a young American composer called John Adams whom Bryars had encountered during his US sojourn. ‘The Ensemble Pieces were my suggestions.’ Bryars explains: ‘I’d been working with John Adams in California in ‘73. He was teaching at the San Francisco Conservatory and I went over as a guest composer. We did Titanic and Jesus’ Blood and a lot of other things there. I got to know some of John’s work and there was one piece of his that I brought back. Also, he and a guy called Alden Jencks had pre-recorded some tape stuff which I used on the Titanic album. Chris Hobbs was working with John White, the Promenade Theatre Orchestra and the Scratch. It was a way of pulling together a number of small-scale ensemble pieces.’

Eno installed himself as producer. Although he was somewhat out of his depth in terms of conventional musicality, his now considerable experience of the recording process – particularly of Basing Street – would be vital, as Bryars and Hobbs were studio novices. Eno remained generally hands-off in terms of the material being recorded (although he did admit to inflicting ‘one or two production tricks, like putting echo on things’). ‘We recorded more pieces than were eventually released,’ Chris Hobbs remembers. ‘I don’t remember Brian being anything other than helpful – he was not in the least prescriptive.’ Bryars concurs: ‘The fact that Brian knew the interior of studios, which we didn’t, was immensely helpful.’

Hobbs remembers that both he and Eno cycled to the St. John’s Wood pressing plant where the first batch of Obscure releases was being manufactured. Bryars was already there and had collared the chief pressing engineer who clarified some of the technicalities involved in manufacturing vinyl records. He explained that twenty minutes per side was considered the maximum allotment with which optimum audio quality could be maintained – information duly noted by Eno. Hobbs remembers he and Eno being ‘comparable in humour’, and relishes the memory of he, Eno and Bryars taking hits from the factory’s helium tank and subsequently collapsing into fits of laughter at the Mickey Mouse-toned conversations which resulted.

Obscure No. 3 would be a release of Eno’s own. Planned before he was privy to the technical information about vinyl lengths, one side would be a half-hour reading of the mournful, half-speed backing tape he’d made for Fripp back in May. Although it also existed in an edited version known as ‘Wind on Wind’, Eno now dubbed the piece ‘Discreet Music’, which was also the name given to the finished album. ‘Discreet Music’, even more than the No Pussyfooting tracks, would confirm Eno’s ability to conjure involving music with minimal instrumentation that owed almost nothing to rock, or classical tradition, yet seemed instantly, eternally familiar – an amniotic intoxication. ‘What I liked about it,’ Eno revealed, ‘was the idea that, by fading it in at the start and out at the end, you get the impression that you’ve caught part of an endless process.’

To complete the record Eno hit upon the idea of deconstructing one of his favourite pieces of classical music, Johann Pachelbel’s ‘Canon in D Major’. It was a piece he had long admired for the way its elegant, highly emotional qualities were achieved by the adroit layering of what were essentially very simple lines – a process which he’d mirrored on Another Green World. In the sleevenotes to Discreet Music, Eno would describe Pachelbel’s opus as ‘a very systematic Renaissance canon’, seeking to make the connection between it and the very different ‘process’ which had produced ‘Discreet Music’ – it was another way of ‘satisfying the interest in self-regulating and self-generating systems’.

Eno’s piece would be divided into three variations, each taking a fragment of the original score and overlaying lines in permutations that never occur in the original manuscript, all of it governed by Eno’s systematic edicts. The fanciful titles – ‘Fullness of Wind’, ‘French Catalogues’ and ‘Brutal Ardour’ – were taken from Eno’s knowing mistranslations of titles on a French, Erato Records version of the ‘Canon in D Major’ conducted by Jean Francoise Paillard. Although the deconstruction concept was Eno’s, to achieve it he called upon the notational and compositional skills of Gavin Bryars. ‘I wrote one side of Discreet Music, the “Pachabel Canon”, because Brian didn’t know how to do it,’ Bryars maintains today. ‘I played it for him to show how it might be done at the piano in my Ladbroke Grove house.’

The composer was very much in charge on 12 September when the Cockpit Ensemble assembled at Trident Studios in the West End to record the pieces, although Eno was installed behind the mixing desk, his trigger finger poised above his favoured effects fader. ‘Brian had certain values in the studio,’ Bryars confirms. ‘Usually that meant lots of reverb.’

The results, while beautifully executed, were unsatisfying and counter-intuitive. These algorithmic transformations, or Renaissance ‘remixes’ (in common with many a remix), always seemed less than the sum of their parts. When, two decades later, the album was first re-released on CD, Eno inserted a full minute of silence between Discreet Music’s title track and the Pachelbel pieces. ‘Discreet Music is an evening piece, and the other side, which I don’t think is very successful, is an early afternoon on a rainy day piece,’ he explained to Vivien Goldman in 1977, and when fans and critics later raved about the Discreet Music album, it was the former to which they were generally referring.

The album would be released in December. Across the Atlantic, Lou Reed had almost simultaneously released his dissonant, uber-metal noise experiment (or contract-fulfilling joke, depending on whose opinion you believe) Metal Machine Music, a double album of unrelenting, ear-splitting amplifier feedback. Superficially an alienating, clamorous yin to Discreet Music’s lulling, hypnotic yang, both albums stretched ‘rock’ music on the rack of avant-garde concept. Although some critics would be sniffy about Eno’s opus, none seemed to regard Reed’s album as anything other than a gargantuan folly (only the heroically contrarian Lester Bangs bucked the trend: ‘As a statement it’s great, as a giant FUCK YOU it shows integrity,’ he advised readers of Creem). Although stylistically polar opposites, they were comparable signifiers of rock’s evolution twenty years after the coming of Elvis Presley.

Not content with his own bespoke disc, Eno would contribute both his production and instrumental abilities to Obscure No. 4, New and Rediscovered Musical Instruments by David Toop and Max Eastley. Toop was a music writer, ethnographer and a member of the London Musicians’ Collective with a predilection for home-made reed instruments, ‘Rediscovered’ bamboo flutes and watery, ‘ethnic’ percussion. The album’s ‘New’ quotient was provided by his friend Eastley, a kinetic sculptor of some renown. With names such as hydrophone and centriphone, Eastley’s water- and clockwork-powered automata worked best as audio-visual spectacles – clanking Swiss music boxes as re-imagined by Harry Partch or Wilf Lunn – but on the record their sound retained a naïve, clattering charm. Eno contributed some ‘prepared bass’ to the album’s most engaging ensemble piece, Toop’s ‘The Divination of the Bowhead Whale’, alongside percussionists Frank Perry and Paul Burwell and London experimental music scene stalwart Hugh Davies, who played something called a ‘grill harp’.

All four Obscure albums would be released on 5 December 1975 (few records have been less Christmassy) in an initial pressing of 2,000 per title. Retailing at a modest £1.99 in order to snare hesitant punters, album sales, while hardly in the hot cake category, would prove encouraging. Eno’s Discreet Music received a few head-scratching reviews in the mainstream rock press, although some were instantly beguiled. ‘It’s lullingly beautiful, both intimate and distant, like music heard at night from a distant shore, and it has a calming, meditative effect … soon every molecule in the room has been reduced to balletic drowsiness,’ purred Creem.

The album’s initial pressing duly sold out in two weeks and a further edition disappeared in ten days, prompting Island to insist that future batches of releases contain at least one album by a ‘known’ artist. Obscure’s umbilical link to Island could guarantee a sustained level of interest, Tim Clark contends: ‘I think it’s fair to say that at the time Island had the sort of cachet that meant people were buying just about anything that the label released. It was the sort of cachet that a label like Atlantic had once had. People looked out for Island Records releases – if it was something to do with the label they’d take a chance and buy it – and then they’d give the music a chance, even if it wasn’t obviously commercial.’

Eno’s original notion of releasing five or six records a year proved over-ambitious. Eventually there would be eight Obscure albums over a three-year period. The label’s amiable spirit would also become somewhat compromised. Despite the low overheads and apparent fiscal rigour, Gavin Bryars alleges that no contracts were ever issued for any Obscure artist – business being conducted purely on a handshake basis. Nothing formal was put in place, even when Island was enveloped by the major record label group Polygram in 1976. It was a situation that would have disagreeable repercussions, as Bryars makes plain: ‘We were all mates. We got paid for doing the sessions and that was it. With Discreet Music Brian said he’d give me a one percent royalty on the Pachelbel piece, which meant I had a half percent royalty on the whole album; but after an initial payment I got nothing and this went on for eight or nine years. David Toop and Chris Hobbs were in a similar position. Eventually we all had a meeting with EG in Chelsea to try and sort it all out. Nothing got resolved though and I ended up taking legal action against Brian and EG.’

That legal action would eventually fizzle out as the potential recoupable sums were judged to be too trifling (even if the principle, as far as Bryars was concerned, was not). In 1990, Obscure No. 1 was reissued for the first time on CD through the auspices of a new parent company, Virgin. Bryars received a small ex gratia payment: ‘I think it was a thousand quid, just to clear the decks. Thereafter there’s been nothing – and I still don’t have a contract.’

Despite Bryars’ dissatisfaction with its accounting, his tenure with Obscure would be beneficial to his career, as it would for many of the other artists exposed by the label. Bryars is happy to acknowledge Eno’s catalytic significance: ‘Brian definitely went out on a limb. He backed something that was certainly not fashionable, we weren’t very well known and were even despised by the musical establishment. Those Obscure records were important – the reason many of us were able to work outside of England for example. Brian led us into all sorts of unexpected territory – and led a lot of unexpected people into our territory too.’

Diplomatically, Eno has only positive things to say about Bryars today: ‘I’ve always liked Gavin, and in my opinion his influence on the music scene has been greater than he’s given credit for.’

[image: Image]

* Eno would later come to revere Davis’s Teo Macero-produced Get Up With It, an album compiled from tracks recorded between 1970 and 1974 and featuring the richly atmospheric, half-hour-long tribute to Duke Ellington, ‘He Loved Him Madly’, on which Davis eschews the trumpet and plays restrained electric organ.

* An excellent bootleg album Air Structures documenting Fripp and Eno’s 28 May 1975 Paris show was soon doing the rounds and remains a tantalizing glimpse of the duo’s ultra-fertile mid-1970s synergy, as well as providing documentary evidence of the venue’s incongruously meddlesome PA announcer.

* Brand X were actually a band without a name. They rehearsed at Basing Street where Richard Williams branded them on a whim, simply because he needed a name to log in the studio diary.

* Although Léon Theremin had patented a complex rhythm generator known as the Rhythmicon as far back as the early 1930s and electronic music pioneer Raymond Scott had invented and recorded his ‘rhythm synthesizer’ in 1960 (and used it extensively on his series of Soothing Sounds for Baby albums – themselves conspicuous antecedents of Eno’s utilitarian ambient music), pop and rock had long been hesitant in matters of non-human beat production. Curiously, it was a 1969 solo record by Bee Gee Robin Gibb – Robin’s Reign – that would be the first pop recording to deploy a drum machine – an R1 ‘Rhythm Ace’ to be precise – while acts as disparate as Sly Stone and JJ Cale would quickly adopt and adapt the rhythmic technology to their own ends.

* Although improvised phonemes were still the building blocks with which Eno constructed many of his lyrics, he was also influenced by early 20th-century practitioners of ‘automatic writing’, especially German artist Kurt Schwitters, who, in 1927, invented his own phonetic alphabet. Eno would return to the influence of Schwitters and his Dadaist contemporaries later in the 1970s.

* In 1998, Eno revealed that his Arena royalty was ‘£24.50 a week for fifteen or so years’. Ten years later, Arena is still going strong and Eno’s music is still the theme … ker-ching!

* Eno’s version was credited to Luigi Creatore, Hugo Peretti and George David Weiss. Linda had never registered his authorship of the song and never received a penny in composition royalties during his lifetime despite it being a hit for folk groups The Weavers and The Kingston Trio. Several further covers – including Eno’s favoured 1961 version by The Tokens – were recorded with new words added by US writers Weiss, Creatore and Peretti. After Disney used the song in their hit animation franchise The Lion King, a protracted rights campaign and a 2006 South African documentary, The Lion’s Trail, would lead to Linda’s family winning substantial, if belated, royalty payments.

* Under the Allende administration a visionary cybernetic government experiment had taken place, of which Eno would have been aware. Anthony Stafford Beer was heavily involved in the project, called Cybersyn, which sought to replace established government bureaucracy with a revolutionary, computerized decision-making system, overseen by an international cabal of scientists. It would be an almost science-fiction-like attempt to overhaul the nature of political governance. Old-fashioned right-wing belligerence and the coup d’etat of 1973, however, put an instant end to it.


9. Energy Fools the Magician

‘Perhaps every group of musicians should have written above them “This Group is a Musical Instrument; treat it as such”.’ (Brian Eno)

‘Some people say Bowie is all surface style and second-hand ideas, but that sounds like a definition of pop to me. It’s a folk art.’ (Brian Eno)

By late 1975, Eno was established as a glimmering presence somewhere to the left of rock’s blazing firmament. His portfolio of innovative musical projects was expanding exponentially, even if pay-dirt had yet to be fully struck. Indeed, Eno’s long-term commercial worth was still an ambiguous matter, even as the first, effusive reviews for Another Green World rolled in. That album had been both Eno’s most expensive recording project to date and his most labour-intensive – the antithesis of the Grantully Road-documented Discreet Music. Home recording meant technical resources were necessarily limited, but the practically non-existent overheads meant almost limitless creative time. Island had long since stopped providing Eno with gratis access to Basing Street and the more he came to regard the recording studio as a ‘compositional tool’, the greater the budgetary pressure. Watching the clock, however, just wasn’t conducive to the trial-and-error experiment which had produced much of his best work to date. With that very much in mind, Eno began investigating the possibility of a bespoke, alternative recording facility.

Corralling the like-minded (and equally studio-less) Phil Manzanera and Robert Wyatt, Eno advanced plans for a west London workshop studio principally for the trio’s use and for avant-gardistes of their choosing. The project was moving forward when Eno outlined its progress to Wyatt in an autumn 1975 letter [the grammar is Eno’s own]:

‘Dear robert,

Since I won’t see you for a few days I thought I’d write to tell you whats going on. I seem to have found a very nice studio which is in redan place off Queensway. It’s already half-built, since the owners of the premises began building a studio before but abandoned the project because their finance fell through. There is a concrete shell in the basement of a building in redan place, let there be no doubt …’

In a throwback to his Camberwell days, Eno was busy stockpiling studio apparatus and had his eye on a mixing desk that Basing Street was disposing of. As he explained in his letter to Wyatt, practical plans were already interwoven with conceptual proposals:

‘… The only major piece of equipment I’m still lacking for the studio is a sixteen track recording machine and a couple of microphones. So it should be functional, I hope, by late February or earlier if things go well. Apparently it’s very easy at the moment to get building work of any kind done because all the builders are underemployed due to the recession … I want to organize a kind of two week recording bonanza to launch the studio – where we have a permanent group of people on the premises and just feed in musical ideas on a kind of think-tank basis. If something comes of it, I’ll finally issue it on Obscure; if not, it doesn’t matter.’

While Eno pondered a sonic laboratory future, glowing reviews for his previous endeavours continued to arrive. In Phonograph Record, John Mendelssohn declared: ‘For perhaps the first time in these hallowed pages, I’m being completely serious when I say that Another Green World is both excellent and worthy of immediate investigation by anyone who’s even a little fond of P. Floyd, Kevin Ayers, and like geezers.’ He went on to suggest that ‘I’ll Come Running’ ‘would be a bigger single than [Neil Sedaka-penned, 1975 Captain & Tenille hit] ‘Love Will Keep us Together’ in a better world than the one in which it’s my and your cruel fate to be living.’

American critics would continue to laud Another Green World. Writing about Eno in Rolling Stone the following year, Charley Walters – despite being troubled by the ‘cocktail lounge’ sound of its drum machines – was keen to eulogize Eno’s courageous compositional approach: ‘Eno insists on risks, and that they so consistently pan out is a major triumph. I usually shudder at such a description, but Another Green World is indeed an important record – and also a brilliant one.’

For many – not the least EG’s David Enthoven – Another Green World would mark a high-water mark in Eno’s solo career: ‘Another Green World is a sublime record and it’s as relevant today as it ever was. It was a shame he didn’t do more like that, in my opinion. He’s never again reached that peak, for me. I know I can play those first three Eno solo albums anytime and everyone always says, “What’s that, it’s brilliant?” Another Green World is the best of the lot.’

The album was released in November 1975, wrapped in a distinctive sleeve featuring a fragment of Tom Phillips’ stylized, faux-Renaissance diorama painting, After Raphael. Phillips had happily agreed to the reproduction of his artwork although he was surprised to find that it had been severely cropped and only a detail used as the front cover image. On the reverse, a Ritva Saarikko portrait – of her shirtless, short-coiffed boyfriend reading a paperback – presented a new, relaxed, apparently abstemious Eno, very far removed from the bizarre androgyne that had graced previous album sleeves.

Although it would be obvious to none but the most informed observer, November 1975 witnessed a small but momentous turn of popular music’s evolutionary wheel. Rock had begun to pull in contradictory directions – seeking reconnection with its roots on one hand, surrendering to ostentatious self-indulgence on the other. That month, for example, saw Bob Dylan’s gypsy-like Rolling Thunder Revue meandering spontaneously around the foggy burghs of New England while simultaneously Old England genuflected before the quasi-operatic kitsch of Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, then beginning its protracted reign at the top of the singles chart. Meanwhile, a contrasting musical primitivism was beginning to muscle its way out of urban basement obscurity.

In New York, the DIY ‘independent’ single had recently been born. Patti Smith’s ‘Hey Joe’/’Piss Factory’ rock-poetry seven-inch had emerged on the homespun Mer imprint in 1974, and in August 1975 Television’s lo-fi ‘Little Johnny Jewel’ appeared. A widely reviewed seven-inch epistle of questionable fidelity but indisputable style, it had been recorded on a two-track tape machine in Patti Smith’s rehearsal loft and issued through Ork – Television manager William Terry Ork’s infinitesimal boutique label. November saw the release of Smith’s own debut album on Arista, the John Cale-produced Horses. A palate-cleansing statement on which raw, visceral garage rock buttressed elegiac flights of symbolist poetry, Horse’s alloy of Blakeian rhapsody and hipster cool had critics comparing her to Dylan in his inflammatory 1960s pomp. November also found the Ramones unleashing ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’, their gloriously rudimentary debut single and an unruly herald of rock’s impending volte-face. In London, the no-less augural Sex Pistols were making their live debut at St. Martin’s College of Art on Charing Cross Road.

While rock’s tectonic plates were getting ready to judder, Eno was taking seismic readings on a whole other plane. Just as raw electric guitars played by avowed non-musicians (and songs with lyrics that flouted the increasingly bloated conventions of 1970s rock) were the coming things, so Eno was all but washing his hands of rock’s primal pulse and beginning to abandon lyrics altogether. Once, he’d heralded it as the quintessential artistic medium of the age, but now Eno’s relationship with rock had become ambiguous. Arriving at this tipping point in ‘70s music, Another Green World managed to be neither an affirmation of the old order nor a harbinger of the new. Instead, it sat resolutely apart – not only from contemporary musical drifts but at a discreet remove from the remainder of its author’s oeuvre. Another Green World was a globe unto itself. Accordingly, the album would go on to enjoy an enduring critical esteem surpassing that of any other Eno solo record (although Music for Airports would later push it close). Almost a full decade after its release – and still some time before ‘best of’ lists had achieved their current music magazine ubiquity – NME published their ‘Writers’ 100 All Time Favourite Albums’ special; less a lethargic column-filling exercise and more a serious audit of the then thirty-year-old rock canon. Another Green World was the only Eno album to grace the elite inventory, slotting in at a healthy No. 41 between Captain Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica and Elvis Costello’s This Year’s Model. Tellingly, Roxy Music’s highest entry, the Eno-assisted For Your Pleasure, was lodged at No. 56.

Plaudits for the album would subsequently arrive from many quarters and its appeal has proved uniquely durable. David Bowie described it as ‘transcendental’. In the late 1990s, Eno took no little pride in learning that funky pop polymath Prince had cited Another Green World as one of his own key early inspirations. He would repay the compliment by ordaining Prince as ‘this producer’s favourite producer’.

Between the release dates of Another Green World and Discreet Music, Island would sanction yet another Eno-related record; the second Fripp & Eno album, Evening Star. There would be no tour in its support as Fripp had recently announced his ‘retirement’ from music in favour of spiritual studies at John G. Bennett’s International Academy for Continuous Education, based at a country house in Sherborne, Gloucestershire. There, he entertained thoughts of entering the priesthood.

Compiled from the pellucid synth loop and guitar etudes the duo had recorded the previous spring, Evening Star was a resonant companion piece to both Discreet Music and Another Green World. One song, ‘Wind on Water’, with Fripp’s freeform guitar in excelsis, had been captured live at the pair’s heavily curtailed May 1975 Paris Olympia show, while ‘Wind on Wind’ would have been familiar to owners of Obscure No. 3. The lovely title track owed something to Cluster’s more meditative moments, with Fripp’s plunging lead guitar impersonating massed cello glissandi. In contrast, the twenty-eight-minute-long, side-two occupying ‘An Index of Metals’ was an unsettling heat haze of dissonant, hovering synthesizer and cumulative squalls of distorted guitar – an insidiously disquieting counterpoint to the rhapsodic ‘Heavenly Music Corporation’.

Coolly packaged, the front cover of Evening Star featured one of Eno’s favourite Peter Schmidt paintings – a distant island being subsumed in a languid tropical sunset (an inscrutable shot of ‘Rodney Frock’ and ‘the Captain’ graced the back cover) – it offered yet more persuasive evidence of Eno’s aesthetic investment in low-event-horizon music. That it happened to be exquisitely beautiful without ever straying into the colourless banality of what would later be called New Age music was testament to his and Fripp’s estimable judiciousness. Indeed, Evening Star marked the pinnacle of the duo’s collaborative work and remains an unjustly overlooked gem of Eno’s early oeuvre; ‘a good album for spacing out and losing oneself in the drone zone’, opined one American reviewer in 1976, artlessly stumbling on the sine qua non of ambient music.

Even if it had started with the wrong kind of bang, 1975 was an auspicious year for Brian Eno. The latter months had brought forth a veritable glut of new material which, taken as a whole, constituted an irrefutable statement of intent. This was music that slithered mercurially in the fissures between rock and avant-garde composition, drifting equidistant between Kraut fancy and prog grandiloquence. Born of muzak-like utilitarianism and Cageian provocation, much of it – like the felicitous tintinnabulations Eno had heard on that rainy February afternoon at Grantully Road – was subtle, weightless, and profoundly mood-adjusting. Although he wouldn’t append the name ‘ambient’ to his recordings until 1978, Eno’s 1975 output had effectively defined the signature we still understand when the adjective ‘Enoesque’ is applied to music.

1976 would be a no less propitious year and would find Eno scattering his energies more widely than ever. While still relishing the positive reception accorded Another Green World, he was approached by a pair of fledgling film directors: Paul Humfress and Derek Jarman. Both smitten by Eno’s current work, they had recently completed shooting on a collaborative debut feature film, Sebastiane, and were in search of suitable soundtrack music.

Jarman, a Slade School of Art-trained painter and raging aesthete, had been a stage designer for the Frederick Ashton ballet Jazz Calendar and had worked on the design of Ken Russell’s film The Devils. He moved in the same, mostly gay, circles as architect, painter and sculptor Andrew Logan and the scene that clung to him in and around the semi-derelict warehouse squats of Butler’s Wharf, hard by Tower Bridge. Amongst other things, Logan was proprietor of the delectably camp ‘Alternative Miss World’ contest, the spoof beauty pageant based loosely on the Crufts dog show. Notoriously, Logan would host the event dressed in fabulous hermaphrodite outfits – divided, like the result of a bizarre game of picture consequences, literally down the middle: one half masculine, the other feminine. Eno was a regular AMW patron (in A Year With Swollen Appendices he recounts a fabulous night out at the 1995 pageant), and at the 1975 event he would mingle with incipient punk impresarios Malcolm McLaren and his Sex boutique partner Vivienne Westwood and others in Logan’s colourful retinue – among them Derek Jarman and some of the cast and crew from his and Paul Humfress’s film.

Sebastiane was a homoerotic cine-hymn based on the martyrdom of the third-century Saint Sebastian, a captain of the Praetorian Guard turned Christian converter of pagans – the punishment for which (he was bound to a stake and shot full of arrows after some suspiciously miraculous gout-curing) was one of the most regularly depicted iconic subjects in the history of Western religious painting. Essentially an esoterically gay, art-house riposte to ‘sword and sandals’ stereotypes, the film proffered Roman centurions stranded in a far flung desert outpost, its dialogue delivered in authentic slang, or ‘dog’ Latin (thus making it the only British film ever to be issued with English subtitles) and called for music that enhanced its procession of lingering, sun-blasted landscapes, glinting pools, igneous rocks and bronzed, writhing limbs. Thrilled by the invitation, Eno duly obliged, taping several minimalist VCS3 synthesizer pieces at home – orotund drones and slow, shape-shifting minor-scale figures wreathed in reverb.*

Reprising the transparent yet subtly poignant qualities of ‘Spirits Drifting’ or ‘Evening Star’, Eno’s faint, vaguely eerie synthetic tints complemented Jarman’s painterly cinematography, emphasizing the film’s sensuous strangeness in a way that orchestral instruments (or even authentic Roman lyres and kitharas) would perhaps have not. The overall budget for Sebastiane was a paltry few thousand pounds, but Eno was happy to take on the job for a tiny fee, relishing another excuse to make spare, evocative instrumental music. His unexploited/ unrealized talent as a soundtrack composer would, to EG’s satisfaction, soon present itself more fully. Indeed, the Sebastiane project, a smattering of other commercial synchronizations (not least the high-profile use of ‘Another Green World’ on the BBC’s Arena) and an invitation to compose incidental music for a Hampstead Theatre production of American-Israeli dramatist Alan Drury’s play Sparrow-fall, convinced Eno and his managers that, however conceptual or ‘weird’ his instrumental pieces were, there was remunerative potential in music of atmosphere – an unexpected pot of gold at the end of innovation’s rainbow.

To capitalize, Eno planned an assemblage of short pieces, both extant and newly recorded; a library album, in effect, consisting of readymade, off-the-peg mood music for use in cinema, stage and TV (or as Eno preferred it, ‘soundtracks to imaginary films’). Hating waste, he also envisaged it as a means of recycling some of the many discarded scraps from the extensive Another Green World sessions. In his review of that album, Creem’s James Wolcott had already noted Eno’s cinematic potential: ‘All of the music pieces are brief, sharp, and visually suggestive, like moments stolen from a movie – aural clips.’

The collection, dubbed unambiguously Music for Films (the ‘Eno’ billing preceded by ‘Brian’ for the first time on a record sleeve), was pressed up in an initial run of 500 and distributed to screen production companies in June. A different animal to the album EG would issue commercially under the same title two years later, the 1976 prototype married highlights of Another Green World and Evening Star with selections from the Sebastiane soundtrack, three pieces from Sparrowfall and other new and bespoke sketches. Thus, impressionistic, self-explanatory studies called ‘Empty Landscape’, ‘Spain’ and ‘Marseilles’ mingled with the mysterioso tones of the Sebastiane vignettes ‘Inland Sea’ (here called ‘From the Coast’), ‘Quartz’ (a.k.a. ‘Northern Lights’) and ‘Final Sunset’, alongside reconstituted pieces from the summer 1975 Basing Street sessions, such as a slippery, minute-long Percy Jones bass work-out called ‘A Measured Room’ (under its earlier title ‘Fuseli’) and the Fripp-caressed ‘Slow Waters’. ‘Two Rapid Formations’, an out-take from Another Green World, featured ride cymbals by Fairport Convention’s Dave Mattacks and the viola of John Cale amid its lattice of swelling, sighing synths and twittering harmonics. Elsewhere, the poignant, sensuous tremolo theme of ‘Melancholy Waltz’ and the tense, unresolved chords of ‘Shell’ exhibited divergent but equally convincing proof of Eno’s burgeoning aptitude for nailing a mood with the minimum of ingredients.

The Music for Films project would ultimately prove remunerative – many of the tracks finding their way onto movies and TV documentaries over the following years, providing Eno and EG with a steadily trickling income stream. Eno was realistic about the utility of these experimental vignettes: ‘I knew that to release a record [of these pieces] in the contemporary critical climate of English rock journalism, you’d just be shot to bits, because it was so contrary to what was going on – these little snippets of something or other, very unaggressive and unattacking.’ Vindication came over time, however. ‘One of them has been used about twenty-five times in different programmes,’ he told Mojo’s Andy Gill. ‘It’s about thirty seconds long and it took me thirty seconds to make.’

EG were, naturally, overjoyed, as David Enthoven makes plain: ‘Music for Films was the greatest sampler album ever. It was a great idea – and a perfect way of getting Eno’s music out to the advertising world and so on. It was all Brian’s idea. He really was a fabulous salesman. I’m sure I just said, “Great, sounds good to me.”’

Trickling streams of another kind were at a premium during the long hot British summer of 1976. During four almost uninterrupted months of azure skies and sirocco-like southerlies, much of the country wallowed in strange, sub-Mediterranean languor. It was a time of hosepipe rationing, plagues of curiously malevolent ladybirds and rampant West Indian fast bowlers laying waste to English batsmen across outfields scorched to the colour of Saharan sand. The abnormality went beyond sport and meteorology. In July, NASA announced the discovery of a ‘face on Mars’ – an upland range in the planet’s Cydonia Mensae region, which happened to look uncannily like a human visage. As if to confirm the suspension of normality, the Palace of Westminster clock tower’s unwaveringly dependable mechanism gave up the ghost in August and its famous bell, Big Ben, stopped issuing the familiar quarter-hourly toll for the first time since the reign of Queen Victoria. The magical quality dissipated somewhat later in August when the cultural harmony of the Notting Hill carnival descended into violence and a riotous face-off between local black youth and the heavy-handed Metropolitan Police. In September, the Rock Against Racism movement would launch in reaction to such events spurred on by a drunken, onstage homily given by rock star Eric Clapton in which he praised the discriminatory views of Tory MP Enoch Powell and warned that Britain was becoming a ‘black colony’ – a piece of barefaced hypocrisy from a man whose career was based on a ‘colonization’ of Afro-American blues.

Indeed, superficially it seemed the musical soundtrack to this summer of surreal stupefaction and sweltering volatility lagged somewhat behind events. This, after all, was an era hallmarked by banal but vast-selling No. 1 singles such as The Wurzels’ ‘Combine Harvester’ and Elton and Kiki’s ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart’. Beneath the superficial complacency, however, pop’s ossifying structures were preparing to rupture.

Steadfastly ignoring the bicentennial celebrations that were exercising the majority of their kinsfolk, on 4 July 1976, CBGB’s alumni, the Ramones, made their London debut supporting the Flamin’ Groovies at the Chalk Farm Roundhouse, in the process impregnating nascent UK punk with their elemental buzzsaw seed. In September, the 100 Club Punk Festival would launch the British scene in earnest at the same Oxford Street venue in which Roxy Music had first been unveiled to a curious music press. In the clubs, the snarling, unadorned R’n’B of Canvey Island combos Eddie and The Hot Rods and Doctor Feelgood bridged the negligible boundary between established pub rock and embryonic punk, raining lean-limbed punches hard into prog’s doomed, distended belly.

While punk’s phoney war rumbled, Eno returned to the studio. For reasons both practical and financial, the recording studio project with Messrs Wyatt and Manzanera had hit the buffers and, since the late spring, Eno had been dropping in to the familiar environs of Basing Street to begin experimenting anew, with Rhett Davies once again manning the mixing desk. A second batch of Obscure albums was also due to be committed to tape. The first of these, Obscure No. 5, Voices and Instruments, was an album dedicated to British experimental saxophonist Jan Steele and some suitably obscure vocal pieces by John Cage. Eno was an aficionado of Steele’s work – his susurrating ‘Distant Saxophones’ being another significant proto-ambient piece. Voices and Instruments’ selections from Cage would be delightfully essayed by Robert Wyatt, Californian jazz keyboardist Carla Bley and guitarist Fred Frith – proof that Cage’s process-over-results methodology could occasionally manifest in music of beguiling accessibility.

Obscure No. 6 was a record of Eno’s erstwhile Portsmouth Sinfonia colleague Michael Nyman’s minimalist compositions. It would be the then-little-known composer’s first recorded work. Earlier in the year Nyman, still principally a music critic, had been asked to guest-edit a special contemporary music edition of Studio International magazine. He, in turn, invited Eno to contribute and he responded with an extended essay, ‘Generating and Organizing Variety in the Arts’. The dissertation cohered many of the themes Eno had expounded in his occasional art school lectures and drew heavily on the writings of Anthony Stafford Beer, whose books on cybernetics, workplace management and self-consistent systems (particularly Brain of the Firm: The Managerial Cybernetics of Organization) were Eno’s bedside reading.

In his tract, Eno concurred with Stafford Beer’s definition of a ‘heuristic’: ‘a set of instructions for searching out an unknown goal by exploration, which continually or repeatedly, evaluates progress according to some known criterion.’ In other words, a formalization of Eno’s John Cage-inspired ‘create parameters, set something off, see what happens’ approach. Elsewhere in the essay Eno dismissed the traditional hierarchical structure of the orchestra, comparing it to that of an outmoded military command structure, and posited the idea that ensemble pecking orders were microcosms of the societal class systems in which they exist. It was effectively an academic formalization of the Portsmouth Sinfonia’s gently implied subversion. Eno also referred to ‘Paragraph 7’ from Cornelius Cardew’s The Great Learning (the 1971 Deutsche Grammophon recording of which had been his first appearance on record) and drew on Man’s Rage for Chaos: Biology, Behaviour and the Arts, a book by literary theorist Morse Peckham, which conceived art as a ‘safe’ arena in which to work out the tensions and problems of the ‘real’ world. This was a supposition dear to Eno’s heart and one he would frequently reprise in interviews throughout the ensuing decades. In A Year With Swollen Appendices, Eno reprinted his Studio International essay, adding the caveat that the original title was ‘misleading’ and that it was ‘not very well written, but I think the ideas are still good’.

Michael Nyman – himself an evangelical convert to music produced by systems, courtesy of early exposure to Steve Reich’s phase pieces – would have broadly concurred with Eno’s thrust. In 1974, Nyman had published Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, a rather dry overview of contemporary avant-garde composers, but he was now in the process of quitting critical writing and laying the foundations for his own career in minimalist composition.

Entitled Decay Music, Nyman’s Obscure recordings proffered music as simple, mathematical process. Originally designed (but not used) as soundtrack material for a short Peter Greenway art film about the numbers one to 100, self-explanatory opening piece ‘1–100’ was a slow, sustaining cascade of piano chords, mirroring the film’s arithmetic narrative. This was minimalism in the ascetic extreme; an approach to which ‘Bell Set No.1’ for bells, triangles, gongs and tam tams, added only a modicum of colour. A third piece ‘1–100 (Faster Decay)’ was simply a sped-up version of the opening track (a trick Eno might have learned from Neu!, who weren’t averse to vari-speeding extant recordings in order to fill out an album). In the sleevenotes to the 2004 CD reissue of Decay Music, Eno describes Nyman’s work as ‘a limpid example of the new compositional approach, an elegant binding together of many of the ideas that were in the air at the time to produce an unexpectedly “classical” result’.

Obscure Records’ lieutenant Gavin Bryars maintains a decidedly contrary opinion of Obscure No. 6: ‘The Obscure album he did is incredibly trivial, just him playing through these chords … Nyman started writing music because he worked with Steve Reich as a kind of agent and he saw that with Steve’s stuff, you play a little cell then play it over and over again, changing it a bit as you go, and a lot of people come and hear it and say, “Great!”’

Nyman’s extrapolations on Reich’s ‘little cells’ would soon have a great number of people saying ‘Great!’, especially when, over the ensuing decade, his soundtrack signature became integral to Peter Greenway’s visually flamboyant and increasingly popular art-house feature films. That would be vindication of Eno’s curatorial foresight, Bryars’ censure notwithstanding.

No such criticism clung to Obscure No. 7 – the Penguin Cafe Orchestra’s Music from the Penguin Cafe. Only executively produced by Eno (for once he kept away from recording, which took place in various homes as well as studios – production being handled by sometime Roxy Music engineer and PCO keyboardist Steve Nye), the group’s debut album was the brainchild of multi-instrumentalist and gifted arranger, Simon Jeffes. In suitably Eno-esque fashion, Jeffes had imagined a ‘wild, free, mountain people creating sounds of a subtle dreamlike quality’, while recovering from food poisoning on a beach in the south of France. He sought to create an ensemble to make his dream music a reality. The PCO’s whimsical, intricately woven instrumental fare proved to be the most accessible and lucrative music in the Obscure catalogue and Jeffes’ troupe would become a sizeable international cult (and minor stars in Japan). Although he passed away in 1997, Jeffes’ lightweight but richly melodic ditties continue to be godsends to TV commercial and documentary makers to this day.

Other composers, many of them suggested by Gavin Bryars, were mooted for Obscure releases but records failed to materialize. Among them was erstwhile Scratch Orchestra mainstay Howard Skempton, whose ‘Humming Song’ was at one time slated for inclusion. A piece documented in the Scratch Anthology of compositions, it was well known to Eno. ‘I don’t know why the recording didn’t happen,’ Skempton confesses today, somewhat ruefully. ‘Perhaps there was no obvious context …’

Gavin Bryars hoped to use Obscure to showcase several California composers he’d been exposed to during his extended American sabbatical, but Eno wasn’t easily persuaded: ‘I played Brian lots of other things that he didn’t want to do – especially things from the West Coast that I’d discovered. There were some things by James Tenney, Ingram Marshall, Daniel Lentz, Michael Byron and others. James Tenney he found too complex, but I think if we’d worked together longer Ingram Marshall would have come in, maybe some of the others …’

Bryars suggested one composer, however, whose music beguiled Eno instantly: Harold Budd. Raised in a town on the edge of the Mojave Desert and a composition graduate of the University of Southern California, Budd had started his musical life as a dissonant, droning modernist, inspired by the sound of desert wind humming in the telegraph wires near his childhood home. After a hiatus, during which he’d taught at the California Institute of the Arts, Budd retuned to music with a refurbished aesthetic. He announced himself in ‘full revolt’ against the forbidding tone rows of Schoenbergian serialism and now proffered a meditative, self-consciously pretty music that blended his love of transcendent jazz with gamelan-like improvisations and lavish choral melodicism. Budd’s first compositions in the new style included two unadulterated pieces of devotional mellifluousness: the Koran-referencing ‘Bismillahi Brahmani Rahim’ and a soothing, wordless choral piece, ‘Madrigals of the Rose Angel’, parts of which were roughly recorded at a concert at Wesleyan College, Connecticut, and the tapes privately distributed among the cognoscenti. Copies found their way to both Gavin Bryars and Michael Nyman and a cassette was duly pressed into Eno’s hand.

Eno greeted Budd’s rippling major seventh electric piano chords, the dulcet ebb of Marion Brown’s alto sax and the rhapsodic choral descants ecstatically – and acted immediately. ‘Brian called me one evening at my home in California and asked me if this was the sort of music I always do,’ Budd remembers. The feeling was mutual. When, soon after (and at Eno’s expense), Budd and saxophonist Marion Brown were flown over to record at Basing Street, Budd pronounced himself thrilled to have found a fellow traveller in musical serenity. ‘Even thirty years on,’ Budd concedes today, ‘I remember Brian playing for me the Fripp and Eno records, late in the evening, in his living room. For me it was a parallel universe – I had thought till then, in naïveté, that I was alone … It’s a treasure I’ll never forget.’

In addition to the composer and Marion Brown, Budd’s Obscure album would be executed by a sixteen-strong ensemble including a female vocal sextet, Gavin Bryars and Michael Nyman playing marimba, glockenspiel and celeste, and session producer Brian Eno adding drone vocals to the last of four Budd compositions, the beatific piano improvisation ‘Juno’. ‘Brian was absolutely in charge,’ Budd recalls, ‘in the best possible sense. That is, he knew exactly what was needed and who could do it. You can’t imagine my excitement walking into the studio and seeing this vast array of exotica before me: marimbas, glockenspiel, harp, gongs, female chorus and more … Vocals were by everyone – including male percussion players and Brian – but probably excluding me …’

The finished album, titled The Pavilion of Dreams, would be the tenth and final release in the Obscure series. It had to wait a full eighteen months before hitting the record racks, however, as Eno’s ever-expanding portfolio of commitments meant that other recordings earmarked for Obscure’s final batch were consistently delayed. Those of the label’s releases which had made it into the world continued to send gentle ripples through the esoteric terrain bordered by rock and contemporary classical composition, but, with the exceptions of Eno’s own Discreet Music and Music from the Penguin Cafe, not to the extent that Obscure ever became a misnomer.

Meanwhile, 1976’s musical behemoths: Led Zeppelin, Queen, Rod Stewart et al, continued to graze the upper echelons of the album charts untroubled by anything but the unconstrained nostalgia-fest of EMI’s cheap and cheerful Golden Great compilation series and similar greatest hits packages from the likes of Roy Orbison, Perry Como, Slim Whitman and The Stylistics. Still, change hung in the sultry air; punk’s incipient onrush already palpable in febrile reports from the American East Coast and in increasingly excitable whispers about a ‘Great new Club sensation’ (as a poster advertising an autumn 1976 London Lyceum show put it) called the Sex Pistols.

Infused with a similar energy, if drawing on a more technically sophisticated palette, Roxy’s Phil Manzanera dreamed of a new band that took rock back to thrilling, visceral basics. Named after the ‘central shaft’ gang, which an opiated Eno had literally dreamt up in a New York apartment back in 1973 and subsequently immortalized in his and Manzanera’s 1974 co-write ‘The True Wheel’, the 801 would be an art rock ‘supergroup’ intended to fill a void in the schedule. That void had been precipitated by Roxy Music, who – having completed touring in support of their 1975 album Siren – had now suspended activities. Ferry and co’s star had been waning for some time. ‘Roxy have become an ineffectual exercise in self-parody,’ cavilled Angus MacKinnon in NME. Ferry’s solo career was in far ruder health and so, at his suggestion, the band dispersed to spend more time with their pet projects.

In July, the otherwise unengaged Phil Manzanera moved to make the 801 flesh and set about recruiting a band to fit his design. Redoubtable Quiet Sun colleague Bill MacCormick and his bass guitar were first to be press-ganged, swiftly followed by gifted ex-Curved Air keyboardist Francis Monkman and session drummer Simon Phillips. When Manzanera explained his idea to Eno, he was surprised by his old colleague’s enthusiastic response. Eno wanted in, contingent upon a certain amount of experiment and a degree of fun – a prospect reinforced when he invited his erstwhile touring play pal and slide-guitar maverick Lloyd Watson into the 801 fold.

To galvanize proceedings, the posse repaired to a house near Ludlow, Shropshire, close to the Welsh border, where a bibulous, sun-soaked week was spent ruminating over potential set lists and running through the Eno and Manzanera back catalogues along with a smattering of cover versions. With a mooted date at the high-profile Reading Rock Festival in August spurring their decision-making, agreement on material was duly reached, heavily weighted towards Eno songs (he having agreed, in another atypical act of cudgel-seizing braggadocio, to handle the majority of the lead vocals). Manzanera co-writes such as ‘Miss Shapiro’ and a clutch of Quiet Sun and solo Manzanera numbers would round out the repertoire.

Intensive rehearsals ensued at Island’s facility in Hammersmith; Eno and Watson wrestling manfully with the convoluted time signatures that characterized the Quiet Sun material. Watson had recently recovered from a near-death experience, having been ripped by an onstage electrical surge, which sent thousands of volts through his body; only substantial surgery prevented him from losing several fingers. Miraculously recovered, he was an understandably enthusiastic participant in the 801 project, although Manzanera’s predilection for 13/8 time and Eno’s customary rehearsal rigour required an unusual degree of application. ‘We did three weeks of solid rehearsal at Island, and it was rehearsed note for note. It was quite hard work,’ Watson recalls, with knowing understatement. He elaborates: ‘Phil often said in the band Frances Monkman and Simon Phillips were the two most musically gifted members, he and Bill MacCormick were the anchors in the middle and there was Eno, the non-musician and me doing my bits. I’m also not a regimented player, more of an improviser, so when my slide solos came up I had to count a lot of bars, do my thing for so long and then remember to stop … Phil and Eno had a pretty good idea of the set they wanted to play. It was definitely a joint enterprise between the two of them. Having said that, everyone was treated as an equal and there was a good spirit about it.’

Bill MacCormick was similarly sanguine about the arrangements, also recalling Eno’s by now well-established procedures: ‘Working with Brian and Phil was always exciting … You never knew what would happen next and, of course, if all else failed we knew what to do – consult the Oblique Strategies. We might not agree on how to interpret the message chosen but it was always fascinating and usually threw up something that would spark a good creative thought. My favourite card, though, was “Honour thine error as a hidden intention”. It was a great cover-all for any bum notes I played!’

After a final run-through on sound stage 2 at Shepperton studios, Middlesex, where the early James Bond films had been shot, The 801 were set to unleash themselves on 1976’s sun-dazzled rock audience. To prepare for Reading they trekked to Norfolk, setting up at one of the UK rock circuit’s least likely venues, the Pavilion, West Runton. Known locally as ‘The Pit’, the hall more regularly hosted nights of ‘strict-tempo dancing’ but had become a regular stopping-off point for touring bands looking for a secluded warm-up gig. A week after The 801 show, the Sex Pistols would rock a barely half-full Pavilion.

Reading’s sixteenth National Jazz, Blues and Rock Festival (or ‘Reading Rock’ as the posters preferred it) took place over the last weekend of August. Ironically, given the drought-like summer, as The 801 drove west along the M5 the skies darkened and a massive downpour ensued. It was as if all that summer’s absent rain had returned in a single biblical deluge. The parched festival site quickly turned to a quagmire. On arrival, the band had to pick their way through a Somme-like landscape to find the sanctuary of their backstage caravan. There they waited – mostly for Francis Monkman who was making his own way to the site from his father’s house in Yorkshire. Held up by flooded roads, he appeared seconds before the panicking band were due to clamber onto the dampened stage (in the process of which, Bill MacCormick split the crutch of the expensive trousers he’d borrowed from Manzanera and duly spent the remainder of the gig with his bass slung strategically low).

Squeezed between the eccentric prog-rock convolutions of Van der Graaf Generator and the Tolkien-inspired flights of Surrey prog-rockers Camel, The 801 were a ray of urgent, urban sunshine. Felicitously, the moment Manzanera struck up the chords to Diamond Head’s ‘Lagrima’, the clouds parted and a watery sun made a welcome reappearance. Eno was equally eye-catching. With a trimmed coiffure and outfitted in black jeans and T-shirt, he looked like a svelte boho refugee from CBGB’s – an austere contrast with the beards and unkempt tresses of his bandmates (not to mention the kind of lurid tailoring Eno had sported on his previous festival appearances back in glittering 1973).

True to Manzanera’s original conception, The 801 were no dinosaur rock act. On the contrary, in places their set, although slickly delivered, was urgent and almost punk-ish – especially crisply dispatched readings of ‘Baby’s on Fire’, ‘Miss Shapiro’ and ‘Third Uncle’ (introduced by Eno as ‘the fastest song ever written’) with Eno, stage right, thrashing away at his faithful Starway guitar, strung in its habitual open tuning. ‘The Fat Lady of Limbourg’ was included for reasons that Eno and Watson could wink at each other about, while Another Green World was plundered for ‘Golden Hours’, ‘Sombre Reptiles’ (Simon Phillips manning the signature rhythm generator) and ‘I’ll Come Running’, the latter featuring an almost entirely new set of somewhat ribald lyrics. Crowd-pleasing versions of The Kinks’ ‘You Really Got Me’ (declaimed by Eno with typical deadpan dispassion, and sounding not unlike the oblique rock/funk of early Talking Heads) and, at Bill MacCormick’s suggestion, a churning, Eno-treated cover of the Beatles’ ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ (dubbed ‘TNK’), were powerful, surprisingly persuasive reinventions of over-familiar chestnuts from the previous decade.

The 801’s performance was one of the acknowledged triumphs of the festival – a voluble crowd reaction matched by critical approbation. ‘The band, surprisingly tight, played material that spanned the solo projects of both Manzanera and Eno who thrived in his apparent role as director of the whole operation,’ noted Melody Maker’s Harry Doherty. John Peel was quoted in Sounds, describing The 801’s performance as ‘the musical highpoint of the weekend’.

Reading was to be merely the first of a late summer glut of highly lucrative 801 plein air appearances – mostly in France. Unfortunately, after a riot at a festival in Orange, President Valèry Giscard d’Estaing’s centre-right government, fearing a return to the student-led insurrection of 1968’s événements, cancelled all future rock festivals with immediate effect.

With continental dates (and their hefty pay cheques) nixed, Island hastily arranged an 801 concert at London’s Queen Elizabeth Hall for the Friday following Reading and, reverting to an old fail-safe, had the Island mobile studio parked outside the venue with the aim of capturing a potential live album. The gig would prove to be even better than the Reading performance. Lloyd Watson recalls it being ‘absolutely brilliant’ – although that may have had something to do with pre-gig indulgence: ‘I was having a spliff with Phil Manzanera just before we went on. It’s natural for me – I’m half Jamaican … Eno came by and joked, “Hello boys, having a smoke before we go on are we?” like a school teacher or something. It was quite funny. He wasn’t disapproving at all.’

Island’s recordings proved excellent (it was one of the first occasions that feeds were taken not from the house PA but directly from the onstage amplifiers and microphones into the mobile mixing desk), and a resulting album, 801 Live, would be released in November. UK sales would be modest, but critical response was almost universally assenting. NME’s Angus MacKinnon singled out Eno for praise: ‘ … Eno’s singing is a real surprise. I’ve often found it strangely extraneous on his own records, whereas here it’s completely attuned to the band’s performance. His neo-nasal delivery of “Baby’s on Fire”, deadpan intonation on the humorously motorik version of The Kinks’ “You Really Got Me” and philosophical balladeering on the restrained “Rongwrong” are all telling.’

Sounds’ Vivien Goldman concurred, describing Eno’s vocals as ‘polished and stylized, like Ferry’s’. Richard Williams, late of Island and once again taking the Melody Maker shilling, thought The 801 compared favourably with early Roxy Music. He saw them as harbingers of greater things to come: ‘Manzanera, Eno, and the rest of the “school” to which they belong have, if they wish, a lengthy and increasingly fascinating creative life ahead of them. As the words of “Tomorrow Never Knows” suggest, 801 Live may well be simply the end of the beginning.’

In fact, The 801 would have a prolonged, if sporadic, future existence, but one without Brian Eno. In subsequent interviews, Eno would claim to have only played the 801 Live album once and to have found it less than impressive. His unexpected return to the lead singer’s berth had, it seemed, been one last ‘showbiz’ hurrah, and now a line was being drawn in the sand. In the years that followed, Eno would become a habitué of the studio to the exclusion of all else, and it would be a decade and a half before he would again step out on a concert stage. Effectively, the live performance career of the once irrepressibly ostentatious showman ended on an abrupt high in September 1976.

With Robert Fripp still in cloistered musical exile, Eno sought new collaborators. In the late summer of 1976, he took up an eighteen-month-old invitation and travelled to West Germany to commune with his friends Joachim ‘Achim’ Roedelius and Dieter ‘Mobi’ Moebius of Cluster. The duo, plus their Harmonia colleague Michael Rother, their girlfriends and an extended ‘family’ of creative comrades, were now living in splendid isolation in a huddle of picturesque, if draughty, wood-beamed farm buildings in the hamlet of Forst, close to a wide curve of the River Weser. It was HUS in rural, Teutonic excelsis.

The entire Weserbergland region of Lower Saxony was tranquil and under-populated, and the few people who lived there had a reputation for eccentricity and unorthodox lifestyles. Forst itself was a tiny dot of civilization surrounded by endless water meadows and rolling hills, thickly wooded with a dark canopy of thousand-year-old oaks. It was all a long way from frenetic west London and Eno fell instantly for the commune’s bucolic, tumbledown charms and the unhurried ease with which music could be made there. Roedelius, Moebius, Rother and their families lived in different sections of the vast, barn-like Weserhof building, which also housed their ad hoc four-track studio. Eno quickly fell into step with Forst’s relaxed, hermetic regimen: ‘It wasn’t like a hippy commune but there was an agreement that if we were going to make music together, we should share our lives together – the music should come out of the way that we live,’ Eno later recalled. ‘It has to be the thing that we constantly revolve around and refer back to. It was a nice period; we worked as the mood took us and came up with tons of stuff.’

Slice Hans-Joachim Roedelius, like the proverbial tree trunk and the rings would tell the story of mid-20th-century German life and culture. A child actor at Berlin’s UFA Babelsberg film studios in the 1930s, he had been conscripted into the Hitler Youth towards the end of the war, after which his family settled in the Communist East. The rebellious teenage Roedelius then fled to the West, only to return, penniless, whereupon the Stasi promptly sent him to work in a coal mine for two years. In 1960, he slipped back to West Berlin and drifted into the ambit of iconic ‘social sculptor’ Joseph Beuys. Although untrained as a musician, in West Berlin Roedelius began to perform in various guises, learning rudimentary piano along the way and eventually falling in with the like-minded Konrad Schnitzler, another erstwhile student of Beuys, a Berlin scenester and sometime member of Tangerine Dream. Together, Roedelius and Schnitzler piloted the Zodiak free arts club, a venue perpetually wreathed in dope smoke, where experimental jazz met electronic improvisation and where Dieter Moebius, yet another ex-student of Beuys, was also a regular. A development from various improvisational ‘happenings’ at the Zodiak, Moebius, Roedelius and Schnitzler formed Kluster in late 1969, subsequently releasing three somewhat formless LPs. When Schnitzler left in 1971, Kluster became the more tightly focused Cluster and the rest is Krautrock history.

Roedelius’s benign, dignified presence defined the easygoing Forst ethos. He recalls the ever-adaptable Eno dovetailing effortlessly with his hosts: ‘Brian fitted right into our community and the way we worked in our ad hoc studio. He lived with us in our part of the old house where our community lived. He often took care of our daughter, came with us for shopping or went with me to the forest. I bought him tools to cut wood with me. He shared our family life.’

During agreeably informal studio sessions, Roedelius, Moebius and Rother mostly stuck to their improvisatory guns. While Eno refrained from whipping out the Oblique Strategies, he did deploy other devices to gently shepherd the recording process. ‘He put little papers on our keyboards saying, “Let’s start today with E A D C,” or something,’ remembers Roedelius, who confirms that while the Forst sessions were essentially a meeting of like minds, Eno had much to impart: ‘We were avowed non-musicians as well – virtuosity didn’t impress us at all – but I learned a lot from Brian, especially how to get to the right point, not to overload the tracks on the multi-track machine with senseless material, how to focus myself, to see what my talents are; which way I should go.’

Released more than twenty years later, an album, Harmonia 76: Tracks and Traces, documented some of the spontaneous music being laid down in that pastoral German idyll. The phased drum-machine vignette ‘Vamos Companñeros’ and the lengthy, meditative keyboard meanders of ‘By the Riverside’ set the relaxed tone, occasionally interrupted by odd, slightly unsettling songs such as the spooky ‘Lüneburg Heath’ (‘Don’t get lost on Lüneburg Heath’), delivered by Eno in a dry, untreated voice that retained a raw ‘in the moment’ quality he would rarely revisit. Recorded without the express intention of formal release, much of the music retains a wonderful ‘suspended’ quality, as if infected with the dreamy, secluded and ever-so-slightly-sinister atmosphere of Forst itself. Before flying back to London, Eno urged that his new German friends repeat their collaboration at the earliest opportunity.

Leaving a meeting at Island Records’ Hammersmith HQ one day, soon after his return from Germany, Eno was accosted by a young musician who was newly signed to the label and who professed himself a fan of Eno’s work, especially Another Green World. The breathless fan was Dennis Leigh, now known professionally as John Foxx. To this day, Foxx eulogizes Another Green World, regarding it as ‘the start of something New, British and Electronic – another New Form of Life’.

Foxx identified himself to Eno as lead singer of an oblique, ‘electronic punk’ band called Ultravox! (the exclamation mark being a homage to the similarly puncturated Neu!), who had formerly been Roxy Music-influenced Lancastrian glam rockers Tiger Lily (and subsequently Fire Of London and the Zips). Sequestered by Island on the strength of a dynamic live show, Ultravox! were set to begin recording a debut album filled with dislocated rock songs that wedded the futuristic, synthesized soundworlds of Düsseldorf pop machine Kraftwerk to the demi-monde songcraft of the Velvet Underground and the louche swagger of the New York Dolls. They were already working with a Young Turk producer, Steve Lilywhite, but Foxx enquired whether Eno would be interesting in hearing what they were doing and perhaps offer some input. Intrigued, Eno sat in on a rehearsal and found himself wowed by the group’s idiosyncrasy, the fact that in Billie Currie they boasted that mid-1970s rarity – a discreet synthesizer player – and that they had cybernetically inclined songs called things like ‘I Want to Be a Machine’. Foxx recalls the assignation-cum-audition: ‘Eno was very low-key and practical. We played through some songs, which he recorded on a Dictaphone. He liked what he heard. Then he said he’d check record company arrangements re: finances et cetera, and get back to us. Next thing, the studio was booked and we were off.’

In the end, production was divided between Eno and Lilywhite, although Eno would be very much the conceptual pilot, marshalling stylistic approaches and strategizing conceptually while Lilywhite handled more prosaic technical matters. It was a division of labour that Eno clearly relished and one he would soon revisit with more stellar collaborators. Foxx recalls Eno’s methods: ‘Basically, we played what we’d rehearsed. Back behind the glass, Brian either accepted or adjusted, mostly accepted; then he, we and Steve worked on the sonic layout. It was all very amicable. We’d discuss how to approach a track, using mutually understood references – “This is the Burroughs vocal” (when Brian and I decided to deliberately distort the vocal on “Wide Boys”), “This is the Ballard track”, “This is the Warhol one”, et cetera. He often brought in sonic toys, such as the binaural dummy head* and conceptual devices such as Oblique Strategies. The only idea of Brian’s we actively resisted was that the process is more important than the outcome.’

Ultravox! were unusually receptive to Oblique Strategies, Foxx reveals: ‘It becomes part of the decision-making armoury, and, more importantly, leads to an abandonment of certainties. Warren [Cann, Ultravox! drummer] and I were reading The Dice Man†– so that also fitted well.’

For the album’s stand-out track, ‘My Sex’, Eno teased sounds from a mini-Moog synth and, to Foxx’s delight, even dragged out the Another Green World multi-tracks, resurrecting Phil Collins’ bass drum from ‘Sky Saw’‡. ‘Brian suggested we do a song in the studio from scratch – just what I’d been waiting for,’ Foxx remembers. ‘I had a song in my notebook – words and a nice three-chord structure, called “My Sex” … For me, it was the best thing on the record – synths, drum machine; the way forward. This was what we really wanted to do – the other stuff already seemed distant. Eno issued the permit and we ran with it … My personal cartoon image of the process is the band carelessly sewing all these bits of things together, in the vain hope of making a Monster – a Frankensteinian sort of thing. Eno was straight in there with the electrodes.’

The sessions were not without some colourful distractions – not least the fitful presence of the Rolling Stones, who were surreptitiously mixing a live album at Basing Street. ‘We shared the studio with them,’ Foxx reveals. ‘We used the day, they used the nights.’ Change-over time could get quite surreal: ‘Brian, Steve and I would often find Keith Richards deeply unconscious in the control room chair. We developed a habit of wheeling him out by the Coke machine in the corridor; impossible to wake. When I shook him, he just flopped like a rag doll. Lilywhite once turned a drum track up full, an ear-crushing racket – Keith simply tapped his foot in time, fully integrated even in complete unconsciousness. He’d emerge after a couple of hours in the corridor and socialize briefly before roaring off in this huge black Bentley; lovely man.’

The behaviour of the dissolute Stones couldn’t have made a starker contrast with the mien of Brian Eno, who turned up to the studio every day at ten o’clock sharp, carrying a briefcase containing the sandwiches Ritva had made for his lunch.

As a group, Ultravox! maintained a generally sanguine opinion of Brian; however, there was the odd quibble, Foxx reveals. ‘Everyone got on well with him. Some doubts were expressed. Warren was mildly alarmed to find a drawing of a sheep on a minimoog knob. Warren’s story goes – when interrogated Brian said ‘if you turn that, the sound gets woolly’. Warren is a very no-nonsense, precise, technically exacting sort of guy; so you can imagine how that went down. If Brian was not as technically adept as we thought he might be, it didn’t really matter, since Steve Lillywhite was more than competent in that department. Eno was pilot and games master and that’s what I really wanted. I remember Billy and Chris enjoyed this too. Warren came around eventually, and began to enjoy the process.’

The Ultravox! album marked a significant rite of passage for Eno. Although he’d sat at the mixing desk for Robert Calvert’s Lucky Leif and the Longships the previous summer, and nominally helmed various Portsmouth Sinfonia and Obscure sessions, it was with Ultravox! that he first proved his potential as a catalytic record producer. Indeed, the facility for injecting conventional rock shapes with audacious new colours, as he displayed in no small measure to John Foxx, was an attribute that would become his production hallmark. ‘This album sounds very much like the early Roxy ones,’ Eno opined to NME’s Barry Miles, soon after completion, ‘not in terms of sound, but in terms of juxtaposition of things that are definitely going somewhere very interesting with things that are the remains of something else.’

One day towards the conclusion of the Ultravox! sessions, Eno took a phone call that would have momentous repercussions. On the other end of the line was David Bowie, asking for Brian’s assistance with some new recordings he was making in France. ‘It was quite funny really,’ remembers Foxx, ‘because Brian went all coy; wasn’t sure if he should really do it and so on. We all howled, “Go on Brian, you have to.” Of course, he was just showing off by playing hard to get. It was endearing, really. We were all mighty pleased for him. He was off the launch pad.’

Although Eno had previously announced himself somewhat under-whelmed by Roxy’s old rival (in 1973 Eno described Bowie’s music as ‘ … better than pleasant. Still, it’s never given me a single new idea’), the call from Bowie didn’t come completely out of the blue. The previous May, the self-styled Thin White Duke had played a week-long residency at Wembley’s Empire Pool – the UK leg of his massive Station to Station world tour. Eno, who had very much admired the glacial, synthesized funk-rock of the Station to Station album, was in attendance for one show, and afterwards introduced himself to Bowie, as he told Uncut’s Stephen Dalton in 1999: ‘I went backstage and we then drove back to where he was living in Maida Vale. He said that he’d been listening to Discreet Music, which was very interesting because at the time that was a very out-there record, which was universally despised by the English pop press. He said he’d been playing it non-stop on his American tour, and naturally flattery always endears you to someone. I thought: God, he must be smart!’

Smart he may have been, but healthy he was not. In 1976, David Bowie really was, if still superficially ducal, exceedingly thin and preternaturally white. His skeletal frame and deathly pallor were mostly the results of a $300-a-day cocaine habit and a starvation diet of milk and raw red and green capsicums. He had all but exhausted himself during an eighteen-month LA debauch, during which, having also over-consumed the work of British occultist Aleister Crowley, he became convinced he was being pursued by witches and had taken to drawing pentagrams on the living room carpet and storing his urine in the fridge to protect it from being ‘stolen by evil spirits’. Despite a recent No. 1 single, ‘Fame’, the widely acknowledged accomplishment of Station to Station, a successful, if exhausting, world tour and the leading role in Nicolas Roeg’s lauded art-house sci-fi movie The Man Who Fell to Earth, Bowie was at a low ebb and an artistic crossroads. Quitting LA for Europe was the first step in reinvigorating a weary muse and a body and mind on the verge of collapse. With him was Iggy Pop, formerly of The Stooges, Michigan rockers who Bowie had once produced. Bowie had latterly become a Svengali figure for Iggy, whose career was in freefall and who was also trying to dry out after years of drug indulgence.

Having established a new base in Berlin, a driveable distance from the airliner-phobic Bowie’s Swiss tax haven domicile (at Corsier-sur-Vevey, near Montreux), in July, Bowie had headed to Pontoise, in the north-west suburbs of Paris. Here, at the Château d’Hérouville studio where Bowie had recorded his classic covers album, Pin-Ups, in 1973, they would work on Iggy’s debut solo album The Idiot, with members of Bowie’s touring band.

Despite its opulent-sounding name, the Château d’Hérouville offered little more than a hermetic recording studio and vast, draughty bedrooms. Most of the regular domestic staff were on vacation during August, and the barely manned kitchens could provide a steady stream of frozen rabbit meat and lettuce but little else. The studio had been booked for Iggy, but with The Idiot mostly wrapped in August,* Bowie decided to stay on and work on his own material. Iggy hung around, too – a kind of studio ‘mascot’. The previous year, Bowie had been commissioned to write soundtrack music for The Man Who Fell to Earth, but, after working on a number of pieces, had rowed with the film’s producers about other composers also being involved and withdrawn his work. Now he considered revisiting the abandoned compositions, and set about writing new songs using his adept touring ensemble.

Like Eno, Bowie was freshly inspired by the recent wave of experimental German bands, and – rejecting his latest dalliances with faux American ‘plastic soul’ – he wanted to develop the angular, hybridized disco-rock idiom that he had already applied to The Idiot. It was a style partly derived from Kraftwerk, Harmonia and Neu!, lashed together with hissing synthetic atmospheres that weren’t a million miles from the Fripp and Eno palette. Initially at least, sessions were designed principally as a means of refreshing a withered creative libido, and Bowie hardly considered that he might in fact be at work on a new album until later in the process. He would labour throughout August and into September with producer Tony Visconti, turning rough ideas into an album that proffered a radical new aesthetic. It would be ‘the first album for the future’, Bowie promised.

In 1976, there can have been few better students of rock music’s future than Brian Eno.† He arrived in Paris just as Bowie’s sketchy experiments had been firmed up into bona fide songs. He found the singer in parlous, post-cocaine health, fretting over the death-throes of his six-year-old marriage and distracted by the ongoing custody battle for his son, Duncan Zowie Hayward Jones. Ever the optimist, Eno viewed Bowie’s mental tumult as a creative spur: ‘He [Bowie] was pretty much living at the edge of his nervous system, very tense. But as often happens, that translated into a sense of complete abandon in the work. One of the things that happens when you’re going through traumatic life situations is your work becomes one of the only places where you can escape and take control. I think it’s in that sense that “tortured” souls sometimes produce great work.’

Eno’s was essentially an auxiliary role in the recording of the album that was almost called New Music Night and Day. Bowie only later plumped for Low as a title designed to work as a visual pun – with the sleeve portrait of the singer’s face in (Low) profile. The majority of Bowie’s songs were already in robust shape by the time Eno arrived at the château, and his main role was to assist with overdubbing, and then only under the stewardship of Tony Visconti. Bowie’s original conception had been to have Eno add Discreet Music-style synthetic textures, like a layer of glistening icing atop the songs’ agitated, angular rock.

The peculiar ambience of the château also had an effect on the mood of the recordings. Said to be haunted by the ghosts of Frederic Chopin and his sometime lover, the novelist George Sand, the building was certainly rich in suggestive, ethereal atmosphere. Bowie refused to sleep in the cavernous master bed chamber, whose temperature was conspicuously lower than any other room in the building, while Visconti recounts a tale of Eno being shaken awake in the mornings by an invisible presence – although Eno refutes the story.

During the sessions, Bowie was called away to the Paris courts to attend proceedings against his erstwhile manager Michael Lippman. Throughout his four-day absence, Eno plodded away under his own steam, deploying his customary techniques, and, by so doing, carving out the major part of the key instrumental that would commence Low’s second side, the ominous, soaring ‘Warszawa’. Eno was also responsible for rescuing the punning ‘Art Decade’ – initially a rather slight piano noodle which Bowie rejected, changing his mind only after hearing Eno’s spectral overdubs. Other songs, such as ‘Weeping Wall’ and ‘Subterraneans’, were survivors from Bowie’s abortive Nic Roeg sound-track, the latter subjected to a heavily synthetic wash and brush-up by Eno.

Whatever the official division of labour, Eno’s Stakhanovite productivity and eagerness to follow through on happy accidents energized the sessions. Tony Visconti later recalled how Eno’s approach especially galvanized Low’s second side: ‘Brian said, “How would you like to do some synthesized music, like the kind of dreamy stuff I do?” … because we’d run out of songs. The three of us were collaborating on side two*, which in fact starts out with my son Delaney, who was about four years old at the time, but who’s a fairly good piano player, just going “da da da, da da da”. Brian had developed an affection for the little boy, and he was in the same room, and he said, “Wait a minute”, pushed Delaney off the piano, and used that “da da da” as the first notes of side two, the first three notes of “Warszawa”.’

‘Warszawa’, replete with Bowie’s numinous, wordless chanting that was inspired by a visit to the star-crossed Polish capital and a children’s choir he heard there, would be Eno’s only authorial co-credit on Low. Using imperious mellotron and synthesizer tones, it represented a darker departure from the meditative moods of Another Green World – a tense, almost Gothic atmosphere he’d hinted at on Music for Films (especially the troika of ‘Sparrowfall’ tracks), but had otherwise not developed. ‘It’s a very slow, melancholy piece that’s rather like a kind of folk orchestra. An Eastern European folk orchestra. Very, very … melancholy. Very nice …’ he told Punk magazine’s Mary Harron soon after completing work on Low.

By the autumn of 1976, Eno was as eager to establish a new musical direction as Bowie had been, and had already stockpiled dozens of fragmentary, working pieces for the putative follow-up to Another Green World. He was yet to define a sound, a definitive style or an overarching approach to the new record, however, and Bowie-less château sessions offered an opportunity for some unfettered experimentation. It would be experimentation on someone else’s time, however, so Eno reconciled his conscience by informing Visconti that if he and Bowie could find no use for the music he created on his own, he’d pay for the studio time and take the tracks for his own use. In the end, Bowie used practically everything Eno could produce. What’s more, inspired by Eno’s ‘can do’ approach to overdubbing, Bowie would enjoy a new sense of autonomy, playing no less than twelve different instruments on the album.

Occasionally, however, Eno found himself at odds with Bowie’s almost nonchalant approach to recording. Bowie worked intensely and fast – often for as little as an hour a day, building tracks instinctually and spontaneously. In marked contrast, Eno proceeded gradually and systematically over many hours. He would become fretful when building up chords from innumerable, meticulous overdubs of monophonic synthesizer, anxious that Bowie and Visconti would think nothing much was happening.

At Eno’s urging, Bowie – himself a confessed admirer of Another Green World’s mixture of songs and wordless mood pieces – refrained from adding further vocals to a number of the newer tracks. Eno and Bowie were both fans of Neu! – in particular their album Neu! ‘75,* with its vinyl sides segregated into contrasting moods labelled ‘Night’ and ‘Day’. Low would borrow the format, reserving the first side for the relatively orthodox songs, and the second for the drumless, lyricless instrumental cuts. Not that the vocal songs were exactly conventional. The striking ‘Sound and Vision’, again at Eno’s suggestion, contained several minutes of ostensible ‘intro’ (its distinctive ‘doo-doo’ backing sung by Eno and also by Visconti’s wife, folk singer Mary Hopkin), before Bowie’s croon entered.

Although Eno was keen to make his presence felt, he acknowledged his relatively subsidiary role in the creation of Low, as he told Stephen Dalton: ‘Although I had quite a lot to do with Low, it was definitely, at source, his [Bowie’s] record. I wasn’t even there from the start. I think my contribution gave it a different shading that it wouldn’t have had otherwise, because I was pushing for all this strange instrumental stuff and for the sound to be radical in some way, all nervy and electronic …’

When Low was delivered to Bowie’s label, RCA, it was widely deemed to be a rash deviation and tantamount to commercial suicide. Opinions changed when ‘Sound and Vision’ was reluctantly released as a single (its top-heavy instrumental intro unedited) going on to confound all expectations by becoming Bowie’s biggest hit since ‘Space Oddity’. Despite that, and side one’s many undeniable melodies, reviews for Low vacillated between admiration for the record’s innovative daring, and expressions of bafflement at Bowie’s apparent ‘hijacking’ of his own stellar career. Writing in Phonograph Record, Bud Scoppa waxed: ‘While practically everybody else in rock is striving for cleaner and more accurately recorded sound, Bowie’s Low has drums that thump nastily like cherry bombs exploding under tin cans, hazy vocals that slide in and out of the predominating beeps and crackles, guitars that seem to be blasting not out of the speakers but from the garage down the street, and synthesizers that sound as if they’re a bit rusty and held together by twisted paper clips.’

Heard today, Low sounds like an occasionally desolate, often densely arranged but always highly melodic electronic rock record. It’s claustrophobic of lyric and thickly textured, but packed with accessible hooks in the way that, say, contemporary Radiohead records are. At the turn of 1977, however, the metallic clang of songs such as ‘Speed of Life’ or the grey brutalism of ‘Always Crashing in the Same Car’ seemed demandingly austere, their opaque narratives portentous and unsettling, while the eerie, Eno-emblazoned instrumentals were generally deemed weird and disquieting, even by those who championed their stark beauty.

Slowly, Low wormed its way into critical affections and thence into the leftfield rock pantheon. Bowie fans needed no such acclimatization time. A No. 2 album in the UK (No. 11 in the USA), despite its challenging nature, Low’s success helped cement the twenty-nine-year-old Bowie’s status as an art-music icon (as opposed to a changeling rock superstar) – a reputation that would grow over the next half-dozen years. His reinvigorated avant-garde credentials even immunized him, and by extension Brian Eno, against punk’s year-zero rejection of the incumbent rock elite. Subsequently Low would impact markedly on British post-punk, its ascetic electronic lustre and dislocated atmospheres being reflected in the sound of scene-leading bands such as Magazine and Wire. A fledgling version of Manchester’s widely revered Joy Division was even named Warsaw in tribute to Bowie and Eno’s ‘Warszawa’.

Widely (if, as Tony Visconti would hasten to remind, not totally accurately) acknowledged as the midwife of Bowie’s radical new direction, Eno’s stock duly rose. Once again he drew plaudits as a cerebral catalyst and now, as the acknowledged common denominator in signature 1970s works by both Bryan Ferry and David Bowie, his status as grand vizier to the crowned heads of British art rock was all but assured.

His glowing reputation, however, did nothing to solve ongoing problems with Eno’s own new record. Already a year since entering Basing Street with Rhett Davies to begin the follow-up to Another Green World, Eno had accumulated a whole shelf of tape, none of the contents of which, so he had convinced himself, contained anything of merit. It was as if he’d returned to the frustrating July 1975 sessions, only this time the mist had obstinately refused to clear. For Eno, his fourth solo album was rapidly becoming an unyielding white elephant, a manifestation of confused, conflicting artistic directions and escalating creative insecurity. During the preceding eighteen months he’d regularly returned to his personal mantra, ‘Is what I’m doing any good?’, and had rarely been able to answer in the affirmative. His problem was one of praxis. Eno had long advocated the Cageian ethos which placed process above results (it was the one axiomatic principle of his which Ultravox! had rejected), yet now he began to queer that strict conceptual pitch by simultaneously employing the yardstick of aesthetic taste – proceeding with a piece only if he ‘liked it’. What’s more, he lived in mortal fear of repeating himself.

A February 1977 interview with Sounds’ Vivien Goldman presented Eno as the tetchy, frustrated hermit of Maida Vale (in an aside to Goldman, Ritva Saarikko revealed that she and Eno rarely went out – not even in the notorious wheelchair – except to the Electric Cinema in Portobello Road). Dressed in shiny monkey boots and a velour Marks & Spencer jumper, his steadily departing tresses now severely cropped, Eno was depicted by Goldman as a coolly withdrawn figure, given to leafing through a Richard Dawkins book on genes over lunch (and harrumphing out loud at the bits he couldn’t understand), and barely recognizable from the narcissistic glam-rock lothario of 1973. Self-doubt and uxorious domesticity, it seemed, had replaced peacock posturing and freelance frottage.

Concerned that reviewers of Low had given him too much credit, Eno’s ascetic surface soon gave way to itchy irritation as he began pacing up and down the Grantully Road music room, venting his spleen at ‘numbskull’ critics and – in an obvious reaction to the protracted gestation of his new album – proposing a series of quick, cheap, throw-away albums: ‘I want to make disposable albums. Well, I suppose albums are disposable, but I want to make records to get up with for a couple of weeks – because it has a nice sparkle, a nice shimmer to it, and there’s no pretence that this is – MUSIC … Just another level, like having nice curtains or nice lights in the room. I’d sell them very cheap in a plain package that says Waking up Music, Breakfast Music, that kind of thing. They’d be like ordinary records physically, they’d just not come with the aura of art, so one wouldn’t be frightened of having the things for a couple of weeks and then getting rid of them.’

Although his trademark self-deprecating humour still seeped through, at the interview’s conclusion Eno’s frustrations were made manifest when a consistently ringing telephone proved so aggravating (‘That thing, I hate it …’) that he threw it at a wall, accidentally endangering Goldman, who body-swerved it, ‘thanks to years of net-ball’, before Eno kicked the guiltless apparatus into submission.

In the same week, Melody Maker published a feature called ‘8 Days a Week’ – a diary of a week in the life of ‘experimental composer’ Brian Eno. In essence, something of a dry run two decades in advance of A Year With Swollen Appendices, it offered a glimpse into the teeming world of 1977 vintage Brian Eno and began with a revealing confession: ‘I have been trying to write some music, with little success. All I can think about is how much I’d like to be sitting alone in a cinema.’

Indeed, the ensuing week’s worth of entries recounted innumerable escapist trips to the movies (everything from Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry to the almost inevitable Werner Herzog season), along with meetings about various hazy project proposals with the likes of Derek Jarman, Phil Manzanera and Gavin Bryars. There were also visits to a Communism-hating dentist, to the Slade School of Art’s life classes and to Peter Schmidt’s home in Stockwell. Elsewhere, Eno busied himself inventing a revolting-sounding dish made from fake caviar and cream cheese, battling a cold with vitamin C and violent kitchen floor scrubbing and attempting, unsuccessfully, to take Polaroids of a statuesque black girl he’d spied on Portobello Road.

Ideas for songs were disgorged onto his trusty Dictaphone (one was to be called ‘Be My Engine’, another ‘Man Making Measurements and Dancing’). The nub of his ongoing musical impasse remained un-addressed, however. Later in the diary, he confessed to pitching up at Basing Street in order to book recording time only to express his relief when told that there was nothing available before the middle of March. On return from yet another late-night cinema trip, his musical frustrations got another airing: ‘I walk back from the cinema at 2.00 a.m. The streets are deserted and frosty. On the way home I start thinking about a particular musical problem which has interested (or troubled) me since Another Green World. It is difficult to explain what this problem consists of without going into a lot of detail. Perhaps it can be stated thus: “How do I organize a group of musicians to make the music I want to hear when I don’t yet know what it will sound like?” Most people I’ve spoken to don’t seem to see the sense of this problem. Nonetheless, it keeps me up most of the night. My insomnia is getting worse.’

Eno would wrestle with this conundrum as album sessions continued with a shifting retinue of avant (and not so avant) rockers, including old associates Phil Manzanera, Paul Rudolph, Brian Turrington, Bill MacCormick, Percy Jones and Robert Fripp.* Eno also drew on a veritable convocation of drummers, including Fairport Convention’s Dave Mattacks, Can’s Jaki Liebezeit, Phil Collins and Robert Wyatt (credited on the finished album, bafflingly, as ‘Shirley Williams’, the name of the then Secretary of State for Education), and Fred Frith, who had been thanked in the sleevenotes to Another Green World for his ‘inadvertent advice and encouragement’. Eno had first contacted Frith after admiring his 1974 album Guitar Solos and had subsequently befriended the self-effacing guitarist, as he reveals: ‘Brian called me up at some point and we started meeting occasionally, going for walks in Hyde Park, chatting really. I was a bit shy; it was difficult for me to be around “famous” people at the time. But I enjoyed his company very much. He always had refreshing points of view, unusual ways to look at familiar things. I can’t really imagine I said anything encouraging OTHER than inadvertently–Iwouldn’t have had the nerve. But I was glad he remembered our meetings positively!’

While Eno fretted and tinkered, a younger generation of musicians raged blithely on. The previous December, the Sex Pistols had spouted obscenities live on Bill Grundy’s tea-time television show and, even as an incandescent Middle England spluttered over the Battenberg, ushered punk rock from art-school and cellar-club obscurity onto the front pages of the British tabloids. Desperate to exploit what was generally regarded as a fleeting fad, record companies of every size went into a feeding frenzy. Soon, any band with cropped hair and a vaguely Ramones-like guitar sound (including many who, the week before, had lengthy, unkempt tresses, a convoluted jazz-rock direction and no audience) could get a deal. CBS had already signed the Pistols’ nearest rivals, The Clash, while an anxious EMI first promoted – then dropped – the Pistols, who passed swiftly through A&M’s trembling fingers before settling at Richard Branson’s Virgin. EMI’s more daring imprint, Harvest, meanwhile, picked up Wire, UK punk’s most austere, art-school avatars fronted by long-time Enophile Colin Newman.

No less the product of art-school mores, New York’s Talking Heads toured Europe in May, supporting the Ramones. Currently the toast of CBGB’s and about to record their debut album with Jon Bon Jovi’s cousin, Tony Bongiovi, Talking Heads offered a clipped, cerebral yet eccentric take on rock’s rudiments. They dressed in utilitarian leisure clothes (Tom Verlaine described them, disparagingly, as ‘collegiate’) and played a WASP’s idea of skeletal, funk rock, laced with singer David Byrne’s panicky falsetto vocals and ingenuous lyrics about reading books, going to work and serial murder.

Band founders Byrne, admiral’s daughter Martina Weymouth and her fiancé Christopher Frantz, the son of an army general, had met in the early 1970s; not, as might be imagined, at West Point but at the Rhode Island School of Design, where Byrne and Frantz played in a band that mixed Alice Cooper with Smokey Robinson covers, called The Artistics (later, due to a promoter’s mishearing, The Autistics). Moving into a basic, Lower Manhattan loft together in 1975, the trio decided to have a more serious stab at music. Dressing like vacationing young Republicans, they quickly became regulars at the musical proving ground of CBGB’s. They stood out immediately. After just their third gig, the Village Voice put them on the front cover under the headline ‘Tired of Glitter? The Conservative Impulse of the New Rock Underground’.

Blonde, gamine Weymouth was originally to be the singer, while geeky, Dumbarton, Scotland-born, Baltimore-raised Byrne scratched away at minimalist funk guitar and urbane Kentuckian Frantz played heartbeat drums. They hunted for a suitable bassist in vain until Wey-mouth was persuaded to strap on a short-scale Fender Mustang four-string, Byrne stepping up to become a twitchy, unlikely frontman. Latterly signed to the Warner Brothers-distributed Sire Records and swollen to a quartet by the addition of Harvard graduate and erstwhile Modern Lovers’ keyboard-player-cum-guitarist Jeremiah Griffin (‘Jerry’) Harrison, they were being tipped as the next CBGB’s band to break out after the Patti Smith Group, Television, Blondie and Sire Records’ label mates the Ramones.

Freelance journalist Leigh Blake was responsible for dragging Eno along to see the band’s debut London headliner on 14 May 1977 at the tiny Rock Garden club in run-down, pre-gentrification Covent Garden. Eno took along his tape recorder and was trying to capture the band’s performance from the back of the club when he was spotted by Linda Stein, formidable wife of Sire Records chief Seymour Stein. She grabbed Eno’s arm and all but frog-marched him to the stage front. Also in the audience was John Cale, slightly aggravated to find Eno sniffing around a band he had already fallen for in New York. According to Eno’s account, Cale warned off Eno with a characteristically unambiguous, ‘I want them, you bugger.’ Cale doesn’t recall the incident but David Byrne remembers that it was Cale who introduced the band to Eno after the show.

Eno was impressed enough by what he’d seen and heard to want to meet the band again at his leisure, and a subsequent lunch was duly arranged at a west London restaurant. A genuine camaraderie was established, especially between Eno and Byrne, long before anyone suggested convening in a recording studio. ‘We became friends,’ Byrne affirms, ‘which was more important to us than whether or not Brian had a good musical track record … We didn’t talk much about music, in fact. Our band formed out of shared interests more than musical or technical abilities, so we spent a while getting to know one another before the subject of working together came up.’

Eno, however, was already thinking about the kind of music he could make with Talking Heads and demonstrated his ideas by spinning African funk records. ‘I played this to them because I felt that they were pregnant with the possibility of this new sort of music, and I wanted to do it with them,’ Eno recalls. ‘I remember when I first met them – I think in 1977 – I invited them to my flat in Maida Vale and played them several Fela Kuti songs from the album Afrodisiac, saying, as I recall, “I think this is the future of music” …’*

Four years Eno’s junior (Byrne’s twenty-fifth birthday happened to be on 14 May, the day before Eno’s twenty-ninth), Byrne and Eno were cut from similar (Taurean) art-school cloth. Both were voracious and eclectic readers. During subsequent afternoons at Eno’s flat, book lists would be exchanged between bibliophiles Byrne, Eno and Harrison. ‘You would look at his books,’ Harrison remarked of Eno’s extensive library, ‘and realize you had half the ones he did and that you wanted to read the others.’

Chief Talking Head Byrne had much else in common with Brian Eno. As a child, his ambition was to be a postman. One of the first songs he’d ever penned was called ‘Psycho Killer’, written from the point of view of a highly disturbed serial murderer, with lines delivered in both English and French to express a schizoid personality. It wasn’t far removed from the ‘idiot glee’ of early Eno songs – a close cousin, in fact, of ‘manic episodes’ such as ‘Baby’s on Fire’ or ‘Blank Frank’, although it had actually been inspired by Alice Cooper’s ‘role play’ theatrics. Like Eno, Byrne didn’t go in for lyrics as an expression of the soul; his idea of a love song was a combustible metaphysical equation called ‘Love Goes to Building on Fire’.

At art school, Byrne had dabbled in performance (including one piece that involved him shaving off half his beard while an accordion played and a showgirl flashed cue cards written in Russian), and instead of formal artworks, produced things such as surreal questionnaires or presented his inked-up torso as a ‘living map’ of the USA. Equally significantly, Byrne reveals, he shared Eno’s interest in systems and the idiomatic language of the workplace: ‘I remember I personally had been reading a lot of cybernetics and systems theory – some of that lingo made its way into the Talking Heads’ first record – and Brian introduced me to the work of a man named Stafford Beer. Our conversations were wide-ranging and stimulating.’

What Eno especially liked about Talking Heads was the way that their spiky, conceptual lyrical concerns contrasted with an unorthodox approach to chord structure and an explicit facility for ‘groove’. Talking Heads were a key component of the CBGB’s scene and although their sound was primitive and unadorned, there was sophistication in the soulful interplay between Weymouth’s busy, taut bass lines and Frantz’s steadfast drums. As Eno later observed, you could dance to Talking Heads, not merely pogo.

Eno intersected more overtly with punk, courtesy of Derek Jarman, who commissioned two pieces of music for his second feature film, Jubilee. Like its predecessor, Jubilee would become a substantial cult hit. Shot at the time of national celebration for Her Majesty’s own Silver Jubilee, the film, released in February 1978, would offer a dystopian vision of a decayed, morally bankrupt Britain, seen through the eyes of a time-travelling Queen Elizabeth I. Starring a young Adam Ant and the future Mrs Robert Fripp, Toyah Wilcox, it made room for two of Eno’s distinctly un-punk-rock-like, quasi-ambient tracks, ‘Slow Water’ and ‘Dover Beach’, rounding out a soundtrack that otherwise buzzed with the elementary clamour of Wayne County, Chelsea and Adam and The Ants (whose sado-masochistically inclined ‘Deutscher Girls’ might have been indebted to Fripp and Eno’s ‘Swastika Girls’). Somehow, punk always seemed to make an accommodation for Brian Eno.

Indeed, it was the rejuvenating spirit of punk pulsing palpably through London which meant that a putative plan of Eno’s – to up sticks for another European city, possibly Amsterdam – was now shelved. He would soon quit the capital anyway, for an extended sojourn in Germany, where sessions with Moebius and Roedelius and a further assignation with David Bowie were planned. One sunny morning, just before he left, Eno was strolling up Notting Hill’s Portobello Road, when he heard a song issuing from an open window. It stopped him dead in his tracks. Combining a robotic, propulsive synthesizer backing with a yearning, sensual female vocal, it sounded like disco-soul music as Kraftwerk might have imagined it. He heard it again in an Oxford Street record shop, where he learned that it was Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’. Eno, like millions of other record buyers, fell instantly in love with it, purchased a copy and proceeded to announce to all and sundry that he’d heard the musical future.*

Disco had been roundly ignored by the 1970s rock press, but its inexorable rise couldn’t be discounted for long. Indeed, disco’s ascension would effectively parallel that of punk, and, as the decade waned, metronomic dancefloor grooves would cross-fertilize with rock’s more obtuse strains to produce new and exotic hybrids, some of the most significant of which would be tended by Brian Eno.

Written by British lyricist Pete Bellotte and Italian producer Giorgio Moroder, ‘I Feel Love’ was actually the product of German recording culture, specifically the technically advanced Musicland studios in Munich, where Tony Visconti had once worked with Marc Bolan. Consisting of little more than a staccato electronic pulse and Summer’s rapturous vocal, which essentially just repeated the title (and which, Eno would have noted, sounded more like backing vocals than an orthodox lead line), the song was written as ‘the future’ section of a temporally themed Summer concept album, I Remember Yesterday.†

Inspired, Eno began to entertain the idea of abandoning his befuddling work-in-progress album in favour of something sleeker and Moroder-esque. For now, however, he would happily shelve thoughts of that taxing project and instead head eastward to Berlin for another musical tryst with David Bowie.

[image: Image]

* Eno’s incidental music had already found its way on to a movie soundtrack, a Greece-set 1975 horror flick starring Donald Pleasance, called The Devil’s Men.

* An elaborate piece of recording apparatus that is essentially a pair of microphones that replicate the ‘binaural’ response of human ears.

† First published in 1971, The Dice Man was a cult satirical novel by Luke Rhinehart – the pen name of George Cockcroft – about a psychiatrist whose important life decisions become governed entirely by the arbitrary rolling of dice. Adherence to their dictates leads to murder and rape among other contentious matters, all of which lead to the book being banned in several countries. It remained popular among musicians – Mancunian post-punk provocateurs The Fall even wrote a song about it, ‘Dice Man’, included on their 1979 album, Dragnet.

‡ Shorn of its signature distorted guitar riff, slowed down, violently re-equalized and smeared in glacial synthesizer, it would later appear on the 1978 version of Music for Films as ‘M386’.

* Bowie had Eno in the frame to sprinkle some electronic magic on Iggy’s album, although – as it transpired – his services were not required.

† Visconti, however, wasn’t far behind. He’d bought a piece of futuristic kit with him, a then-rare Eventide harmonizer, which, he told an excited Eno, ‘fucks with the fabric of time’. The ensuing album would be drenched in harmonizer effects, even the drums, creating one of the most distinctive and influential kit sounds in the 1970s rock canon.

* All of Low’s second side was completed in just two weeks in September.

* Bowie had tried, unsuccessfully, to poach erstwhile Neu! guitarist Michael Rother for the sessions.

* Fripp was recently out of self-imposed ‘retirement’, and agreed to work with Eno, so the latter revealed in his Melody Maker diary, on the inexplicable condition that Eno buy him ‘a brand-new dildo’.

* Funk hadn’t always been so beloved of Eno. ‘I used to have this little badge which said “Join the Fight Against Funk”,’ he admitted. ‘In 1974 or ‘75, I absolutely despised funky music. I just thought it was everything I didn’t want in music. And suddenly, I found myself taking quite the contrary position … partly because of what David Bowie was doing and one or two other things – mostly Parliament and Bootsy [Collins, Parliament bassist] … I suddenly realized that if you took this a little bit further it became something very extreme and interesting.’

* David Bowie remembers Eno’s 1977 disco evangelism: ‘Eno came running in and said, “I have heard the sound of the future.” … He puts on “I Feel Love”, by Donna Summer … He said, “This is it, look no further. This single is going to change the sound of club music for the next fifteen years.” Which was more or less right.’

† Eno would have been overjoyed to learn that the track’s key musical signature arrived by accident – Moroder inadvertently flicking on his synthesizer’s arpeggiator switch and instantly transforming a pedestrian chord progression into the mechanized throb of tomorrow. Eno would come to set almost equal store by another Donna Summer hit, 1982’s ‘State of Independence’, penned by Vangelis and Jon Anderson.


10. Distributed Being

‘You have to systematically create confusion, it sets creativity free. Everything that is contradictory creates life.’ (Salvador Dali)

West Berlin in the 1970s was an enigmatic anomaly of a city. A quirk of post-World War II superpower spoils-sharing, the neon-lit metropolis to the west of the infamous dividing wall was effectively a landlocked island of capitalist excess entirely encircled by Communist-command economy austerity. To live in West Berlin was to live in bourgeois denial; the looming Eastern Bloc blotted out with droll Berlinerwitze wit and, for the majority, disposable Deutschmarks – this being the peak of West Germany’s thirty-year ‘Wirtschaftswunder’, its ‘economic miracle’, or what contemporary anti-capitalist cell the Red Army Faction preferred to call ‘the reign of consumer terror’.

David Bowie, himself caught between sybaritic self-indulgence and penitent abstemiousness, felt perfectly at home in Berlin’s ambiguous, twilight buffer zone. He and Tony Visconti had decamped to Köthener Strasse’s Die Hansa Tonstudio the previous October to mix Low, immediately falling for its decaying charms, if not its overpowering stench of stale, ingrained hashish smoke. Bowie and his ever-present sidekick Iggy Pop were now living in a rented, black-walled apartment above a pipe shop at 155 Hauptstrasse, in the city’s mainly Turkish Schöneberg district. Just a short stroll from Hansa, the flat had been picked out by Tangerine Dream’s Edgar Froese, partly for its anonymity. In it, Bowie and Iggy would adopt matching, short ‘peasant’ haircuts (Bowie even affected an unlikely moustache), and hoped that afternoons spent painting, and in Bowie’s case making innumerable lithographs, or simply grocery-shopping, would wean them off their various dependencies. Although rumours of backsliding cocaine use circulated, Bowie and Iggy’s main tipple was now lager, which they frequently guzzled until they puked, just like regular, mustachioed Berliners.

Just as work on Iggy Pop’s The Idiot had preceded the sessions for Low, so the June recording of the diminutive rocker’s rumbustious Lust for Life – produced by Bowie and Colin Thurston – would first test the studio facilities. Bowie and Visconti favoured Hansa’s cavernous Studio 2, which had once been a grand ballroom frequented by Gestapo officers, and which looked out on a site close to Hitler’s final redoubt, the Führerbunker. Contemporary German totalitarianism was also in evidence as the Berliner Mauer, the infamous, iconic wall which had brutally segregated the city since 1961, was only a few hundred metres to the east. Proximity to the Cold War frontline added a frontier frisson to recording sessions – especially as one East German guard-post looked, menacingly, straight into Studio 2’s control room window.

Eno arrived in early July 1977, along with those members of Bowie’s band who hadn’t played on Iggy’s sessions. He was consumed by Hansa’s unique atmosphere and the looming east. ‘Myself and David used to joke about the fact that the East had billboards, but nothing to advertise, so there’d be huge posters with slogans like, “Eat Potatoes”.’*

While Eno, Bowie and Visconti oversaw proceedings from Studio 2, the band set up in the yawning Studio 1 – a room large enough to record a symphony orchestra – with spaghettis of cabling connecting them to the distant control room. Dennis Davis’s drums were arranged on a stage and two World War II vintage Neuman microphones were slung fifty feet above the studio floor in order to capture the room’s auditorium-like ambience. Both Eno and Visconti later credited the opulent, capacious sound of the Hansa recordings to the unusual sonic dimensions of its largest room. Very few ‘artificial’ reverb effects had to be added to the final mixes. Bowie was again in fast and furious mode and backing tracks would be quickly committed to tape. Eno had been struggling with his own record for the best part of two years and had become so jaded with the studio process that he was reluctant to believe anything worthwhile could be captured so rapidly and painlessly. ‘I was very inclined to distrust it at first. But gradually it began to hang together,’ he admitted to Ian MacDonald later that year.

While Eno relished and applauded the spirit of experiment at Hansa, he was equally pleased to find Bowie’s anxious, distracted mien of the previous summer replaced by a more sanguine outlook. Indeed, the sessions, although gruelling, were characterized by unforeseen hilarity. ‘Bowie makes me laugh a lot,’ Eno told ZigZag magazine: ‘We’ve developed these two kinds of characters that we play, who I guess are loosely based on Peter Cook and Dudley Moore … He’s the only person who can really make me cry with laughing, where I’m actually aching and begging to stop because I can’t take any more, and it’s a side of him that I never expected, you know, because he doesn’t come over in any way as being a humourist, far from it.’

‘We spend most of our time joking. Laughing and falling on the floor,’ concurred Bowie later that year. ‘I think out of all the time we spent recording, forty minutes out of every hour was spent just crying with laughter.’

If Eno was the straight man in this unlikely comedy duo he was also now acting, according to Tony Visconti, as Bowie’s ‘Zen Master’. He’d certainly begun to enjoy a more integral role than had been the case during Low sessions. Nonetheless, Bowie’s impulsiveness still rode roughshod over Eno’s diligence. ‘It was much harder working on “Heroes” than Low,’ Eno later admitted: ‘The whole thing, except “Sons of the Silent Age”, which was written beforehand, was evolved on the spot in the studio. Not only that, everything on the album is a first take! I mean, we did the second takes but they weren’t nearly as good. It was all done in a very casual kind of way.’

Bowie and Eno synchronized more explicitly on matters of contemporary musical innovation. In Berlin, Eno repeatedly span Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ and reasserted his contention that in its marriage of pulsating electronics and hot-blooded sensuality lay the seeds for a whole new strain of club music – something duly noted by Bowie, whose avowed intention was still to make an ‘album for the future’.

One musical act about whom there was already a consensus among the Hansa fraternity was Devo, a group from Akron, Ohio, deep in the US Rust Belt. The combo’s curious name was a shortening of ‘devolution’ (or ‘de-evolution’) – the band’s own spurious atavistic theory which turned Darwinism on its head, pitching mankind in an inexorable decline, shrinking relentlessly backwards towards the condition of apes. Led by the myopic Bob Mothersbaugh (legally blind without his trademark bottle-bottomed spectacles) and fellow Kent State students Jerry Casale and Bob Lewis, Devo had been active to various degrees since 1972, releasing garage-recorded singles on their own Booji Boy label. Their reputation had been heightened by a nutty, subversive short film, In the Beginning was the End: The Truth about De-Evolution. Mothersbaugh had made contact with Bowie when the Station to Station tour swung through Ohio in early 1976, and in interviews had immodestly declared that the only names the band would entertain as producers for their unrecorded debut album were Bowie and Eno.

Dressed identically in Boy Scout uniforms, power-station overalls or janitorial suits topped off with plastic flowerpot hats, Devo looked like a more demented Kraftwerk. Their music, an angular, sardonic funk rock that mixed yelping vocals, martial rhythms, Frank Zappa-like social satire and science-fiction kitsch, was equally startling. Both Bowie and Iggy had fallen for In the Beginning was the End – essentially an arty promo video with a crazed, provocative edge. The film proffered two songs, a lopsided version of Johnny Rivers’ ‘Secret Agent Man’ and the band’s own ‘Jocko Homo’ – the latter’s distinctive ‘Are we not men?’ refrain lifted from a chant in Erle C. Kenton’s 1933 movie The Island of Lost Souls. Devo’s short had recently won a prize at a film festival in Ann Arbor, Michigan – Iggy Pop’s home patch. Iggy had let it be known that he wanted to produce Devo’s debut album.

Earlier in the summer, both Bowie and Eno had been in New York, the latter staying with Robert Fripp, who, having returned to music as guitar player on Peter Gabriel’s 1976 debut solo album, had recently moved from the city’s Hell’s Kitchen to an apartment on the Bowery, close to CBGB’s. Fripp was relaunching himself as a new-wave-guitaristcum-producer for hire for the likes of Blondie and The Roches, and as a solo artist and purveyor of ‘Frippertronics’ – a guitar loop system squarely based on the twin Revox set-up Eno had first introduced to him back in 1972. Eno, Bowie and Fripp were all in the audience on the evening of 25 May when Devo played two sold-out sets at Midtown rock watering hole Max’s Kansas City. Bowie even took to the stage to introduce the band’s second set: ‘This is the band of the future. I’m going to produce them in Tokyo this winter.’ Iggy was now planning an entire album of Devo covers.

Bowie’s impulsive pronouncement proved to be hasty. Brandishing a diary, his assistant, Coco Schwab, pointed out that a heavy 1977 recording and acting schedule would prevent him from working with the band for another eight months. The evening after the Max’s gig, Mothersbaugh, Casale and Lewis went for dinner with Eno and Fripp. Eno discreetly volunteered his services as producer, suggesting that the band convene in Berlin as soon as Bowie’s forthcoming sessions were completed. Eno had been seduced by the currently label-less Devo to such an extent that he proposed to take care of the recording, travel and accommodation expenses out of his own pocket. Bowie, it was agreed, would visit whenever his acting commitments allowed. In the event, protracted legal wrangles would keep Devo out of the studio until late winter 1978, by which time Bowie’s magpie predilections had landed elsewhere and Eno would be left to helm the band’s debut alone.

While the sophisticated lunacy of Devo, along with Giorgio Moroder’s kinetic meta-disco, certainly galvanized the July 1977 Berlin sessions, no formal stylistic direction for Bowie’s new record was ever discussed. They were making ad hoc ‘demos’, according to Tony Visconti, which, mainly due to his skill in cutting and splicing swathes of twenty-four-track tape, could be honed and edited into workable tracks. While Visconti wielded an adroit razorblade and Eno fretted and harried over overdub details, Bowie maintained an odd mixture of enthusiasm and casual detachment. As it had on Low, Bowie’s dilatory attitude towards the actual business of recording would occasionally perplex Eno. ‘We’d sort of say “Let’s do this then” – and we’d do it, and then someone would say “Stop” and that would be it, the length of the piece. It seemed completely arbitrary to me,’ he explained to Ian MacDonald.

Arbitrariness, in the form of Oblique Strategies, was something Eno and Bowie could concur on, however. Already a willing convert to aleatory and stochastic creative processes, and an ardent adherent of the William S. Burroughs school of ‘cut up’ writing,* Bowie had been alerted to the potential of Oblique Strategies during sessions for Low. At Hansa, he had Eno place randomly selected cards face down in different parts of the studio. These cards would then be consulted whenever a creative impasse was reached. Some pieces were constructed almost entirely as a result of the cards’ dictates. Eno and Bowie were solely responsible for the foreboding instrumental ‘Sense of Doubt’, which leant heavily on Oblique Strategies. Before executing each new overdub, the protagonists would turn over a card, neither revealing the oracular advice to his partner. Strict adherence to the cards could lead to some rum outcomes, as Eno later revealed to Ian MacDonald: ‘It was like a game. We took turns working on it; he’d do one overdub and I’d do the next. The idea was that each was to observe his Oblique Strategy as closely as he could. And, as it turned out, they were entirely opposed to one another. Effectively mine said, “Try to make everything as similar as possible” … and his said, “Emphasize differences”.’*

Occasionally Bowie would dictate a song’s direction more explicitly. The sax-laden ‘Sons of the Silent Age’, originally earmarked as the album’s title track, was a survivor from the writing sessions for Low and was hardly touched by Eno. ‘V-2 Schneider’ – a title whose conflation of Nazi rocketry and the surname of Kraftwerk co-founder Florian Schneider was an ambiguous one to say the least (Schneider’s opinion goes unrecorded) – was another Bowie-helmed vehicle for off-kilter saxophone and minimal, phased vocal effects. At other times, Bowie’s input was restricted to impressionistic scene-setting. He talked to Eno at length about a place of Zen calm he’d visited in Kyoto, Japan – the Moss Garden. He wanted to evoke its intense tranquillity in a piece of music, and set Eno the task of creating a suitably serene backing. Bowie would later decorate this with atmospheric plucking on a zither-like Japanese koto. This was a busman’s holiday for ‘Zen Master’ Eno, who immediately began teasing out a simple, slow chord progression on a Yamaha polyphonic synthesizer. Not sure of how long he should continue, after about five minutes of cyclical chords Eno looked for a signal from Bowie indicating when he should stop. Bowie simply shrugged, glanced at the clock and agreed that he might as well halt where he was. The casual arbitrariness needled Eno; it was the antithesis of ‘systems’.

A more synergistic Bowie/Eno co-write was the instrumental ‘Neuköln’, named after Berlin’s largely Turkish district (in fact, spelt Neukölln). On this track, Eno’s misty veils of synth texture underpinned a more cinematically inclined saxophone solo from Bowie, endlessly evocative of freezing winter nights and ill-lit city streets – the poignant soundtrack to a futuristic remake of The Spy Who Came in From the Cold.

Bowie hit on the idea of flying in Robert Fripp from New York to further enhance the budding tracks. Fripp, Eno agreed, could contribute the kind of soaring lead lines Bowie had admired on Another Green World and which the guitarist – had he not been monastically sequestered – would have added to Low. Fripp arrived at Hansa straight from the airport and, still jet-lagged, was persuaded to listen to the backing tracks, although he was keener to sample Berlin’s notoriously lubricious night life, and volunteered his hope that he might ‘wave the sword of union’ before the night was through. Similar Frippian proclamations would have Bowie and Eno in stitches throughout the ensuing forty-eight hours. ‘I was completely out of my brain,’ Fripp later confessed of the “Heroes” sessions. ‘I didn’t know whether I was coming or going. I hadn’t played as Robert Fripp for three years. I had no idea what I was going to do, no preconceptions. I just went in and did it.’

While he listened to the backing track for what would eventually become ‘Beauty and the Beast’, Fripp plugged his Les Paul guitar into Eno’s briefcase synthesizer and began to noodle idly along. Felicitously, he immediately hit upon a resonant tone, part pure note and part modulating feedback, which altered pleasingly according to his position in the room. Excitedly, Eno began filtering the sound further through the synth and desk effects and wasted no time in pressing the ‘record’ button. Fripp would keep going for six miraculous, sleep-deprived hours, nearly all his first-take performances being deemed perfect by an awed Eno and Bowie. Fripp’s inspired spontaneity was essentially a recapitulation of his approach on No Pussyfooting five years previously. ‘Bowie told me that it (No Pussyfooting) was one of his great influences,’ Fripp told Melody Maker’s Allan Jones in 1979, ‘which to me means that it was his one heavy influence. He’s right of course. A man of sound taste is Mr B. I like him immensely. I don’t know him that well, though. In the same way I would consider Brian to be a friend, I think Brian is a friend of David. I find him a very attractive man, but I don’t share that intimacy with him that Brian does.’

Having left his eloquent trademark all over the album-in-progress, a bleary Fripp departed for London less than forty-eight hours later, his work done; the ‘sword of union’ apparently still in its scabbard (although Bowie and Eno did take him for tea in East Berlin before he disappeared).

The song ‘Heroes’ benefited the most from Fripp’s sustained, symphonic guitar lines. It had begun as a relatively orthodox 4/4 groove arranged for rhythm guitar, piano, bass and drums, and owed something to the propulsive major-chord drive of the Beach Boys’ 1972 non-hit, ‘Marcella’. The relentless momentum of Kraftwerk’s recently released ‘Trans-Europe Express’ and ‘Hero’, a muscular, proto-punk nugget from Neu!’s Neu! ‘75 album, were other palpable influences. Eno added three oscillating VCS3 drones, which lent the song a woozy, sinuous undertow, along with tambourines and other percussion, but it would take Fripp’s triumphal arcs of guitar filtered through Eno’s extensive treatments (not to mention Tony Visconti bashing away on an ashtray) to freight the song with its towering opulence.*

To match the music’s grandeur, Bowie penned a rousing lyric, inspired by witnessing Visconti in a studio clinch with German backing vocalist Antonia Maass, silhouetted against a view of the nearby Berlin Wall. The oft-repeated story that ‘Heroes’ was a tribute to two young Berliners observed in a daily tryst beneath the steely gaze of the border guards was, in fact, a smokescreen conjured by Bowie to cover his producer’s indiscretion (Visconti was still married to Mary Hopkin at the time). Despite its ungallant genesis, the song’s anthemic potency was undeniable. Eno contends that the track had suggested the word ‘hero’ to him long before Bowie added his lyrics.

There was certainly something heroic about Eno’s commitment to the album. Sessions would extend long into the small hours, after which time he and Bowie would repair to Hauptstrasse, exhausted. Too early to frequent Anderes Ufer, the local gay bar where Bowie regularly breakfasted (that is, when homophobic thugs hadn’t smashed its windows in – repairs for which Bowie quietly paid for), they instead adjourned to the apartment’s barely used kitchen. Here, Eno would gorge on bowls of wheat flakes while Bowie, too fatigued to even heat up a stove, broke raw eggs into his mouth before collapsing into sore-eyed slumber. Eno was amused by the incongruous spectacle of a major international rock star reduced to the crudity of an impecunious undergraduate: ‘It was really slummy. We’d sit around the kitchen table at dawn feeling a bit tired and a bit fed up – me with a bowl of crummy German cereal and him with albumen from the egg running down his shirt.’†

Giving the lie to the still widespread assumption that he was the album’s producer, Eno’s labours were concertinaed into a little over two weeks and he would quit Berlin before Bowie had committed any of his vocals to tape. Again, the album would be mixed without any input from Eno, with Bowie and Visconti adjourning to Montreux’s Mountain Studios for the final polish.

The resulting album, “Heroes” (the quotation marks were meant to indicate a certain ironic detachment), did, thanks to Bowie’s largesse, grant Eno three compositional co-credits, including the ultimately remunerative title track. Once again, the disc was divided into a ‘song’ side and a semi-instrumental side, although there were only three bona fide wordless tracks this time.*

Released in October 1977, like the Sex Pistols’ belated debut long-player, Never Mind the Bollocks (and, ironically, just two weeks after punk journeymen the Stranglers had released the apparently contradictory No More Heroes), “Heroes” leapt straight into the Top 5 – an edited version of the monolithic title track having done healthy, if hardly stratospheric, chart business in September. Chastened by their complete underestimation of Low, RCA marketed its successor heavily, playing up Bowie’s transcendent appeal in an era of unbridled musical transformation by employing the supercilious but effective slogan, ‘There’s Old Wave, there’s New Wave and there’s David Bowie’. Although he would never have acceded to such a promotional conceit, the slogan might equally have been applied to Brian Eno – and as the decade waned, it would be Eno, not Bowie, who would most adroitly surf the new wave.

Indeed, having completed “Heroes”, Bowie would eschew music altogether for several months as he plunged into the role of a Prussian soldier in David Hemmings’ Berlin-shot movie, Just a Gigolo. However, having decided against a promotional tour in support of Low, Bowie harboured longer-term plans to return to the concert stage. He was eager to create live renderings of songs from his recent albums and towards the end of the year proposed that Eno (along with Fripp) join his touring band. Eno would be synthesizer player and sound modifier – essentially replicating his Roxy Music role. Although Eno had effectively foresworn live work, he relished Bowie’s company, and their mutual enthusiasm for musical innovation – not to mention the Pete ‘n’ Dud routines – meant that a genuine bond had been forged. He was tempted by Bowie’s offer. For a while Bowie thought he might have his man: ‘ … I think he’ll do selected cities with me. If he’s never been there before, he’ll probably come and play. He tends to work in that fashion,’ he vouchsafed optimistically in January 1978. Eventually, however, Eno would politely decline.

While in Germany, Eno resumed his alliance with Messrs Roedelius and Moebius. The latter were working together as the duo Cluster again, Michael Rother having left to pursue a (Bowie-defying) solo career. The previous summer, Cluster had issued an album called Sowiesoso, whose dulcet electronic drifts offered a pastoral counterpoint to Giorgio Moroder’s insistent synthetic cadences. The album had been produced by Austrian-born Conrad ‘Conny’ Plank, himself the technical intelligence behind a significant tranche of estimable Krautrock albums by everyone from Kraftwerk and Neu! to Can, Guru Guru, Ash Ra Tempel and the regrettably named Grobschnitt. Ursine and lankhaired, Plank dressed like a Viking and was routinely described as ‘a mad scientist’, yet his passion for recording had been developed as a studious sound engineer at Cologne radio station West Deutsche Rundfunk, where, among other things, he’d taken orders from Stock-hausen and recorded Marlene Dietrich. One of the most significant figures in the development of post-war German popular music (which otherwise drowned in the folksy sentimentality of Schlager), Plank’s role as producer, enabler, technical innovator and catalytic musical collaborator closely paralleled the production career of Brian Eno.

Significantly, Plank was one of the very few European producers to have studied the laboratory-like studio work of Jamaican dub reggae pioneers such as Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, whose ground-breaking approach had been redefining the recording studio as a musical instrument in its own right since the late 1960s. Eno would soon become a fellow devotee of dub. Plank’s studio was a converted farmhouse (the living room had once been a pigsty) in Neunkirchen, a hamlet on the outskirts of Wolperath, thirty kilometres east of Cologne. His mixing desk had been specially modified so that with one finger he could simultaneously deploy echo and panning effects. For Plank, mixing a track was as much a matter of quixotic ‘performance’ as it was technical application.

In June, Plank’s complex hosted Eno, Roedelius and Moebius. Although Giorgio Moroder’s motorik sequencers still echoed in his head, Eno had to tailor any notions of rhythmic grid forms to the much less rigid aptitudes of his accomplices. The Cluster sessions married cyclical repetition with organic improvisation: ‘It nearly always started out like people would jam today against a sequencer, though we weren’t using sequencers then; somebody would become sort of a human sequencer – maybe Roedelius repeating a pattern on the keyboard … My problem with jamming with people before was that they would always change too quickly; they’d never listen to where they were. With Cluster, we could stay in the same place for twenty-five minutes or so, really get into the details of a piece, start to feel it as a landscape, not as just a moment in the music, but as a place.’

Eno immediately warmed to Plank’s integrated approach: ‘He was inspired; he thought that the job of being an engineer was highly creative, so he was very much a contributor to the things that came out of that studio.’

Achim Roedelius observed how Eno and Plank’s skills dovetailed in the construction of the tracks: ‘Conny, Brian and Moebius were much more about structure, so I found myself often in a position of just sitting around and appreciating how they moved on and on; also Holger Czukay came into the game, which helped to elaborate the tracks we worked on to become much more complex.’

Can bassist Czukay added his cool throbs to the track ‘Ho Renomo’, which would ultimately open the album Cluster & Eno, assembled from the 1977 Plank recordings, which German label Sky would release in August. Another significant staging post en route to ambient ‘proper’, the album would prove to be a choice blend of sustained electro-acoustic atmospheres, subtle sonic tints and playful rhythmic cameos – and as such, a perfect equilateral musical triangle between Eno, Roedelius and Moebius.

Consisting of nine fairly lengthy tracks, Cluster & Eno embraced a panorama of sound sources, including a colourful miscellany of synths, acoustic piano, treated guitar and numerous electronic effects. The track ‘One’ even benefited from Indian tambura drones and exotic percussion provided by local musicians Okko Becker and Asmus Tietchens. Elsewhere, ‘Schöne Hände’ made redolent mood music from nothing more than a rippling, tremolo synth, ‘Mit Samaen’ proved to be a showcase for Roedelius’s restrained piano neoclassicism and ‘Die Bunge’ a contrastingly jaunty essay for clip-clop drum machine and ethereal whirring noises. The achingly wistful ‘Für Luise’ might have slipped off Music for Films.

Another by-product of the sessions was a lovely, tranquil Roedelius piano piece, whose evident charms Eno decided demanded more thoughtful accompaniment than time constraints at Neunkirchen would allow. This would eventually become the track ‘By this River’, one of the meditative highlights of Eno’s interminably gestating new solo album, whose Sisyphean prospect awaited him on return from Germany.

Swamped by a confounding morass of finished and half-finished material and under additional pressure from new record company pay-masters (Island having recently been subsumed into the Polygram empire), Eno imagined he had created a monster of Frankensteinian proportions. As he confessed to Ian MacDonald, for the first time Eno now began to seriously question the efficacy of his much-vaunted schematic approach: ‘The systems weren’t taking me into unknown territory any more … Some of the tracks went through so many changes. I’d start with a bit of instrumental three minutes long. Then I’d copy it and edit it together so that it was eight minutes long. Then I’d put on a bit of song at the end and stick a whole load of instruments on. Then I’d listen to it and decide that that was all wrong and I’d strip all the instruments off again and remix it and decide that what it needed was a bit of song at the beginning … I was going mad.’

A little light moonlighting would provide a temporary distraction – this time in the shape of a harp-caressed track called ‘Elke’ on the album Rain Dances by genteel Surrey progressive rockers Camel. Rhett Davies was producing the album, sessions for which were somewhat fractious, as group founders Andrew Latimer and Peter Bardens bickered over musical direction. Eno’s smattering of electric and acoustic piano, mini-Moog and bells lent the languidly drifting ‘Elke’ a by-now familiarly ambiguous mood, pitched equidistant between portent and rapture. Had it not been for its more predictable harp and flute passages, it might have been another languorous out-take from Another Green World.

Pleasant detours aside, the pressure continued to mount on Eno, both to finish his solo album and to oversee the release of what would be the final, overdue batch of Obscure albums: Gavin Bryars and John White’s Machine Music, Tom Phillips, Gavin Bryars and Fred Orton’s Irma – an Opera, and Harold Budd’s The Pavilion of Dreams. The Machine Music sessions had been notable for Eno’s hands-on involvement in the recording process.

On Bryars’ piece ‘The Squirrel and the Rickety-Rackety Bridge’ – written for eight guitars and four guitarists – Eno joined Bryars and free-jazz guitarists Derek Bailey and Fred Frith in some contortionist strumming experiments, as Frith recalls: ‘Gavin, Brian, Derek Bailey and I were playing two guitars each, simultaneously. I was probably the only one there who’d actually done such a thing before, but this was extremely demanding in an oddly cack-handed kind of way. Derek and I were already good friends by then, but the fact that Brian was playing those parts speaks volumes about his ability to try just about anything; not to assume that this was for a specialist.’

Phillips’ Irma proved to be the most contentious album of the Obscure series, with producer Eno enmeshed in friction between musical director Gavin Bryars and composer Tom Phillips. The score, essentially another of Phillips’ signature Humument pieces, involved ninety-three random phrases selected from the work of Victorian novel A Human Document by W.H. Mallock, the text fragments divided up into loose sound suggestions, a libretto and staging directions. Art writer Fred Orton was charged with organizing the libretto while Gavin Bryars and a viol-based string octet (‘the new violin family’) took care of musical direction – a task, Bryars remembers, which required a good deal of improvisation and interpretation: ‘The piece itself is a graphic notation. There’s very little information on it – just a single sheet with various things. In the studio, as we were recording, Tom turned to me and said, “This is the way I always thought Irma would sound.” I remember thinking, “Shit, if you always knew how it was going to sound, why didn’t you write it, then?” Both he and Brian were engaged in recording. Tom and my ex-wife Angela, who was also an artist, were both in the chorus – we had this jokey idea of a chorus made up of painters. There were things in the recording that I was uneasy about. At first I thought it was supposed to be one side of an album, then I realized we had about thirty-seven minutes of music, so it ended up being rather a short LP. I remember speaking to Brian about it in the studio and being anxious. Brian said, “Don’t worry.” He said we should just repeat one phrase over and over at the end to make it a bit longer.’

Tom Phillips blames Eno for not taking a firmer hand over proceedings: ‘Irma was an absolute fucking disaster. It’s the one thing I really hold against Brian – though it was a piece of uncharacteristic naïvety on Brian’s behalf, really. He let Gavin steal the piece. The record came out as a piece by Gavin Bryars, which is outrageous when its total derivation is from me – it’s my piece. Brian said he wanted to do the record, so I said “fine” … I didn’t like the performance, it all seemed to be glamorized and softened. I think Brian made a terrible mistake in allowing Gavin to take the piece over as nominally his own. I think Brian was bullied by Gavin a little bit.’

Most Obscure recordings had been less riven with discord and took far less time. On more than one occasion, the sessions would provide Eno with licence to experiment, in the hope of finding something he could use for his incommodious solo record. Bryars recalls Eno’s efforts to this end during the recording of Machine Music: ‘Brian asked while we were there if we could do some overdubs for him. He was interested in that whole reggae way of recording where you’d lay down twenty-four tracks and then you’d erase some and pull them in and out. He just wanted to have lots of stuff available and I think that’s what we were there for. He wanted something really simple and static – chugchug rhythms – but we were doing all sorts of interesting rhythmic and textural stuff and he decided we were just too good! It was never used.’

Fred Frith has memories of similar Eno ‘research’ sessions: ‘I remember banging a guitar with drumsticks in a rhythm section with Phil Collins! No doubt I thought I was playing rhythm guitar. The whole session was kind of like that. Phil Collins and Percy Jones and I making improvised rhythm tracks of many different characters. I think most of it was too rocky for Brian to use in the ambient mindset he was developing, though I’d be very curious to hear it now.’

The ‘reggae way of recording’ to which Gavin Bryars refers, or more specifically the inscrutable Jamaican studio school of dub remixers, had begun to seriously interest Eno. Like Conny Plank, Eno was fascinated by an idiom which set as much store by those instruments that were left out as those left in – recasting the mixing desk as a sonic Ouija board. Eno had been aware of dub for some time, particularly the productions of one Osbourne Ruddock, a.k.a. King Tubby. With a background in hi-fi repair and as a DJ ‘selector’ with several of Jamaica’s mobile sound systems, King Tubby had evolved into one of Jamaica’s most innovative studio producers. His 1975 album King Tubby Meets the Upsetter at the Grass Roots of Dub was on Eno’s turntable throughout much of the mid-1970s. The record’s front cover featured no images of the musicians but instead a glamorous picture of Tubby’s mixing console. Eno loved that.

Witch-doctor-like Jamaican producer Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry was another figure of enormous interest to Eno.* Perry had latterly overseen Basing Street sessions by Island Records’ exiled Jamaican superstar Bob Marley, who was living in London having survived an assassination attempt at his home in Kingston. Another Basing Street habitué, John Foxx, was witness to some of those Perry-directed sessions and found an implicit parallel with Eno: ‘It was the Court of Marley, with dozens of courtiers – a Big Fog. Perry had all the Ju Ju items laid out on the desk – Practical Magic. He transformed the place into a single organic entity – everyone dubbing instruments in the mix, firing echoes, all moving in synch. There was a marvellous, otherworldly, non-linear, illogical, visceral ecology emerging … In his very English way, Brian touched on a version of that. No one else was operating in that way at that time.’*

As had previously been the case whenever creative qualms begun to overwhelm him, Eno’s health had begun to suffer during the latter half of 1977, although this time there would, thankfully, be no defining corporeal misfortune to bring things to a head. He was, however, experiencing a good deal of stress and continued to be riven by insomnia. At one point he even expressed the fear that he might be edging towards some kind of breakdown. In Berlin he’d unburdened himself to David Bowie and Robert Fripp and had latterly sought the counsel of Robert Wyatt. Each advised a lancing of the boil: Eno should cut his losses, all agreed, and commit to a version of the album, however flawed, and move on (‘You commit yourself to what you’re left with,’ was one of Wyatt’s maxims Eno particularly remembers). Eventually Eno would do just that, reluctantly assembling a record from the most successfully realized, if often wildly heterogeneous, pieces at his disposal. Eno would later dub his new opus Before and After Science, partly in honour of its making – part rigorous system, part cobbled-together pot pourri.

For a while, Eno masked his escalating distaste for the project and ploughed on with yet more sessions. Fred Frith, another of Eno’s confidantes and a significant contributor to his 1977 sessions, remained oblivious to his collaborator’s waning enthusiasm. Looking back, however, he recognizes that Eno’s creative appetites were drifting elsewhere: ‘I think the album was trying for him because his heart wasn’t in it. He was in the process of intellectually formulating a completely different way of thinking about music, and in a way what we were doing was too much like his older way of doing things. So he had to shed it. We didn’t know it at the time, but it became obvious in retrospect. I remember the sessions well, and there was no tension at the time, not with us. We just tried various things out and he recorded everything.’

In addition to his musical confreres, Eno had also communicated his creative dissatisfaction to a young painter and avid leftfield music fan in whom he had begun to confide – Russell Mills. ‘I remember him being worried throughout the Before and After Science sessions,’ Mills recalls. ‘He was constantly questioning the worth or validity of what he was doing, worrying that he might be over-cooking the tracks.’

Before fine art studies at Canterbury, Maidstone and the Royal College of Art, Russell Mills had been a boarding-school Roxy Music and Captain Beefheart obsessive with ambitions to be a drummer. As a schoolboy he’d been taken up to London by an enlightened music master to watch jazz drum ‘clinics’ by Joe Morello, of the Dave Brubeck Trio. After one extracurricular trip in 1972, the teenage Mills managed to sneak in to the Greyhound in Croydon to see Roxy Music, and, although his attention was mostly galvanized by the glamorous young women in the audience, he fell under the spell of the no-less-eye-catching Brian Eno, whose subsequent career he would diligently follow.

Mills attended the Royal College of Art from 1974 – one of his best friends was Dennis Leigh/John Foxx. During his second year at the RCA, Mills plucked up enough courage to write to Eno and audaciously proposed a meeting. ‘I didn’t hear anything for about six weeks and had almost given up when I received a reply saying he was flattered and intrigued and he’d like to meet,’ Mills remembers. ‘We arranged for him to come into the studios at the RCA – then in Exhibition Road at the back of the V&A – at lunchtime, when most of the students would be out.’

Like many others before and since, Mills found Eno in the flesh to be amiable and charismatic: ‘He was smaller than I imagined and quiet. His smile immediately disarms and charms. He was very relaxed and incredibly open to ideas. He listened intently and was quick to offer ideas and opinions … The meeting went well and we exchanged phone numbers and addresses and agreed to meet again. I definitely felt that I’d met a soul mate, a kindred spirit. Our meetings went on throughout the rest of my time at the RCA, sometimes at college, sometimes at his Maida Vale flat, or my place in Kentish Town or at the EG offices.’

Mills would soon come to regard Eno as a firm friend – he even bought his first car, a battered Renault 4, from Ritva Saarikko. Together, Mills and Eno would discuss their mutual fascination with Captain Beefheart (Eno expressing peevishness to Mills upon learning that Beefheart’s fanbase was almost exclusively female while his mostly consisted of nerdy boys*) and began socializing on a fairly regular basis. Typically, the pair would take in an art-house movie – Herzog and Tarkovsky were favourite directors – then retire to a Japanese restaurant to discuss it; the conversation ‘sprawling into all kinds of territories’.

Mills was also a frequent guest at Leith Mansions: ‘I remember it being very peaceful there; quiet and calming. We’d drink tea, talk, throw ideas about and listen to music, either whatever Brian happened to be working on at the time or music by others that he or I found interesting.’

Eno was intrigued by Mills’ visual art – especially a long-term painting project whose imagery was directly inspired by Eno’s oeuvre. In addition, much of Mills’ work echoed Eno’s preferred processes. Favouring collage, mixed media and found material, the painter partly worked in layers, physically and conceptually cleaving together ideas and textures to create entirely unpredictable results. Eno asked Mills if he’d like to contribute some artwork that could be included in the packaging of his forthcoming album and Mills agreed to make an edition of monochrome prints.

For some time, Eno and Peter Schmidt had been discussing a means by which the industrial-scale distribution mechanisms of the music business might be exploited for the dissemination of fine art. Schmidt had recently returned from a trip to the Canary Islands, where he’d executed a number of watercolour studies of which Eno was particularly fond, and he proposed that an edition of lithographs based on Schmidt’s paintings also be included with his new album. In the end, an A5 folio of four Schmidt prints would be issued with initial editions of Before and After Science. The album, which contained ten new Eno pieces, would be subtitled Fourteen Pictures in an effort to posit Schmidt’s visuals as integral elements in a genuinely audio-visual work. Eno had taken a significant royalty cut to facilitate the cost of the artworks – subsequent pressings would abandon the subtitle and relegate Schmidt’s images to the back cover.*

The inclusion of Schmidt’s visuals was a show of loyalty and faith in a valued friend and respected multimedia artist; it was also another example of Eno’s ongoing campaign to conflate the worlds of fine art and music, although a consequent revolution in the propagation of print editions singularly failed to occur. (‘Another brilliant idea that never quite took off!’ Eno wryly reflected in Mojo.) The inclusion of artworks would also act as a convenient fig leaf – a potential distraction from what Eno still felt was a failure of an album. In time, it would become clear that he was almost entirely alone in that opinion.

UK reviews of Before and After Science began to appear in advance of its early December public unveiling (the USA would have to wait until the following spring). Although it was at least a year overdue, there was something timely about the release. A lot had happened to both Eno and popular music in the two years since Another Green World had appeared. David Bowie’s imprimatur had not only helped defend the twenty-eight-year-old Eno against the ageist dogmas of punk, but it had also convinced more sceptical critics of his worth as a genuine zeitgeist-moulder. ‘David Bowie’s two most recent albums, recorded in Berlin in collaboration with Brian Eno, are among the most adventurous and challenging records yet thrust upon the rock audience,’ ventured Allan Jones in Melody Maker – a tone that was echoed throughout the music press. Had it been released six months beforehand, Before and After Science might have been an anomalously genteel interloper on a music scene in thrall to speed-trial guitars and visceral rock ‘n’ roll kicks. But by late 1977, punk was beginning to lose its initial lustre and music writers were now looking beyond incendiary rock towards richer, more durable sonic innovations.

A cerebral, two-part NME interview with Ian MacDonald split over two weeks in late November/early December posited Eno as a thoughtful musical innovator par excellence. MacDonald’s was one of the first major features to refrain from positing Eno’s intellectual approach as a source of bafflement or hilarity.* This was partially because, rather than overtly probing Eno, MacDonald preferred to let his quarry monologue tangentially – filling a marathon six hours of tape in the process. (Eno, MacDonald clarified in his introduction to the second part of the feature, was ‘a private, retiring person who is also, quantitively at least, one of the world’s greatest talkers’.)

The product of myriad sessions spread over the best part of two years and a shifting cast of fifteen musicians, Before and After Science (the first of his vocal albums to be credited to ‘Brian Eno’) was necessarily eclectic. Yet, for all Eno’s reservations, it contained pieces that in places rivalled the most melodically satisfying and texturally exotic moments on Another Green World, and its production, dispensing with fashionable Dolby noise-reduction systems, was pellucid and lustrous like no other Eno record had been.

Side one proffered a heterogeneous sampler of Eno’s recent musical enthusiasms. Opener ‘No One Receiving’ was Bowie-esque art-disco – Eno’s poignant, lonely musings on planetary existentialism (‘Nobody sees us alone out here among the stars’) contrasting with the lubricous squelch of bass twins Paul Rudolph and Percy Jones playing catch-up with Phil Collins’ frisky, inside-out funk drums. The ensuing ‘Backwater’ was similarly spry, but stylistically far removed from its predecessor. This was vernacular, piano-led, self-consciously Edward Lear-esque English pop whimsy, brimming to the point of irritation with nonsense rhyming couplets (‘The taller of the porter’s daughters/ Dipped her hand in the deadly waters’ and so on).

Things turned left again with ‘Kurt’s Rejoinder’ – ‘an experiment in how to have voices without the focus of the singer’. It was also a piece of funky bricolage whose sampling of a 1930s recording of ‘Sonate in Urlauten’ (or ‘The Ursonate’)– a phonetic poem by Dada affiliate Kurt Schwitters – anticipated some of Eno’s key, turn-of-the-1980s work.*

Elsewhere, the jazz-tinged instrumental ‘Energy Fools the Magician’, based around Fred Frith’s ‘modified guitar’ chords (‘I was always “modifying” the guitar in one way or another. Alligator clips, chopsticks through the strings et cetera …’ Frith reveals), and Percy Jones’ jaw-dropping riffing, segued brutally into the manically delivered ‘King’s Lead Hat’. Both an anagram of, and a shameless homage to, Talking Heads, it was effectively Eno’s votive offering to the new wave, and a genuine return to the ostinato guitar attack of Taking Tiger Mountain’s ‘Third Uncle’ or ‘The True Wheel’. Powered along by Phil Manzanera’s amp-shredding rhythm guitar and topped off by an electronically smeared solo from Robert Fripp, its verses came replete with an almost laughably mannered impersonation of David Byrne’s agitated vocal hiccups. Eno could be forgiven for the imposture, as he had written the song with the intention of recording it with Talking Heads in person before conflicting 1977 schedules put paid to the idea.

The album’s far more homogenous and largely instrumental second side offered a contrastingly sustained, languorous mood – the Zen-like counterpoint to side one’s twitchy stylistic serpentines. Book-ended by the lavish harmonies and childlike pop melodies of ‘Here He Comes’ (a track distinguished by Paul Rudolph’s stately, opulent-toned bass guitar solo) and the concluding, synth-drenched hymn ‘Spider and I’, side two proffered what Eno called a ‘post-atomic’ quality. It certainly offered a procession of serene, aquatic drifts that once again anticipated the imminent formalization of his long-maturing ‘ambient’ direction.

A vocal cousin to Another Green World’s sublime ‘Becalmed’, the supremely meditative ‘Julie With’ drizzled limpid electric piano notes over ocean-floor bass, while Eno described drifting in an open boat, lingering with barely concealed concupiscence over the eponymous Julie’s ‘open blouse’.* The contemplative atmosphere continued with the interleaved guitar and keyboard minimalism of the Harold Budd homage ‘Through Hollow Lands’ and the restrained, baroque beauty of ‘By this River’. The latter was the Roedelius piano piece left over from the 1977 Cluster sessions Eno had impounded. Lightly brushed with Moebius’ Fender Rhodes, it now came gilded with Eno’s crisply enunciated lyrics – a nostalgic paean to languid days spent beside some broad, meandering watercourse – the River Weser, no doubt.

Although he would remain sceptical about the album’s merits, Eno must have been cheered by its end-of-year poll ratings. It lodged at a healthy No. 14 in the NME’s much-revered chart, just ahead of the Jam’s In the City (a record that aspired to the swaggering art-mod gusto of The Who’s ‘My Generation’, Eno almost certainly failed to note). “Heroes” topped the chart.

In fact, Eno greeted the approaching Christmas season with an uncharacteristic note of pessimism. Still perturbed by the frequency with which his cherished systems approach had led him up creative cul-de-sacs, he looked to future musical projects, perhaps for the first time, with a degree of trepidation. His mood gained a fillip in mid-December, however, when he flew to New York for promotional interviews and enjoyed time in the company of Talking Heads.

Entertained at the recently married Chris Frantz and Tina Wey-mouth’s spacious Queens loft apartment, Eno also spent time with revered be-bop jazz trumpeter Don Cherry, who lived in an upstairs apartment. As an amused Tina Weymouth recalled, the forty-one-year-old Cherry enjoyed a typically uncompromising introduction to the twenty-nine-year-old Eno: ‘[Eno] was telling Don, “Now the problem with this Don, is you don’t repeat anything enough. I find the more you repeat something, the more interesting it becomes because you always hear it differently.”’

Either despite or because of Eno’s self-possessed audacity, plans were hatched for Eno to produce Talking Heads’ second album in the early spring.

There were other chinks of musical light on the horizon – in the mixing desk alchemy of dub reggae and in the closely related collage approach he’d used on ‘Kurt’s Rejoinder’, Eno could see potentially fertile ground. He was also yet to abandon ideas about multiple personnel ensembles; incongruous combinations of disparate sonic practitioners thrust together in a crucible from which unique, hybridized music might somehow emanate. Eno had been listening to the abstract mid-1970s art-funk albums of maestro trumpeter Miles Davis. During one of their Scrabble evenings, he’d asked jazz buff Robert Wyatt how Davis had achieved the teeming, dissonant arrangements on albums such as Dark Magus and Pangea. Wyatt revealed that Davis eschewed any kind of formal musical arranger and instead adopted an alchemical approach; hand-picking gifted but wildly disparate musicians, most of whom had never met before entering the studio, whose spontaneous interaction he intuited would lead to unimagined sonic riches. That idea thrilled Eno and would only contribute to his raging insomnia.

To ward off a general state of fatigue brought on by a frenetic eighteen months of recording, at the turn of the year Eno left for a short vacation in Morocco. It became, briefly, a busman’s holiday, however. He was now consciously searching for ‘found sound’ material and carried with him a portable stereo tape recorder. In a Marrakesh side street he stumbled upon a pair of blind men singing a rasping Arabic duet. After a short while, they were joined by a very young girl (‘her voice was about fifteen octaves higher,’ he remembered), and he duly stuck his microphone under their noses. He would later entertain the idea of orchestrating these ‘found melodies’ with a ten-piece studio ensemble – a kind of elaborate ‘Miles Davis ‘world music’ cousin to Gavin Bryars’ Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me Yet. In the event, the Moroccan singing would fail to find its way onto a record, although its beguiling, non-Western quality and the idea of combining it with occidental sounds was something that would lodge firmly in Eno’s mental in-tray.

Eno had already conspired on a relatively elaborate ‘found sound’ project – the B-side to ‘King’s Lead Hat’, the Talking Heads manqué single Polydor insisted on lifting from Before and After Science (and which Eno had remixed to make more radio-friendly), hoping to score sales on the back of burgeoning interest in the New York quartet. Credited to Brian Eno & Snatch – the latter being a band lately formed by Eno’s long-time comrade-in-art Judy Nylon and her fellow East Coast ingénue-turned-punk provocateuse, Patti Palladin – the B-side was an unprecedented, unsettling piece called ‘RAF’. Although it remains an obscurity of the Eno canon, this track would prove to be one of the more significant benchmarks in his musical development. As she had been two years previously when the first intimations of ambient music had manifested through the plashing Maida Vale rain, the talisman-like Nylon was on hand just as Eno’s artistic rudder was about to turn again.

Not, as might have been imagined, a tribute to the airfields that abutted Eno’s childhood home, ‘RAF’ was effectively an art piece based on dispassionate reportage of the Baader/Meinhof-led Red Army Faction revolutionary cell.* Nylon had an idea for a sound piece that utilized recordings she had collected of newscasts and blurry German police telephone communications featuring actual Baader/Meinhof ransom messages concerning the kidnapping of Dutch industrialist Haans-Martin Schleyer. She wanted Eno to provide musical backing and he was happy to oblige, relishing the opportunity to make music from ready-made resources.

With additional ‘live’ vocals by Nylon and Palladin, the resulting ‘RAF’ would be a bold, post-modernist sonic collage underpinned by a piece of carefully reconstructed Eno music. His source material was a thirty-five-second fragment of ‘jamming’, boasting a typically nimble Percy Jones bass riff and curious, discoid drums, left over from the fecund 1975 Basing Street sessions. After painstakingly looping and editing the fragment into a song-length piece, the music was then integrated into Nylon’s cut-and-paste broadcast edits. The resulting hybrid was an art-disco psychodrama, lent woozy ambiguity by Nylon and Palladin, in the role of passengers on the doomed Lufthansa plane, striking up an imaginary conversation as they fixed their make-up (‘In case we get out of this thing/I wanna look good in those pictures … ‘). The piece juddered to a close with a chilling gunshot, a barked ‘Heil!’ and a screamed ‘No Sacrifice!’

Hugely impressed, Sounds’ reviewer Jon Savage thought ‘RAF’ created an atmosphere that ‘reeks of air-conditioning, rarefied aero-plane air, hidden tannoys, cameras, bugs – contemporary technological paranoias of complete control’ – an effect that Eno created by buttoning individual tracks in and out of echo to evoke the contrast between the exterior environment and the hermetic fuselage interior.

Released just as the Sex Pistols’ meaningful life was stuttering to a messy denouement at San Francisco’s Winterland Music Hall, and with punk’s initial surge about to cede to fractured, nervy, post-punk experiment, the synthesis of found sound, oblique realpolitik and grainy, left-field grooves heard in ‘RAF’ would prove prescient. While ‘King’s Lead Hat’ failed to chart, its flipside was significant in anticipating – by more than a year – the work of Gramsci-influenced agit-prop post-punks Scritti Politti and the bricolage, death-disco mantras of Sheffield’s Cabaret Voltaire.* It was also a harbinger of Eno’s impending collage work with Talking Heads’ David Byrne.

Jon Savage ventured into Eno’s realm again in February 1978, reporting on the much-delayed recording of Devo’s elaborately titled debut album, Q: Are We Not Men? A: We are Devo!. What turned out to be a somewhat tortuous creative process transpired at Conny Plank’s studio in a freezing, snowbound Wolperath. Savage found the studio ambience as chilly as the outside temperature. ‘The atmosphere of unwillingness and suspicion was strong,’ he revealed to Sounds’ readers.

Despite the mutual regard Eno and Devo undoubtedly felt, the duosyllabic parties proved to be attritional studio partners, fundamental differences of approach having manifested since day one of the three-week session. All too aware of the stakes riding on their hotly anticipated debut album, Devo had totally foresworn spontaneity, instead becoming almost farcically cautious, constantly referring to a vast library of demo tapes they’d dragged along from Ohio. While Eno urged lateral experiment, Mark Mothersbaugh and Jerry Casale resisted with particular obduracy – adamant that Eno precisely replicate certain drum and keyboard sounds on the hallowed demos. Eno’s usual daring was instantly neutered. Much of his most creative work on the album, especially the synthesizer textures he added to most of the tracks, would be nixed by the band; only the oddly glistening ‘Shrivel Up’ and the nutty, plonking ‘Space Junk’ would bear perceptible evidence of Eno’s textural hand. As a result, the sound (if not the sentiment) of Devo’s debut remained relatively orthodox; scratchy, angular, new-wave rock with an occasional discreet synthetic patina.

Eno thought Devo ‘anal’ in the extreme, later telling Mojo’s Andy Gill: ‘They were a terrifying group of people to work with because they were so unable to experiment … I’d be sitting there at the desk, and there are EQs, echo sends, all those kinds of things, and my hand would sort of sneak up to put a bit of a treatment on something, and I could feel Jerry Casale bristling behind me. It was awful! He would stand behind me all the time, then lean over and say, “Why are you doing that?”’

With the benefit of hindsight, Mothersbaugh would sympathize with Eno: ‘ … in retrospect we were overly resistant to Eno’s ideas … I’d kind of like to hear what the album would have sounded like if we’d been more open to Eno’s suggestions. But in those days we thought we knew everything.’

It was curious that the world’s most hotly tipped art-rock band and the most forward-thinking art-rock studio facilitator appeared to be so out of step. Devo had lobbied hard for Eno’s services and he in return had put money where his oft-expressed enthusiasm for the band was, honouring the commitment he’d made back in New York by covering all the expenses for the recording and for the band’s transportation. The following year, Eno’s belief in Devo would be rehabilitated, however, after he witnessed a show in New York, which he trumpeted as ‘the best live show I have ever seen’.*

For Eno, the whole Devo recording experience had been ‘a nightmare’, but the resulting Q: Are We Not Men album – replete with a mutant deconstruction of the Stones’ ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ and a new version of their ‘controversially’ titled, show-stopping paean to Down’s syndrome, ‘Mongoloid’ – proved a critical smash and also a Top 20 UK hit in the late summer of 1978. Devo-mania duly ensued. Caution, it seemed, had its rewards after all.

Before the nightmare, there had been a sweet reverie in the shape of further collaborations with the genial Messrs Roedelius and Moebius. Winter 1978 sessions at Wolperath picked up where 1977’s had left off, with Plank once again the very much hands-on producer. While his partner Christa Fast cooked mouth-watering dinners, Plank oversaw another set of improvised, modal pieces laid down with Eno and the Cluster duo’s by now customary spontaneity. Ten compositions would eventually be captured during a fertile fortnight and released as the album After the Heat (this time credited to ‘Eno Moebius Roedelius’) on the German label Sky, later in the year. Plank’s new digital sequencer added to the trio’s armoury of synths, electric and acoustic pianos and bass guitar – lending a Giorgio Moroder-esque undertow to the burbling ‘Base & Apex’ and ‘The Belldog’, one of three songs to feature an Eno vocal. Its lyrics wedded what might have been observations of the recording process itself (‘Most of the day/We were at the machinery/In the dark sheds that the seasons ignore’) with more typically planetary allusions (‘And the light disappears/As the world makes its circle through the sky’).

Holger Czukay added static bass pulses to the dub-like delay effects of ‘Tzima N’arki’, a song whose odd title and Eno vocal were both fragments purloined from the chorus to the ever-fertile ‘King’s Lead Hat’, looped and played backwards. ‘Luftschloss’, meanwhile, was a pretty, pastoral Roedelius piano miniature, its genial, Erik Satie-like melody as finely turned as the piece that had subsequently become ‘By this River’. Two further instrumentals, the exquisite, piano-based etude ‘The Shade’ and minimal, brooding-synth tonal sketch ‘Old Land’, once again laid out the blueprint for ‘ambient’ music. The final Eno vocal song, ‘Broken Head’, might have alluded to his 1975 altercation with the Harrow Road black cab (‘Slide and tumble/Slide and stumble’), but, as it returned him to the phonetically driven ‘automatic’ word torrents of his early solo albums (‘Back and forth and back to nothing’), literal or definitive meaning remained elusive. Most significantly, ‘Broken Head’ would draw a curtain over Eno’s early career as a lead singer. It would be over a decade before another solo Eno vocal would grace a record release.

Music without traditional lead vocalists was something Holger Czukay was also interested in, and the significance of the erstwhile Can stalwart’s moustachioed presence at Plank’s studio went beyond his undoubted adroitness as a bass player. With Can, Czukay had introduced shortwave radios to the group’s musical armoury and had an established record for constructing new music from pre-existing sound sources. Czukay had been a Darmstadt student of Stockhausen, whose 1966 Telemusik was an electronic tape piece that spliced together indigenous musics from around the globe. Like John Cage, Stockhausen had also written aleatory pieces incorporating random radio broadcasts.

On his Conny Plank-produced album Movies, Czukay would go further, acknowledging the same musical zeitgeist that Eno had recently registered on ‘RAF’, ostensibly building songs from meticulously edited montages of IBM Dictaphones and an aural kaleidoscope of shortwave radio recordings. On the song ‘Persian Love’, he’d spliced a broadcast by an anonymous but rhapsodic Iranian singer into a collage of African hi-life guitars, somehow marshalling the disparate elements into flawless, summery pop, far removed from Can’s oblique grooves.

Czukay’s Frankensteinian method (cutting and splicing tape using a razor blade and adhesive) was intensely laborious and Eno was awe-struck when he saw the painstakingly constructed mosaic of tape fragments that made up Czukay’s multi-track. The curiously seamless music that the ragged patchwork subsequently spilt forth made an even more profound impression.* Ultravox! had been recent beneficiaries of Conny Plank’s production élan and John Foxx happened to visit the Wolperath studio during the making of Movies. ‘I went in to see Holger Czukay, one of my heroes, who was making a totally innovative album with Conny. They were both exhausted. But the album was so deeply intelligent. They had recorded all this music at random from the air-waves and were busy making loops and tuning all this stolen stuff by slowing and speeding the tapes manually – it was all on tape. It was an incredible amount of work, and very prescient – prefiguring sampling and many aspects of music that didn’t emerge until years later. To his credit Eno spotted how radical this idea was and gently lifted the lot.’

With Czukay’s example a spur, Eno found time for some further experimentation at Plank’s studio, enlisting the services of Christa Fast and two other local female vocalists, Inge Zeininger and Christine Gomez. In order to create a workable indeterminacy of sound sources, Eno and Plank recorded the women singing wordless ‘aaahhs’ in harmony against Eno piano note clusters constructed from random loops, modulating around the key of F minor. Afterwards removing the pianos from the mix, Eno then made further loops of the voices, running them simultaneously on randomly varying lengths of tape, between fifty and seventy feet long. To facilitate these, the studio was soon filling up with sinuous serpentines of tape looping around the metallic legs of studio chairs as ad hoc spools. Technically Heath Robinson it may have been, but the music that resulted (especially after liberal doses of ameliorating reverb were added) was serenely beautiful. ‘I just set all of these loops running and let them configure in whichever way they wanted to,’ Eno told Interview’s Glenn O’Brien the following June, ‘and in fact the result is very, very nice.’

The piece even sounded vaguely ‘pre-composed’, the overlapping harmonies keeping the cyclical chorales in constant, soothing motion – the same harmonic event never quite reoccurring. The endless cycles of silken, wordless ululation effectively embraced Steve Reich’s tape phase experiments, Discreet Music’s sublime languor and the glossy polyphony Eno had been so taken with on his Uncle Stan’s Ray Conniff records. Perhaps not by total coincidence, there was also more than a passing resemblance to the rapturous female voices of ‘Madrigals of the Rose Angel’, one of the pieces on Harold Budd’s still-to-be-released Obscure album, Pavilion of Dreams.

Back in London in early March, Eno holed up once again in Basing Street studios with Rhett Davies and the Wolperath master tapes. Another version of the choral piece was mixed and Eno realized, almost without trying, that he was halfway to making an ethereal, restful, yet oddly emotionally involving album. What’s more, the music chimed perfectly with an idea he’d first had at New York’s JFK International Airport the previous summer. Aggravated by the inane muzak that was piped into the terminal, Eno, a habitually anxious flyer despite his considerable globetrotting experience, envisaged another kind of environmental music, one that might be less patronising to apprehensive passengers. ‘I’m such a nervous flyer,’ he told Harpers & Queen magazine, ‘I found that the kind of music they do use actually makes you more nervous. I mean, the sound systems are so bad, and the music is so worthless you begin to think, “Well, if this is the standard of the music, what must the airplanes be like?”’

The previous year while waiting for a flight in the Cologne-Bonn International Airport, Eno had been struck by the terminal’s graceful, spacious design (it was actually the work of architect Paul Schneider-Esleben, the father of Kraftwerk’s Florian Schneider), and how its cool elegance somehow soothed his usual aviation anxiety. Again he imagined a utilitarian Gebrauchsmusik that would be a match for the graceful, restful architecture.

Back at Basing Street, Eno set about creating more music in this functional-yet-celestial mode. He had mentioned his idea for soothing airport music to Robert Wyatt one evening, and Wyatt – along with Fred Frith – was duly recruited for further Basing Street sessions where, Wyatt remembers, he was instructed to play spontaneously on the piano: ‘Brian just sort of got me to improvise at the piano for a while and chose what to use of it later. I was surprised and delighted with his use of what I did – how he created a sustained mood. I didn’t know what he would do with what I’d played … I think the results were brilliant, pure Brian – great stuff!’

Originally Frith’s electric guitar scrapes and some bass guitar notes were also to be included in the piece, along with Rhett Davies’s Fender Rhodes electric piano fed through a slow vibrato effect. None of the musicians could hear what the other was playing. Listening to the random improvisation, Eno was particularly struck by a short passage in which Wyatt’s childlike, six-note piano pattern coincided with the electric piano. He then went into cut-and-paste mode once more: ‘I found this very short section of tape where two pianos, unbeknownst to each other, played melodic lines that interlocked in an interesting way. To make a piece of music out of it, I cut that part out, made a stereo loop on the twenty-four-track, then I discovered I liked it best at half speed, so the instruments sounded very soft, and the whole movement was very slow.’

The end result, impeccably stitched together, proffered almost seventeen minutes of sustained, suspended tranquillity, with Wyatt’s meditative melodies garnished by Eno’s infrequent synthesizer chords, evoking nothing less than sun-glinted cloud packs gliding past the window of a cruising airliner. One further lengthy piece was recorded at the same sessions. Again it consisted of heavily edited, randomly looped phrases, this time played by Eno on a semi-modular ARP synthesizer in the stately key of A major. Swathed in reverb, it glanced back to the unanchored harmonic billows of the serendipitously produced piece, ‘Discreet Music’.

Together, the four tracks comprised forty-eight minutes of blissfully weightless reverie. Issued in early autumn 1978 as the album Ambient 1: Music for Airports, it would posit Eno in a new public role, as a maker of utility music designed to enhance modern urban existence – a function further emphasized when, soon afterwards, EG released the modified, ‘public consumption’ version of Music for Films. As if to reinforce the utilitarian nature of the sound design, the pieces on Music for Airports were given straightforward numerical titles: ‘1/1’, ‘2/1’, ‘½’ and ‘2/2’ – referring to their position on the two-sided vinyl LP. In a tacit nod to John Cage and the Scratch Orchestra, each piece was also accompanied by a diagrammatic graphic score of Eno’s own meticulous design; each a visual analogue of the precise interaction of sound events created by his fastidious looping and editing.

Music for Airports represented the full crystallization of ideas about environmental music that had been implicit in a good deal of Eno’s work since early 1975. As the title prefix Ambient 1 made abundantly clear, the process of reordering musical hierarchies, which he’d begun to affect as far back as Taking Tiger Mountain, had finally been firmed up into a quantifiable aesthetic.

‘Ambient’ music had formally arrived – something underscored by Eno’s liner essay in which he outlined his defining interpretation of the form – heading-off potential criticism at the pass by making the clear distinction between his approach and that pioneered by background music purveyors Muzak Inc in the 1950s: ‘Over the past three years, I have become interested in the use of music as ambience, and have come to believe that it is possible to produce material that can be used thus without being in any way compromised. To create a distinction between my own experiments in this area and the products of the various purveyors of canned music, I have begun using the term Ambient Music. An ambience is defined as an atmosphere, or a surrounding influence: a tint. My intention is to produce original pieces ostensibly (but not exclusively) for particular times and situations with a view to building up a small but versatile catalogue of environmental music suited to a wide variety of moods and atmospheres.’

Today, it’s difficult to imagine the ‘challenge’ ambient music laid down for a late 1970s rock audience still wrestling with the ramifications of punk. Journalists would continue to sneer at ambient for many years. ‘I had buckets of critical abuse poured over my head for it!’ Eno was eager to remind me. ‘The word “Eno-esque” became a term of abuse in NME album reviews. In the wake of punk, there was very little support for someone who seemed to have abandoned the “true flame” of passionate, rebellious rock ‘n’ roll for something that was variously described as “cold”, “emotionless”, “dull”, “tuneless”, “comfortable” and “muzak”. Ambient didn’t become a compliment until about 1990, actually, when The Orb took up the banner.’

Despite a crop of sceptical notices, there were some sympathetic responses to Music for Airports’ central concept (perhaps because many music writers, particularly in the USA, were fairly frequent flyers), and even a recognition in some quarters that this music demanded to be judged by something other than the prevailing tenets of rock. Typically, Michael Bloom in Rolling Stone labelled the album ‘aesthetic white noise’, recognizing its infinite, cyclical nature: ‘In theory, none of these pieces end: the loop can continue, with eternal variation, as long as the airport is standing. But whether or not they ever play this stuff over the loudspeakers at LaGuardia, Brian Eno has succeeded once again in provoking his fans.’

In fact, the album was played at LaGuardia. It was installed for a month in the airport’s Marine Terminal in 1980 and was followed by further airings at Minneapolis/Saint Paul International Airport, and, later, in a number of other terminals. No empirical data exists to confirm the psycho-behavioural efficacy (or otherwise) of the music in situ, but there was the odd anecdotal report of a sensitive traveller complaining about the music inducing queasiness and another of passengers nodding off, although these remain uncorroborated.*

Significantly, if perhaps surprisingly given its unapologetically conceptual nature and status as the first ‘official’ ambient album, Music for Airports would, over time, become one of Eno’s biggest-selling solo albums, eventually shifting upwards of 200,000 units worldwide. It continues to be regularly mined for film and TV documentary soundtracks.

In the second week of March 1978, Brian Eno, Ritva Saarikko and staunch sonic lieutenant Rhett Davies were dealing with far less conducive airport ambience as they headed from Heathrow to Miami and thence to Nassau in the sun-drenched tax haven of the Bahamas. There, at the Compass Point studio complex recently established by Island Records boss Chris Blackwell, Eno and Davies would oversee the recording of the second Talking Heads album. Brian Eno’s horizons, musical and otherwise, were about to turn thoroughly exotic.
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* Tony Visconti was equally beguiled by Berlin and the ‘impending danger of the divided military zones, the bizarre night-life, the extremely traditional restaurants with approved servers, reminders of Hitler’s not too distant presence, a recording studio 500 yards from the wall – you could’ve been on the set of The Prisoner.’

* The method of randomly reordering an extant text to create a completely new meaning – a technique Burroughs had himself gleaned from painter and writer Brion Gysin.

* As well as appearing on the second side of Bowie’s new album, ‘Sense of Doubt’ would also be released as an uncompromisingly Stygian B-side to the single ‘Beauty and the Beast’. ‘Must be good fun on pub jukeboxes,’ quipped Roy Carr and Charles Shaar Murray in their 1981 book Bowie: An Illustrated Record.

* The majestic guitar interplay on ‘Heroes’ was a matter of happenstance. Fripp tried three spontaneous passes of guitar on the song. Each sounded good. ‘I casually played the three guitar takes together,’ Tony Visconti remembered, ‘and it had a jaw-dropping effect on all of us.’

† Non-musical diversions were few, although Iggy, a peripheral figure during the recording of “Heroes”, was pursuing a fitness regime, when not quaffing steins of lager, and would regularly take ten-mile walks around the city before returning to his room to watch American football on TV. Eno found Iggy ‘sweet-natured’ as he patiently explained the convoluted rules of Gridiron to the bamboozled Englishman.

* A fourth, initially unnamed Bowie/Eno co-write was omitted but added to the 1991 “Heroes” CD reissue as a bonus track. Bowie dubbed it ‘Abdulmajid’, after the maiden name of his wife, supermodel Iman.

* The circuitry for Perry’s legendary Jamaican ‘Black Ark’ studio had actually been installed by a young King Tubby in another of his guises – jobbing island electrician.

* In early 1978, Eno even had plans to make an experimental dub album with Aswad, the young Ladbroke Grove reggae band and, briefly, his Island labelmates. Eno’s idea was to overlay the band’s music with slowly unfurling melody lines played by Robert Wyatt, who rather specialized in the latter; the combination of eerie dub groove and mellifluous refrain being ‘something I can always hear when I listen to dub records, but they don’t do it’. In the event, the habitual scheduling problems meant that the collaboration never happened.

* Interestingly enough, in his 1998 book Lunar Notes: Zoot Horn Rollo’s Captain Beefheart Experience, Bill Harkleroad writes, of the audiences at Beefheart gigs, ‘We had a high quotient of nerds. There weren’t babes coming to our shows, trust me.’

* Earlier in the year, Eno had sat at Grantully Road for a watercolour portrait by Schmidt, which the painter titled Eno with Allusions, depicting Eno at Leith Mansions, surrounded by symbolic objects: a tape recorder, notebook, dice and so on. It was considered for the cover of Before and After Science but was rejected in favour of Ritva Saarikko’s black and white photo study of Eno’s statuesque cranium.

* Eno might have warranted both as he bombarded MacDonald with typically gnomic assertions that ran from the grandiloquent, ‘Most rock songs are like a segment from a postulated continuum’, to the disingenuous: ‘I don’t care if I’m just the fucking roadie eventually; I think what other people do is more interesting.’

* Schwitters was an art hero of Russell Mills, one of many enthusiasms he shared with Eno. Following in his hero’s footsteps, Mills would eventually move to the same English Lake District locale in which Schwitters, having fled Nazi Europe in 1940, would spend his final years.

* Some observers erroneously painted ‘Julie With’ as a poorly disguised billet-doux to an old Eno acquaintance, Julie Christie, after he was spied innocently sharing a New York yellow cab with the actress.

* The latter part of 1977 had been referred to as the ‘German Autumn’ – a period in which the Bonn government was beset by RAF-related terrorism, culminating in the hijacking of a Lufthansa passenger plane and its subsequent storming by West German secret police on the tarmac at Mogadishu airport.

* Cabaret Voltaire were hugely influenced by Eno’s early work. They had even presented him with a home-made demo during a 1975 Eno lecture at Sheffield’s Psalter Lane Art School.

* Although ostensibly label-less and ‘penniless’, Devo were being heavily wined and dined by Warner Brothers in the USA and Virgin’s Richard Branson in the UK. The young rock tycoon would even try installing erstwhile Sex Pistols leader John Lydon as Devo’s frontman during a late winter A&R ‘sting’ in Jamaica. In the event, Devo were rather too preoccupied with the local sensimilia to take Branson’s plan, or anything else, seriously. Similarly, Lydon resisted Branson’s subsequent attempts to bully him back to the Pistols. Nevertheless, the toothsome mogul enjoyed his tropical island holiday; so much so, in fact, that he bought one of his own, Neckar, in – where else – the Virgin Islands.

* Today, when sampling is commonplace and ‘plunderphonics’ and ‘mash-up’ hybridization are established genres in their own right, it’s difficult to convey quite how radical musical collage seemed in a late 1970s context. It effectively harked back to musique concrète’s precedent – faint echoes of Pierre Schaeffer’s Étude Aux Chemins De Fer and all. Holger Czukay’s mentor, Stockhausen, had himself worked with Schaeffer in Paris in the 1950s. There were other precedents for the collage technique. In 1960, American minimalist composer Richard Maxfield (later a collaborator with Harold Budd) had made tape edit cut-ups of recordings by revivalist preacher James G. Brodie for his rather arid piece Amazing Grace. One-time Obscure Records candidate James Tenney composed ‘Collage #1 (Blue Suede Shoes)’ the following year, anticipating contemporary digital sampling by taking Elvis Presley’s voice and processing it into weird configurations via an IBM punch-card system. No one before Holger Czukay, however, had thought to make pop music this way.

* Eno also told me about a later, less-than-satisfactory installation of Music for Airports at São Paulo/Guarulhos International Airport, Brazil: ‘I had a piece in an exhibition there and they’d prepared a special welcome for me. I got off the plane, walked into this hall and over the PA comes Music for Airports at excruciating volume! It was like distorted heavy metal.’ He had to insist that the volume be turned down, reminding the authorities that the idea was to integrate the music into the environment – ambient tinting being, perhaps, particularly alien to vivacious Brazilian musical culture. United Airlines currently pipe music that palpably resembles Eno’s (although it is not his) into their concourse passage at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport.


11. America is Waiting

‘One belongs to New York instantly; one belongs to it as much in five minutes as in five years.’ (Thomas Wolfe)

‘New York is so energetic and self-contained that it’s easy to forget that the rest of the world exists.’ (Brian Eno)

Eno, Davies and Saarikko touched down at the tiny Lynden Pindling International Airport on the Bahaman island of New Providence on 15 March 1978. Compass Point Studios, located on an eponymous promontory, a short drive up the palm-fronded beachfront from the capital, Nassau, was one of the tangible fruits of Chris Blackwell and Island Records’ recent PolyGram deal. Talking Heads’ manager Gary Kurfist shared a New York office with Island personnel and between him and Eno a discount rate had been agreed for a three-week recording session. The studio boasted state-of-the-art equipment, including Eno’s preferred MCI twenty-four-track computerized mixing desk, similar to the one in Conny Plank’s studio, as well as deluxe residential facilities and round-the-clock staffing.

Pallid of skin and fighting off colds, the Talking Heads quartet arrived in the second week of March, having escaped a harsh Manhattan late winter. They welcomed Nassau’s benevolent climate as much as Eno, whose most recent production job, with Devo, had been frosty on several levels. Among the things which Eno had enjoyed at Wolperath were the delicious dinners served up by Conny Plank’s partner, Christa Fast. Ritva, it seems, had been invited to the Bahamas to fulfil a similar function. She didn’t stay for the full three-week duration, however. Indeed, Eno’s three-year relationship with his Finnish muse would fizzle out shortly afterwards. He certainly felt no compulsion to refrain from flirting with the lissom young women who staffed Compass Point and even developed a schoolboy crush on one particular receptionist. Eno would later corral the entire secretarial personnel, along with Tina Weymouth, into an ad hoc female choir (christened ‘Tina and the Typing Pool’) to sing back-up on a song called ‘The Good Thing’. David Byrne, who shared Eno’s interest in both Maoist work regimes and the cybernetic organization of Western bureaucracy, had fashioned lyrics for ‘The Good Thing’ from actual motivational slogans such as ‘as we economize, efficiency is multiplied’ – sentiments appropriate for a roomful of secretaries.

Eno was adamant that Talking Heads’ new long-player would be an extended ‘Good Thing’ and a palpable step up from their 1977 debut. That Tony Bongiovi-produced album had been a traditional rock recording, yet its sound was modest, favouring demure, clean-toned Fender guitars and eschewing flashy embellishment in favour of the occasional subtly daubed marimba, steel drum or horn part. Eno assumed austere minimalism to be the band’s preference (and, in fact, they had rejected a number of Bongiovi’s more outré arrangement suggestions, including a backwards string section), but discussing the matter with David Byrne and Jerry Harrison he learned that they were rather underwhelmed by the sound of the record and were eager for the follow-up to reflect their more muscular on-stage dynamics. Eno agreed, emphasizing how much he felt that the band’s trump cards lay in the bass and drums and the way in which their supple grooves contrasted with Byrne’s nervy, sharp-cornered melodies.

Eno’s own music may have been progressively drifting from the anchoring pulse of drums and bass but he’d instantly recognized what an asset Talking Heads’ husband-and-wife rhythm section was and what a crucial part it played in synthesizing the group’s unique smorgasbord of musical influences. ‘Talking Heads record collection in ‘74, ‘75, ‘76 was equal mixtures of R’n’B and art rock,’ David Byrne affirms. ‘Funkadelic and Roxy Music, Fela Kuti and Iggy Pop, Velvet Underground and Hamilton Bohannon …’

They needed solid foundations to support all that. For all his ambient predilections, Eno had become a keen student of rhythm sections. Many of the sessions for Before and After Science had been doggedly devoted to improvising novel, polyrhythmic backing tracks – albeit with mixed results. Moreover, records such as Sly and the Family Stone’s There’s a Riot Goin’ On and Fresh (both of which miraculously rendered drum machines soulful), King Tubby’s bottom-heavy dub detours, the ecstatic polymeter of Zombie, the 1976 album by Nigerian Afro-beat potentate Fela Ransome Kuti and his Africa 70, and recent albums by New Jersey freak-funk collective Parliament/Funkadelic, such as Mothership Connection and The Clones of Dr Funkenstein, were all towards the front of Eno’s record collection in 1978. They would prove to be touchstones during an extended odyssey with David Byrne and co.

Ten months previously, in the cramped, condensation-ridden confines of London’s Rock Garden, Eno had identified Talking Heads’ latent funk, even when all around were erroneously labelling them ‘punk’, as Eno told Talking Heads biographer David Gans in 1985: ‘What appealed to me initially about their music was its powerful structural discipline. The rhythm section is like a ship or a train – very forceful and certain of where it’s going. On top of that you have this hesitant, doubting quality that dizzily asks, “Where are we going?” That makes for a sense of genuine disorientation, unlike the surface insanity of the more commonplace, expressionist punk bands.’

Approaching his thirtieth birthday, Eno was now a relative veteran of the producer’s chair and with the luxury of Rhett Davies as co-pilot he was granted licence to cajole and shape the comparatively inexperienced Heads. Behind the band’s implacably preppy surface and apparent esprit de corps were four fairly indomitable egos; yet they proved malleable, exhibiting an almost complete lack of Devo-like preciousness about their music and a refreshing willingness to experiment. They happily embraced Eno’s conceptual approaches, although Oblique Strategies were only occasionally consulted during the recording (they were mostly reserved for thorny mixing dilemmas). Eno did find some extraneous uses for one new addition to the pack, which came courtesy of Ritva Saarikko – as Tina Weymouth revealed in a 1978 Sounds interview with Stephen Demorest: ‘He had this Oblique Strategies suggestion which his girlfriend put in the stack, which was to tape your mouth. Some days he would have had too much conch chowder the night before, and it would be so spicy that Eno would say it was like having an internal sauna. So he’d tape his mouth to get into a work mood.’

Collectively, there was agreement that the best way to capture the band’s live energy was to record the backing tracks with the quartet playing as if it were an onstage performance. To that end, Eno and Davies set up the band’s equipment in a ‘live’ configuration, eschewing separation baffles, with the musicians monitoring their sound through amplifier speakers rather than the customary studio headphones. Most of the album’s prospective songs had been well honed in repeated stage performances and intensive New York rehearsals, so backing tracks were duly dispensed in five industrious days (‘as we economize, efficiency is multiplied…’).Eno encouraged them to stretch out musically and to enjoy the process; as Jerry Harrison admitted: ‘Eno taught us to use the studio as an instrument – to be fearless. In those days, studio people wore lab coats. It was like getting your blood taken. They’re on that side of the glass and you’re on this side. Eno broke that down completely.’

David Byrne concurs: ‘We were still new to the recording process – which is much different than it is today. For example, it usually meant going into a fairly strange and sometimes-sterile studio environment that was also fairly expensive. Brian made sure we were comfortable – that what we were got onto tape. At least that was the main result of that first record we did together …’

Despite Eno’s positivism, there were small disagreements, mainly over sonic nuances (particularly the sound of Tina Weymouth’s intricate, rock-steady basslines). Eno and Byrne both argued their corners robustly, while the more phlegmatic Harrison, Frantz and Weymouth chipped in from the sidelines. Weymouth was impressed with Eno’s coolness in the studio and his generally genial demeanour. She thought him handsome and that he resembled ‘a young Jesuit monk’. Minor creative skirmishes not with standing, an optimistic ambience pervaded proceeding sand as the three-week session un wound, the already established friendship between Eno and Byrne in particular began to blossom.*

Initially, Talking Heads had wanted to use only acoustic or analogue instruments on their new album, although Eno argued for synthesizers. Byrne agreed but stressed that if the band were to use synths they should not be as ‘gimmicks’ but as integral texturing devices. This was fine by Eno, who had already begun to drip-feed subtly disorienting treatments into the mixes, having routed all the instruments through the Synthi AKS briefcase synthesizer he’d brought with him, radically altering the nature of the backing tracks on more than one occasion. On the song ‘The Girls Want to Be with the Girls’ he put Jerry Harrison’s electric organ through a sine wave phase effect, later doubling it with a ghostly synthesizer line. The extended coda of ‘Stay Hungry’ found a sublimely ethereal synth melody cresting a phalanx of choppy funk guitars – an elegant alloy of Eno’s two most recent production signatures. On ‘Warning Sign’ Eno bathed Chris Frantz’s drums in a dubinfluenced repeat echo, and throughout the album he used similar delay effects to subdivide the metrical pulse of guitars and percussion, creating subtle, underpinning polyrhythms.

One of the highlights of the session was a sinuous cover of the Reverend Al Green’s sacred-meets-profane soul standard, ‘Take Me to the River’ (a nod to the repertoire of The Artistics and further proof of Talking Heads’ un-punk-like roots). When the band laid down the backing track, Eno insisted on them eschewing full chords in favour of single notes, resulting in a potent, pointillist pop-funk that ineffably updated the redemptive spirit of Green’s Willie Mitchell-produced original without recourse to ersatz Southern soul chops. Throughout the song’s stately progress, Eno scattered glistening droplets of reverberant percussion, finally feeding the entire mix through compressors and limiters, creating the illusion that the track was getting inexorably louder.

Gospel music impacted on Eno in a more general sense in the Bahamas. One Sunday morning he was casually turning the dial on a studio radio when he caught a song being beamed from a Mississippi gospel station. It was ‘Surrender to His Will’, a track from a Volt label album by Maceo Woods and the Christian Tabernacle Baptist Church Choir. ‘I couldn’t really hear the words, and I heard it as “Surrender to the Wheel”, which I thought was very peculiar – it gave the song a kind of Inquisition feeling,’ Eno remembered in Artforum in 1996. ‘It was a fantastic song. I recorded it on a little micro-recorder and I kept listening to it. Then I tried to find a record of it. I’d go into gospel shops and I found about 200 other great gospel albums, and finally the one I was looking for, but in my search I had discovered what an incredible musical force gospel is.’

Dub reggae was another significant soundtrack to Eno’s Bahamian sojourn. Hit-making Jamaican reggae artists Althea and Donna were also working on an album at Compass Point, and Eno had befriended their engineer Carl Petersen. He was setting up a mix one day when Eno popped his head around the door and asked if Petersen would show him the rudiments of dub. The engineer duly obliged, letting Eno loose on Althea and Donna’s multi-tracks. Eno was in his element: ‘I started switching things and doing things and it really works with reggae. It’s so easy … In fact, I actually went to the extent of trying to make mistakes, trying to do it so it didn’t work, to see how far off you could get. I’d hit things off the beat or bring in quite the wrong instruments or have echoes of the wrong length, and it still sounded all right. It’s like magic. It’s like sculpture, in fact.’

Inspired, Eno ladled further sonic treatments onto Talking Heads’ songs, sometimes overburdening them in the process. On ‘I’m Not in Love’, he so smothered the guitars in disorienting phasing and tremolo devices that the track sounded like it had been recorded underwater and a more orthodox mix was chosen for the album. Likewise, everyone thought the over-fussy studio master of ‘Found a Job’ could be bettered and it was eventually remixed in New York by Ed Stasium, who had engineered the debut LP, Talking Heads: 77.

The band’s new album was originally to be called Oh What a Big Country and then, at Byrne’s suggestion, Tina and the Typing Pool (although Jerry Harrison suggested calling it Fear of Music after Byrne showed him an article about a rare medical condition – musicogenicepilepsy – whose sufferers were prone to epileptic fits on hearing particular musical sounds).* However, when Tina Weymouth laconically enquired of husband Chris Frantz who he thought might be interested in buying ‘another album of songs about buildings and food’, she had involuntarily nailed the title, much as Ringo Starr’s ‘It’s been a hard day’s night’ malapropism once had.

In fact, More Songs about Buildings and Food scarcely mentioned its titular constituents, although Byrne’s lyrics concentrated on similarly mundane, everyday objects and situations – a neurotic, bittersweet audit of post-bicentennial, pre-Reagan American values expressed through a commonplace, workaday mise en scène. While Byrne’s carefully ambiguous lyrics alluded to the psychic flux that lurks beneath patterns of social conformity, on the valedictory ‘The Big Country’, he went further, painting himself as the dispassionate observer, soaking up a sprawling Midwest geography from the detached comfort of an aeroplane seat. He paid off his descriptions of apparently benign, quotidian Americana with the unexpectedly mordant line, ‘I wouldn’t live there if you paid me to.’ This stiletto note of East Coast elitism – or simply bald satire – proved that Talking Heads weren’t entirely removed from the mutinous philosophy of punk rock.†

Eno’s deftly destabilizing interventions mirrored Byrne’s unsettling narratives. By ingeniously distorting and unbalancing what was still at heart a danceable take on CBGB’s-school guitar minimalism, Eno helped propel Talking Heads’ signature towards funky, art-rock apotheosis, blurring notional divisions between ‘white’ and ‘black’ music in the process. In 1978, the battle lines between disco and rock were still rigidly drawn (a polarization most zealously upheld in the USA), and Talking Heads’ integrated approach, as Chris Frantz recalled in Gold-mine in 1992, constituted a bold gambit: ‘This was the “Disco Sucks” days, and anything that had a remotely sexy syncopated beat to it was pretty much taboo. Everything was punk: straight and preferably fast. So we played “Take Me to the River” to shake people up a bit.’

Despite the blurred genres and subversive lyrical subtexts, upon its release in July 1978, More Songs about Buildings and Food would be the album that effectively broke Talking Heads in the USA, peaking at No. 29 on the Billboard pop chart and at No. 21 in the UK, while ‘Take Me to the River’ would also grace the US Top 30 in early 1979 – further feathers in the by-now substantially plumed Eno production cap.

The album had been completed in late April. Eno jetted in to New York to oversee mastering sessions – part of what he assumed would be a three-week Manhattan jaunt. As well as spending time with Talking Heads, he intended to catch up with Robert Fripp, take in some of New York’s vibrant downtown music scene and finish a chapter he was writing for a book of essays edited by his cybernetically inclined hero (and latterly acquaintance), Anthony Stafford Beer. He intended to be home again in time for his thirtieth birthday on 15 May. Little did he suspect that, with his ties cut and – for the first time in several years – no immediate musical project on the horizon, his brief spree would turn into a frenzied, seven-month Manhattan tenancy: the overture to an extended residency in the USA.

Eno touched down at JFK on 23 April and checked into the Gramercy Park Hotel on Lexington Avenue. Soon after his arrival, he was interviewed by journalist Lester Bangs for a book he was planning, Beyond the Law: Four Rock ‘n’ Roll Extremists.* Bangs was charmed and fascinated by Eno but suspected that he might be experiencing a somewhat lonely New York City exile, as he revealed in his introduction: ‘The clincher came at the end of the interview; it was getting towards dinnertime, and suddenly I had this picture of a Britisher who for all I knew didn’t have that many friends here, sitting in his hotel room in Gramercy Park all night, so I asked him if he’d like to get something to eat and then come over and listen to some records. “Sure,” he said, and then “Uh, say … um … would you happen to know any nice girls you could introduce me to?”’

Although Eno’s solitude was further enforced by a bout of bronchitis, which left him feeling ‘like an empty shell’ (until a visiting Robert Fripp reminded him that ‘all over North America people are shelling out enormous fortunes to feel the same way’, instantly restoring the invalid’s misplaced ‘idiot glee’), Eno would not be lonely in New York for long. Indeed, so wholeheartedly would he dive into Manhattan’s cultural whirl that his brief visit was extended indefinitely.

To celebrate his thirtieth birthday, Eno moved out of his hotel and into a Greenwich Village sublet on West 8th Street, one apartment below that of Steve Mass, a music publisher, downtown scenester and acquaintance of John Cale. Mass, along with his friends, gallery-curatorcum-art-lecturer-cum-film-director Diego Cortez (a pal of Judy Nylon’s) and singer/manager Anya Philips, was also a would-be club proprietor, busy raising funds for what would be a major fulcrum of the late 1970s downtown scene, the Mudd Club.* The venue would open the following autumn in the dilapidated wasteland of Manhattan’s TriBeCa district. Rumour was rife that Eno, who would become a frequenter of the venue, was actually the Mudd Club’s principal investor, although he insists that wasn’t the case.

TriBeCa was not the only urban wilderness in New York. All but bankrupt, the Borough of Manhattan could no longer afford to fix its crumbling infrastructure or effectively police its streets. It was a city divided – between the rich and the dispossessed, between chic uptown and decaying downtown, between victims of crime and criminals, and between socialites and bums, gays and straights. Similarly, tribalism and cultural turf wars defined late ‘70s New York City nightlife. This was a world epitomized on the one hand by cocaine-encrusted Midtown disco citadel Studio 54, which – in those pre-AIDS days of sexual abandon – had turned nightclubbing into a thing of last-days-of-Rome debauchery, and, on the other, by the dingy, sticky-floored downtown rock dives where the music and decadence was sharper-edged, at least for those not having their angles bevelled by increasingly widespread heroin use.

Now abstemiously eschewing narcotics of any shade but straddling the rock/disco divide like a chisel-cheeked Colossus, David Bowie was in New York in May to play three nights at Madison Square Garden. After the last of his shows on the 9th, he would carouse at a Studio 54 reception. Eno and Bianca Jagger shared his limousine to the door.* Bowie and Eno didn’t linger long in the temple of disco mammon, however, preferring to hop back in the limo and head downtown where they looked in on a now-forgotten band at CBGB’s. Later returning to the car, they found that its tyres had all been slashed. The Bowery was still the Bowery.

In time, imperious disco would dissipate before another New York phenomenon, the harder, more streetwise hip hop, while the city would also bear witness to a rapprochement between rock and dance music at the hands of musical pantheists such as Arthur Russell and Bill Laswell (the latter an imminent Eno collaborator).†

In the ensuing decades the city would be revivified, gentrified and policed to the point of sanitized numbness, but in 1978 delineation, discrimination and economic emasculation still defined New York City. It remained the neglected, cynical, dangerous and wired Gotham depicted in Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, his seething 1976 cine essay of precipitant moral and urban collapse. While lower Manhattan fell apart around their ears, artists thrived in it. Much of the downtown area was borderline derelict and walk-up tenements and loft spaces in the abandoned light industrial buildings of SoHo, Chelsea and the Warehouse District could be rented for a pittance, despite the fact that turning many of the spaces into residences was actually a zoning violation.

There were plentiful places to live, work, paint, sculpt and rehearse in New York, and no compulsion to take a debilitating full-time job to pay the way. Thus, lower Manhattan had evolved into a nexus for creative types from all over the country and beyond – including émigrés from the UK. Judy Nylon was back in the city, Robert Fripp was already thriving there and Fred Frith would soon set up local residence and resume his friendship with Eno. He recalls the polymorphous excitement of the place: ‘New York changed my life and allowed me to become who I wanted to be. Fertile is the word – so many different strands coming together and bouncing off each other; so much creative energy; so much opportunity to experiment. I think both Brian and I liked the fact that you could get on with it and be as involved or as uninvolved as you felt like. It’s a very tolerant city, unlike the image it had in the UK at the time. Most of the people I work with now I met within six months of my arrival in New York, and almost all of them came from somewhere else!’

Fripp, who lived in an apartment close to CBGB’s, was enchanted by the city’s lack of starriness, as he told Mark Prendergast in New Hi-Fi Sound: ‘People would come up to you on the street and ask you if you were working and, if not, invite you to play. It was magic. I had a flat on the Bowery; I’d walk out and Richard Lloyd of Television would generally be staggering by whatever time it was. There was this incredible openness.’

David Byrne thinks New York provided Eno with a lifeboat: ‘There was a lot going on in Manhattan then, and I sensed that the British press had defined Brian as that guy from Roxy Music – so maybe he needed to physically relocate to escape that.’

Ever since his Uncle Carl had first shown him Mondrian’s grid paintings, so palpably inspired by the city’s geometry and energy, Eno had held an affinity with New York City. In early Roxy Music interviews, even before he’d visited the place, he’d described it as a kind of second home, a city whose musical scions – the myriad doo-wop groups, the Velvet Underground, John Cage, Steve Reich et al – had been so catalytic in his own musical career. But it wasn’t New York’s glorious past that snared him now; as he later told Melody Maker, he just happened to arrive in the city ‘during one of the most exciting months of the decade … in terms of music’.

To Eno it felt like ‘five-hundred new groups’ had started up during that musically fecund May – and groups of a particular, radical persuasion to boot. ‘Research bands’ he called them; experimental, avant-garde and uncompromising, they were united by a penchant for lyrics that dwelt on physical and psychic torment and music inspired by the tabula rasa of punk rock (many of the practitioners being avowed ‘non-musicians’). This was also music that eschewed cliched rock ‘n’ roll gesture and instead embraced the influence of free jazz, atonal funk, white noise experiment and dissonant art music for which no name had yet been coined. The coining would soon come, however.

The term ‘new wave’ was current – Talking Heads had been one of the first groups to be so dubbed by Sire boss Seymour Stein – it had effectively become the US music industry’s antiseptic taxonomy for punk and was latterly associated with groups such as one-time CBGB’s regulars Blondie, and Boston’s slickly mellifluous The Cars, whose relatively anodyne, chart-friendly guitar pop owed more to pre-punk influences. Simultaneously, an avant-garde film movement was being born at the New Cinema on St. Mark’s Place. This was characterized by art films that prized texture, montage and atmosphere over accessible narrative. Someone had branded it ‘no wave’ cinema in reference to enfant terrible French director Jean Luc Godard’s gnomic assertion that ‘there are no new waves, only the ocean …’

In a magazine interview, Lydia Lunch – the Medusa-like poetess and lead singer of splenetic angst rockers Teenage Jesus & The Jerks (formerly The Scabs) – used the phrase ‘the no wave’ to describe the new musical tendency. It had the right flavour – giving a nebulous, nihilistic finger to new wave’s perkiness. ‘No wave’ was swiftly adopted as a catch-all marque for the fresh crop of Manhattan bands.

Many of the new groups attracted audiences comprised entirely of the downtown art crowd and so the no wave scene’s version of CBGB’s was, inevitably, an art gallery – the Artists Space, which maintained a performance area in the Fine Arts Building on Franklin Street close to the civic centre in Lower Manhattan. A clutch of the key no wave bands played there during a benefit week in May, and Brian Eno was an audience member at all of them, having been tipped off by Anya Phillips and the New York Times music critic John Rockwell. Not that Eno had to seek out new groups; reports had it that nearly 200 demo tapes had been pressed into his hands during just his first week in New York (‘I want to be a magnet for tapes,’ Eno had blithely declared in an interview at the birth of Obscure Records – a petition he had quickly come to rue).

Demos were about as far as some of the New York bands had got. Certainly, many were not developed enough to have made releasable recordings but, in a not atypical gesture of carpe diem perspicuity, Eno concluded that they should be. Such a glut of ‘research bands’, he surmised, ought to have their exploratory material documented on a compilation record and – returning to the familiar role of sonic curator – he took it upon himself to expedite it.

Eno was by now a seasoned, accredited arbiter of vanguard musical taste – dependable enough certainly to get Island Records actively interested in his project with just one phone call. With the label’s assistance, a cheap downtown studio (called, almost inevitably, ‘Big Apple’) was hunted out and booked. Eno mulled over a shortlist of ten bands, most of whom had just played at the Artists Space, although only four ultimately got the nod. The aforementioned Teenage Jesus & The Jerks were joined by spiky, Albert Ayler and James Brown-influenced punk-funk-jazz noiseniks The Contortions (led by Lunch’s erstwhile boyfriend James Siegfried – a.k.a. James Chance – and managed by his new paramour, Anya Phillips), two-girl/two-boy trance-rock primitives Mars (featuring the delightfully named China Berg and Sumner Crane), and oblique noise trio DNA. The latter boasted a Japanese girl drummer, Ikue Mori, who could neither play drums nor speak English, and a gaunt, bespectacled singer-guitarist called Arto Lindsay, who’d been raised in Brazil by Christian missionary parents but clawed violently at his detuned 12-string Danelectro guitar as if possessed by frenzied Amazonian spirits.

Other bands were considered for the album (including some whose moment in the downtown sun was so fleeting that they would barely escape anonymity), such as Terminal, Red Transistor and the Boris Police Band – whose ‘vocals’ were provided by NYPD radio broadcasts. Other groups on the scene featured fledgling contemporary classical composers Glenn Branca (who fronted Theoretical Girls), Rudolph Grey (of The Gynaecologists) and Rhys Chatham (leader of Tone Death, when not attending to Arthur Russell’s old job running the music programme at another downtown art enclave, the Kitchen). Eno was persuaded that these latter groups were too entwined with the SoHo art scene and too established – part of a wave that was simply not new (or, indeed, ‘no’) enough for his compilation’s remit.

In fact both Mars (who’d formed as long ago as 1975) and DNA had already released underground singles, but Eno was nudged towards his final four selections – all of whom were friends and shared the same rehearsal loft – by Arto Lindsay and DNA keyboardist Robin Crutchfield, as Lindsay admitted: ‘We very deliberately kept the No New York record to just those bands. We thought it would make sense and it was a little bit of a turf thing – we convinced Eno that Glenn Branca’s band shouldn’t be on the record.’

Although there were rumblings of disquiet from those excluded (a piqued Glenn Branca would later criticize Eno for making all the bands sound the same), in The Contortions, Teenage Jesus, Mars and DNA, Eno certainly felt that he had assembled a representative cross-section of zeitgeist-defining artists. The groups would be allocated four songs apiece, with a day set aside for recording each at Big Apple. During the sessions, Eno took an unusually hands-off approach – although he did add echo and compression to the percussive guitars on Mars’s borderline-hysterical track ‘Helen Forsdale’, ‘so that it sounds like helicopter blades’, despite the band’s qualms that the purity of their fractured, primordial sound would be somehow compromised in the process. This was a documentary exercise after all, and sometimes, even for Brian Eno, the studio wasn’t so much a musical instrument as a deluxe Dictaphone.

During the Teenage Jesus session, Lydia Lunch was irritated to observe Eno on the other side of the control room glass nonchalantly reading the New York Times. Indeed, the congenitally confrontational Lunch was somewhat sceptical about Eno’s involvement in the project from the start and had publicly stated her aversion to his music: ‘ … it’s just something that flows and weaves, flows and weaves … it’s kind of nauseating. It’s like drinking a glass of water. It means nothing, but it’s very smooth going down,’ she cavilled to Lester Bangs.

When they heard the master tapes Eno delivered in late May, an aghast Island Records A&R department apparently wished that Lunch and co had favoured a little more Eno-esque ‘water’ and rather less aural strychnine. Island had ostensibly passed on punk (the atypically synth-drenched Ultravox! and energetic Essex R’n’B ensemble Eddie & The Hot Rods being as close as they came to the genre’s primal blasts), preferring to concentrate on contemporaneously mushrooming reggae – their ‘core business’. Island didn’t ‘do’ dissonance. With Eno at the helm, the label had expected to be releasing music that was spiky, arty but accessible, perhaps along the lines of Talking Heads or Devo. Instead, what they got was several different shades of abstract discord, plenty of existential angst and nary a whistleable tune. There was talk of them dropping what Eno had titled No New York (‘I think the name was my idea,’ Eno avers today, ‘although I wouldn’t want to upset anyone … “no wave” was already in use, so it was just a simple shortening of “no wave, New York” … ‘), but Eno’s involvement and the incestuous downtown grapevine had already guaranteed the record being hotly anticipated.

Although the music on No New York had only vestigial links to Eno’s own recent output (the frenetic guitar clamour of Third Uncle wasn’t so far removed from the untethered signatures of DNA or Mars, and Snatch’s sardonic lip-curling would certainly have been known by the similarly feisty Lydia Lunch), he felt he was dealing with fellow travellers. ‘For the last four or five years, there has been a new wave … a new channel of activity,’ Eno brazened in Melody Maker. ‘At one time, it consisted of not too many people, of which … I was one.’

In the end, the album was slipped out on Island’s ancillary jazz label, Antilles (also home to the Obscure albums in the USA) – a turn of events that would please James Chance, at least.

No New York hit the stores at the end of the summer. All the bands’ lyrics were perversely printed on the inside of the record sleeve; reading them meant ripping the packaging apart. Reviews tended towards mild bafflement, balanced with an acknowledgement for the bravery of the project. ‘While Eno initiated the current project, he doesn’t seem to have put much energy into it: his production is unusually restrained. On the whole, he appears more taken with the basic idea rather than the actual substance of the music, and such priorities seem perfectly appropriate,’ surmised Rolling Stone’s Tom Carson.

In time, it would prove to be one of those rare albums for which the adjective ‘seminal’ is justified – crystallizing New York’s post-punk direction. By spring 1978, the first wave of CBGB’s artists had been elevated into the mainstream (Patti Smith, Blondie, Talking Heads, the Ramones); were struggling for a route out of punk (Richard Hell and The Voidoids, The Fleshtones); or were about to split up (Television). The musical landscape was ripe to be ripped asunder once again. Although Teenage Jesus, Mars and The Contortions (and, a little later, DNA, too) would all implode, reconfigure or disappear soon after the 1978 watershed, their influence would be potent and imperative to the careers of such stylistic inheritors as Sonic Youth, the Birthday Party, the Pop Group and US hardcore progenitors Big Black (whose leader – and later Nirvana producer – Steve Albini still claims The Contortions’ No New York track ‘Flip Your Face’ to be his favourite song). That had been Eno’s prescient point all along – to document a transient musical movement just as it was cresting. The record would not be a hefty seller, but its galvanizing effect would be insidious, much as the first Velvet Underground album had been on a few key members of Eno’s generation, a decade before. That, too, was the point.

As ringmaster, curator and focus, Eno emerged from the No New York project smelling of avant-garde roses, even if Island thought the record simply stank. In downtown circles, his stock rose stratospherically. His flourishing profile was boosted by a tranche of his own albums hitting American record store racks during the summer and autumn of 1978: Before and After Science, Music for Airports, the expanded Music for Films and – for punters prepared to search that little bit harder – the Eno/Moebius/Roedelius collaboration After the Heat. In addition, the three final Obscure releases were unleashed. Eno, it seemed, was both musical cornucopia and a veritable King Midas – everything he touched now seemed to be a talking point, a critical cause célèbre or a chart contender. In the cases of David Bowie, Devo and Talking Heads, it was all three.

Eno’s formal Manhattan art-scene canonization had actually arrived in June with a full-length inquisition by Glenn O’Brien in Andy Warhol’s iconic Interview magazine. In it, Eno expiated at length about Oblique Strategies, ambient music, dub and flying saucers: ‘I saw one when I was young, you know,’ he ventured. ‘When I was seven I saw a flying saucer over our house. It was visible for quite a long time, four or five minutes.’ As O’Brien eulogized, ‘More than any other pop artist, Eno has bridged the gap between “serious music”, the techno-avant-garde, and “fun music” that you can dance to.’

Suddenly the spray-painted legend ‘Eno is God’ started appearing on downtown walls.* The tribute may have started out as a piece of waggish, ironic provocation – ‘Clapton is God’ having been a familiar 1970s tribute daubed on British railway bridges and motorway over-passes in honour of Surrey’s blues guitarist maestro Eric. It was also, perhaps, a sign of the times – evidence that, in the creative cauldron of downtown Manhattan at least, conceptual autodidacticism had finally triumphed over dues-paying virtuosity.

If he wasn’t yet quite a deity, Eno was certainly acquiring plenty of disciples. He continued to be showered with demo tapes throughout the summer and became an ever-more recognizable and accessible presence in the city’s cultural proving grounds: CBGB’s, Max’s, Hurrahs and downtown venues such as the Artists Space and the Kitchen. He was even spotted at artist and musicians’ hang-out bar Barnabus Rex on Duane Street.

While music and socializing filled his evenings, Eno’s days were spent ingesting the vibrant local art scene or whiling away afternoons uptown at the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan or among the preserved flora and fauna of the Museum of Natural History. There was studio activity, too – including contributing to Robert Fripp’s wildly eclectic debut solo album, Exposure. Eno’s synthesizer and voice added to the LP’s eclectic array of guest vocalists, including Daryl Hall, Peter Gabriel, Van der Graaf Generator’s Peter Hammill and Terre Roche of distaff New Jersey trio the Roches, who Fripp had recently produced. The album found Fripp proffering two strands of ‘Frippertronics’ – ‘pure’ and ‘applied’. The latter would thread in and out of angular hard-rock backings. In the former – unadulterated – mode, Fripp stayed close to the territory he and Eno had mapped earlier in the decade. ‘Pure’ Frippertronics were especially to the fore in two variations on ‘Water Music’, which approximated the shimmering landscapes of Evening Star. Eno could still wax lyrical about working with Fripp. ‘He’s the virtuoso and I’m the idiot savant, if you like. The middle territory of pointless displays of skill and obvious next moves doesn’t interest either of us,’ he told Creem’s Lee Moore.

As if to affirm Eno’s observation, Exposure’s final track, ‘Postscript’, required no musical instruments, virtuosic or otherwise. It was one of Fripp’s so-called ‘indiscretions’ – in this case, a piece of vérité Eno conversation Fripp had recorded in a Manhattan falafel restaurant – a dismissive laugh followed by the intriguing phrase, ‘the whole story is completely untrue – a big hoax’. Fripp looped the final words into a faux ‘locked groove’, the repetitions lending Eno’s probably benign utterance an oddly sinister quality.

Eno’s immersion in the local music scene continued apace. On one occasion he bumped into Philip Glass at a downtown eatery and dragged the unsuspecting composer to a gig by a new cartoon-punk group from Athens, Georgia, called The B-52s. Both men apparently adored the show (David Byrne, too, was alerted to The B-52s’ Day-glo delights and would later produce them). Eno was also a regular at gigs by the Lounge Lizards, the soi-disant ‘fake jazz’ ensemble led by saxophonist and New Cinema acolyte John Lurie and which also berthed a moonlighting Arto Lindsay. Styled partly after The Contortions, the besuited and pompadoured Lounge Lizards carved recognizable jazz shapes, but, being short on soloing skills, injected their smoothly syncopated sound-scapes with no wave angularity – particularly in the case of the un-tutored, untuned Lindsay. Jazz played by non-jazzers was a very Brian Eno idea and although he never became directly involved with the band, the Lounge Lizards’ debut album would duly appear on EG, produced by the Eno-venerated Teo Macero, of Miles Davis fame.

One evening at CBGB’s, Eno witnessed a show by a Washington DC-based band called The Urban Verbs, fronted by Chris Frantz’s brother Roddy. He was so beguiled by their pent-up songs, which trod similar ground to Talking Heads’ early material, that Eno agreed to help record demos for the band (to which he would contribute typically robust backing vocals). The demos were a success – the band eventually signed to Warners, although by this time Wire producer Mike Thorne was installed behind the mixing desk and there would be no further trace of Eno.

In fact, Eno was otherwise engaged lapping up all that Manhattan could offer. For such a raging interdisciplinary researcher, the city offered a profoundly pluralistic culture. In New York, artistic disciplines actively merged and disparate creators collaborated with a lack of preciousness that would have been alien in London – as Eno eulogized to Melody Maker’s Richard Williams: ‘People [in New York] really regard it as important that they should find out what everyone else is doing, and surely part of the reason is that they want to incorporate whatever they can into their own work. That seems to me to be quite healthy, as opposed to the English situation, which has tended to be … there’s the new wave scene, and the theatre scene, and the modern dance scene, and you never get any real collisions between them, except rather contrived ones.’

So actively involved in the city’s cross-pollinations had he become – and so frenetic was the cultural pulse – that Eno felt the need to take on an assistant, Adele Bertei, The Contortions’ striking, German-born keyboard player, to help organize his daily life. Bertei would run what she later called ‘insane errands’ for her unlikely boss, who would regularly hand her an envelope stuffed with hundred-dollar bills and reel off an inventory of the exotic miscellanea he required in order to get through the day – items such as ‘an Olivetti typewriter, French voile socks, magazines of bald-headed black women with huge tits … ‘

The recently reclusive Eno was once again an eager socialite and almost as gregarious a nighthawk as he had been back in his Speakeasy-frequenting days. His ardour was once again inflamed by Manhattan’s apparent surfeit of lovely young girls, a significant quantity of whom he attempted to ensnare. ‘I’ve developed a technique recently that works rather well, I think,’ he conceded to Lester Bangs in 1979. ‘I lean on a parking meter, and every time a beautiful girl walks by, I smile at her. If she smiles back, I invite her up to my flat for a cup of tea. I moved to New York City because there are so many beautiful girls here, more than anywhere else in the world.’

When Bangs mentioned that he was about to write a feature about call girls who advertised through a New York agency, Eno revealed that he had once answered a similar announcement in a magazine: ‘I called for a girl in response to one of those ads … It said “Unusual black girls”. So I phoned and said, “Just what do you mean by unusual?” They said, “Just what did you have in mind?” I said, “Well, I’d like one that was bald with an astigmatism.” “Well, we’ll see what we can do,” they said. They found the astigmatism but not the baldness … I’m terribly attracted to women with ocular damage.’

Eno was now regularly seen at parties and nightclubs, often dancing. He was an increasingly eager spectator of the ‘street dancing’ that was regularly shown off in Washington Square Park – early examples of body-popping and break-dancing being an increasingly common spectacle. He and David Byrne were particularly taken with robotics – the faux-mechanical dance first turned into a craze by one Charles ‘Robot’ Washington in the mid-1960s and later co-opted by Michael Jackson.

It’s not easy to imagine today, when everyone from street mimes to professional footballers are likely to essay a bit of ironic robotic dancing, but for Eno and Byrne, hip hop dancing seemed to go way beyond ostentatious exhibitionism, as Byrne explains: ‘The dancing was, in our opinion, revolutionary; robotic and funky at the same time – it spoke to the clashes in our (especially American) cultures.’

At some point during his New York tenure, Eno even patented his own terpsichorean moves, including one dance he’d dubbed ‘the Static’, which involved thirty seconds of violent frugging followed by two minutes of sudden, frozen immobility. ‘He’s a great dancer,’ recalled photographer William Murray. ‘I once went to a party and he started it, and soon there were 40 people doing the Static. It was surreal.’

In September, Eno finally tore himself away from the New York whirl and flew home to London, en route for Montreux, Switzerland, where he would work on a new David Bowie album. After New York, London seemed grey and stilted. The whole country, he thought, was ‘stuck, dozing in a fairytale, stifled by the weight of tradition’. Nonetheless, Eno was happy to catch up with friends, among them Russell Mills who, as ever, was keen to swap musical discoveries: ‘Just before Brian was to fly out to start working with Bowie – I think it was the day before, actually, he came over to my flat in Kentish Town. I’d just acquired the new Walker Brothers’ album Nite Flights and I really thought he should hear it immediately. Most of the album was very average if not very poor fodder, but the first four tracks, which were Scott’s tracks, were absolutely amazing, jaw-dropping. Those four tracks were like nothing I’d heard before: visceral, tense, political, elliptical, focused, relentless, driven and dark. I played them to Brian and his reaction was the same; he loved those tracks and knew that Walker was on to something new and interesting. Brian borrowed my copy of the album to take with him.’

Ironically Walker had been partially inspired to pen his contributions to Nite Flights by listening to Bowie and Eno’s previous collaborations; although a song such as the synthetically textured ‘The Electrician’ was more ominous, austere and extreme than anything on Low or “Heroes”.

The third in the triptych of Bowie/Eno collaborations would be captured at Mountain Studios in Montreux, again with the assistance of Tony Visconti and Bowie’s regular band, road-hardened after completing the first leg of an extensive world tour and enlivened by the presence of an innovative additional guitarist, erstwhile Frank Zappa sideman Adrian Belew and ex-Hawkwind violin player, Simon House. Over the preceding summer, Eno had exchanged letters with Bowie in which they’d discussed a mutual desire to produce something radical on the new album, synthesizing the most successful elements of their last two collaborations, including chance factors, and pushing things to aural extremes.

On arrival in Montreux, Eno played Bowie the Walker Brothers’ tracks. Bowie was already a Scott Walker convert (he’d once dated an ex-girlfriend of Walker’s, who’d insisted on playing her former lover’s records to the exclusion of all else), and had covered several of the translated Jacques Brel songs popularized by Walker during his recondite late 1960s solo career. Bowie was more than receptive to the new Walker Brothers material (he would go on to reprise the title track of Nite Flights on his 1993 album, Black Tie, White Noise), and, indeed, Eno’s suggestions and their influence on Bowie would be palpable on the upcoming sessions for an album with the deeply Eno-esque working title Planned Accidents.

Sited next to Lake Geneva, Mountain studio was built in the shell of the old Montreux Casino. It had recently been a renowned rock venue but had been damaged by fire when someone set off a distress flare during a concert by Adrian Belew’s old boss, Frank Zappa – an event subsequently immortalized in one of the most literal songs in recording history, Deep Purple’s metaphor-free ‘Smoke on the Water’. The new studio was constructed from reinforced concrete and ‘looked like a World War II bunker’, according to Belew. Once again, it was an oddly configured facility; the live room was upstairs from the control room and communication was by one-way closed-circuit TV. Those at the mixing desk could see the musicians, but not vice versa.

Again the intention was to divide the record between ‘song’ and ‘instrumental’ sides, although this changed as Bowie’s lyric-writing muse kicked in. Similarly, Planned Accidents eventually became Lodger when Bowie realized that many of his songs were about being geographically displaced; songs peopled with ‘tenants’ – transient characters and self-imposed exiles adrift in far-flung locations. In the end, side one would be devoted to these travelogue themes, with side two largely given over to more general discourses on contemporary Western life.

The sound of Lodger would combine the oblique pulse of Low with what Eno, Bowie and Visconti were calling hybridism – proto-’world music’ alloys of loosely ‘ethnic’-influenced sounds with skewed rock and funk backings, all of it filtered through the now-customary electronic arsenal. One such example was a song called ‘African Night Flight’ – its title the most obvious nod to the Walker Brothers’ record. One of Lodger’s six Eno co-compositions, it boasted a most unusual Bowie vocal – a rapid-fire recitative inspired by a recent trip to Kenya that he’d taken with his son. It resembled dialogue plucked from a febrile, tropical dream (‘the fragmented speech and thought of a European burnt up by African sun’, according to critic Jon Savage). The vocals were strewn across a frenetic junk-shop clatter of electronically squished percussion – including Eno’s ‘prepared piano’ and ‘cricket menace’, which, without resorting to cliché, suggested the exotic pulse of the titular continent. It was a sound and a provenance to which Eno would imminently return.

The abstract ‘Turkish reggae’ stylings of ‘Yassassin (Turkish for long Live)’ proffered more cultural cross-pollination. Bowie’s musicians had never attempted reggae before and had to be talked through how to play it by Eno and Visconti. ‘Move On’, meanwhile, made the travelogue theme explicit. A hymn to the peripatetic, muse-chasing lifestyles to which Bowie and Eno were now high-profile subscribers, it galloped forward on a beat filched from a song Eno had overseen on the last Talking Heads album, ‘Thank You for Sending Me an Angel’. On the song ‘DJ’, Bowie went further; with a lyric (‘I’m home/Lost my job’) and spooked delivery that was patently inspired by David Byrne.

Bowie was a recent Talking Heads convert and Eno’s successes with the band had inevitably elevated his standing with his collaborator. Now thoroughly acclimatized to Bowie’s modus operandi, Eno’s studio confidence was ratcheted up to an all-time high. Accordingly, he began to exert his influence as never before, as Tony Visconti acknowledged in Stuart Grundy and John Tobler’s book, The Record Producers: ‘Brian came to the forefront on that album – the previous two were a delicate balance, I think, one third each of David, Brian and myself, the three of us interplaying with our different ways of looking at things, but on Lodger, Brian was very much in control.’

Oblique Strategies were again in evidence, but Eno was keen to deploy all manner of systematic tricks to fulfil the ‘planned accidents’ remit, often to less than scintillating effect. ‘Eno asked for a blackboard and wrote his eight favourite chords,’ Tony Visconti remembered in his autobiography. ‘He said to the rhythm section … “Okay, I’d like you to play a funky groove” and he held a teacher’s pointer in his hand with a demeanour not unlike a professor from Oxford. “I will point to a chord and you will change over to that chord after four beats” …’ The idea came to nothing (‘Brian also had great ideas,’ Visconti was careful to add).

Perhaps as a result of his conceptual game-playing, the sessions proved more fractious than had previously been the case, although later rumours about Eno and Bowie having a major falling out were exaggerated, even if the Pete ‘n’ Dud routines of yore were notable by their absence in Switzerland. Adrian Belew noted the cooling relationship: ‘They didn’t quarrel or anything uncivilized like that; they just didn’t seem to have the spark that I imagine they might have had during the “Heroes” album.’

‘We don’t really get frayed tempers,’ Bowie later vouchsafed to New York DJ Dave Herman about his relationship with Eno, ‘but artistic temper sort of shows. I think the way we solve it is that one or the other will leave the studio for a couple of hours and let the other get on with it …’

What seems certain is that the ever-impulsive Bowie was beginning to weary of Eno’s unrelentingly theoretical approach. Although he would long maintain his public faith in his collaborator’s abilities (‘He has moments of true genius,’ he admitted in NME), Bowie would ultimately find the kind of concept-led experiments favoured by Eno and Fripp to be a little arid for his taste. ‘I used to like most of what they did on their own records a lot, but now have my doubts about all this endless conceptualizing,’ he confessed the following year. In the same NME article, he reproached Fripp and Eno’s music for becoming lack-lustre, dismissing Music for Airports as ‘unremittingly dull’.

Imminent Eno-fatigue notwithstanding, in Montreux, Bowie was still prepared to embrace many of his colleague’s purposefully disorienting tricks. One song, dubbed ‘Louis Reed’ in tribute to the Velvet Underground leader, was a faux-machismo riposte to the Village People’s 1978 gay disco anthem ‘YMCA’. It called for a rudimentary garage band sound. Eno, who played elementary piano on the track, duly had the musicians swap instruments: guitarist Carlos Alomar played drums, drummer Dennis Davis played bass, bassist George Murray had a go on keyboards and Tony Visconti the guitar. The requisite faux-naif punk energy was instantly achieved. Rechristened ‘Boys Keep Swinging’, it would be the first single plucked from the album and – accompanied by an eye-catching, cross-dressing, David Mallet video – would duly return Bowie to the UK Top 10 for the first time since February 1977. Another lucrative Eno co-composition, its androgynous themes were thought too challenging for the US market, who got ‘Look Back in Anger’ instead – a roistering avant-rocker on which Eno managed to squeeze out sounds from the studio’s brass instruments – a huntsman’s ‘horse trumpet’ and an ‘Eroica’ horn,* although they were difficult to distinguish because of Eno’s later treatments and the opacity of Belew’s string-bending pyrotechnics.

Other strategic ploys included using backing tracks of old Bowie songs as templates for new compositions. Thus, the chord progression of ‘Move On’ was Bowie’s ‘All the Young Dudes’ played backwards; ‘Louis Reed’ was simply a recapitulation of the chord structure of what would be the album’s opening track, a melodious Eno co-write with a dark lyric about the nuclear penumbra, called ‘Fantastic Voyage’.

Eno also insisted on Adrian Belew not hearing any of the backing tracks before unleashing his crazed, effects-pedal-modulated guitar solos. It was Belew’s first significant recording session and he remembers it being a very odd baptism of fire: ‘The record was to be called Planned Accidents and so they wanted to capture my accidental responses to the songs by not allowing me to hear them beforehand! So I would go upstairs into the recording room, put on my headphones, look into the closed-circuit camera and say, “What key would this one be in?” I’d hear a disconnected voice, “Don’t worry about the key; when you hear the count-off just start playing something.” I would be allowed perhaps three tries and then we’d move on. Just about the time I knew the key. Later David, Eno and Tony would “piece together” their favourite bits from whatever I’d managed to play. That’s how we did “DJ”, “Boys Keep Swinging” and “Red Sails”, to name a few of my favourites.’

Recording for Lodger was completed just as the first snows were accumulating on the Swiss mountain sides. Bowie had to depart on the Australasian leg of his world tour, and it was agreed that mixing would take place at some point in the New Year when Bowie’s schedule allowed. With time on his hands and no other immediate appointments, Eno took the opportunity to visit an old friend, Pete Sinfield. Since their sometimes prickly relations during Roxy Music’s early days, Eno and Sinfield had become amicable correspondents. Flushed with recent co-writing success for the likes of Greg Lake and French superstar Johnny Hallyday, the erstwhile King Crimson utility man was now living the genteel life in an expat’s artist colony on the sunny Balearic isle of Ibiza, which is where Eno joined him in the still-mild late autumn.

Between relaxing holiday pursuits, the duo worked in Sinfield’s small home studio, casually cutting a record based around a novella by science-fiction author and native New Yorker Robert Sheckley, another Ibiza exile and friend of Sinfield’s. ‘I didn’t know who this fellow Eno was at first,’ Sheckley later recalled. ‘I’d never heard of his music, but he was somebody I could talk to.’ Sheckley’s story, In a Land of Clear Colors, concerned an intergalactic ‘exile’ who adapts to the ways of the planet on which he has been marooned – a sort of cosmic Ibiza. Sinfield provided the narration while Eno added the most discreet daubs of synthesizer. The ‘album’ would eventually be released by a local art gallery, Galeria el Mensajero, run by yet another of Sinfield’s pals, Martin Watson Todd. Issued in a limited edition of 1,000, it was presented in a deluxe box slipcase, which also included Sheckley’s writings and artwork by Ibiza art colonist Leonor Quiles. Needless to say, it is nowadays one of the holy grails among Eno and Sinfield completists, although Eno’s contribution is really only peripheral.

In the evenings, Eno ran up and down the dial on Sinfield’s radio. Stations in nearby North Africa saturated the Mediterranean airwaves with sinuous Egyptian pop, Algerian Raï and religious chants from Morocco. To Eno, Arabic melody seemed sensual, mysterious. He found it intoxicating.*

To escape the prospect of a glowering East Coast winter, Eno decided to extend his holiday a little longer, over-flying New York and landing in San Francisco, a city in which he’d always enjoyed a warm, especially female, welcome, ever since Roxy Music first passed through in 1972.† The city also offered cerebral enchantments: at its hands-on science museum, the Exploratorium, Eno experienced another of his creative epiphanies when he was introduced to one of the first interactive computer games.

The invention of Cambridge mathematician John Conway, ‘The Game of Life’, as it was unabashedly named, was revelatory for Eno. Based on the principle of ‘cellular automata’, the game sought to replicate biological growth patterns using computer data. It consisted of a grid of individual squares (or ‘cells’), which would ‘live’, ‘die’ or ‘multiply’ by lighting up according to a few simple, pre-programmed rules. Depending on these initial conditions, the cells would ‘grow’ in patterns throughout the course of the game – the ‘evolution’ of the shape-shifting forms contingent upon the initial mathematical conditions. It was an elegant analogue of the ‘Create parameters, set it off, see what happens’ paradigm, and an early harbinger of Eno’s future investment in generative precepts.

The game’s graceful simplicity particularly reminded Eno of the moiré effect achieved by Steve Reich’s tape phasing experiments. He began to spend whole days at the Exploratorium playing ‘Life’, eventually becoming a kind of unofficial guide to the exhibit: ‘I spent literally weeks playing with this thing … I was so fascinated; I wanted to train my intuition to grasp this. I wanted this to become intuitive to me. I wanted to be able to understand this message … Very, very simple rules, clustering together, can produce very complex and actually rather beautiful results.’

The exquisite clarity of ‘Life’ was thrown into stark relief when Eno returned to New York before Christmas and faced up to a by-now familiar problem – a surfeit of creative options. In Manhattan, he could be sure of a musical or artistic proposal arriving in one form or another on an almost daily basis. These would be no fly-by-night schemes, but rather intriguing offers from often well-known names. The sheer volume of propositions made it difficult to proceed. He was beginning to lose direction. ‘I was stuck, really … in a funny way,’ he confessed. ‘Stuck with more offers to do things than I’ve ever had before. Some of them were interesting but the momentum problem was going to arise … It would be “just one more” and then “just one more” after that.’

It was time for another of Eno’s ‘paradigm shifts’. In the past, such radical sea changes had habitually involved either hospitalization or a more agreeable isolation on ‘some faraway beach’. This time, happily, it would be the latter.

Now wary of giving himself too exact a time frame, Eno felt ready for some more extreme environmental dislocation and announced his intention to take an indefinite sabbatical somewhere he’d never been before, where he couldn’t speak the language and where his preconceptions would be roundly challenged. Thus, on Christmas Day, 1978, Eno jetted out to Bangkok, Thailand. He travelled light; his luggage mostly consisting of a handful of very carefully compiled mix cassettes including music by Fela Kuti, Bulgarian choral singing, the slow movements from all of Beethoven’s late string quartets, Harold Budd’s Pavilion of Dreams and one cassette featuring thirty-second-long sections from each of the albums in his small New York collection. He also carried a BBC album of spoken English dialects and a few esoteric books: a study of the class system in India, some Buddhist texts and philosopher Karl Popper’s Objective Knowledge – one chapter of which began: ‘Man, some modern philosophers tell us, is alienated from his world: he is a stranger and afraid in a world he never made …’

In south-east Asia Eno had never felt like quite such a stranger. The gods of serendipity were smiling, however. In a Melody Maker article printed over a year later, Richard Williams published the words of a highly amused Phil Manzanera, who, in early 1979, had just heard first-hand reports from Eno about his Thai exploits: ‘On Brian’s first evening in Bangkok, he left his hotel for a stroll around the town. It happened that his hotel was on the edge of the red-light district, so naturally Brian wandered into it. He passed several bars, and through the open doors he could see many girls sitting around the edges of the rooms. When he came to the third or fourth, he looked in through the door and, beyond the girls, at the end of the bar, he saw a disc jockey playing records. Above the disc jockey, pinned to the wall, was the sleeve of For Your Pleasure, Roxy Music’s second album. Of course, Brian went in and tried to talk to the deejay, who was Thai and didn’t understand when Brian tried to explain that he was on the record pinned above the man’s head. Brian was just about to walk off when another man suddenly appeared from behind the deejay’s desk – he’d been kneeling on the floor, mending the amplifier. The second man recognized Brian immediately – it turned out that he was German, and had been a big fan of Roxy. He’d seen them every time they’d played in Germany. He owned the bar … and the girls. When he discovered that Brian was staying in a hotel, he invited him to come and stay with him instead in his apartment above the bar. So Brian checked out of the hotel and moved in with the German … and his girls. A few weeks later, the German told Brian that he owned another, similar place, up in the mountains, and he was going up there for a while. Would Brian like to go there with him? So Brian spent the rest of his weeks in Thailand in this man’s establishment in the mountains. Board, lodging and girls, all free. Typical, isn’t it?’

Eno was most taken with Thai girls: ‘I’m fascinated by them, not just sexually but because they seem to possess an essence of femininity that is awesome. I don’t mean in the usual Western sense of passivity or anything like that – more something spiritual.’

When not indulging in local hospitality, Eno read and listened to his assiduously selected music. He’d wanted time for solitary contemplation, but his natural inquisitiveness and the strange allure of Thai culture often preoccupied him – that is, when it wasn’t mystifying him: ‘One thing that particularly intrigued me was the local classical music. People would respond very enthusiastically to points in the music that seemed to me identical to hundreds of other points. It was really very strange.’

Slowly he began to acclimatize to his environment and the seeds of new ideas began to germinate. The BBC album of English regional dialects particularly galvanized him. He was finding ‘music’ in the way certain words were applied, irrespective of their meaning: ‘I really started getting interested in the way ordinary people talk, and in the musical aspect of their talking … particularly country people. In any country dialect, there’s a lot of what in scientific terms would be called “redundant information”, which is thrown in for musical reasons, so there’s a whole bunch of words that keep getting used with the sole function of making the thing sound nicer.’

Eno later told Richard Williams that, at this point, he’d ‘already given up the idea of writing songs’. Instead, he began to formalize a vague new approach to vocals based on the musicality of accent – singing without the need for narrative.

Refreshed, Eno arrived back in New York in late February 1979. After the vibrancy of the oriental sub-tropics, New York presented an oddly still, monochrome picture. For much of February, the city was stifled by a blanket of deep snow. Eno had picked up a taste for Asian cuisine in Bangkok and would regularly adjourn to a favourite Thai restaurant, near Columbus Park in Chinatown. However, even hot chillies, aromatic sauces and sunny Thai hospitality couldn’t block out the wintry gloom that hung in the air – a sense of bleak foreboding that went beyond the white-out landscape. The press was full of reports about home-taping biting into record sales – the first of many forewarnings about the music industry’s incipient decline. The major labels were beginning to panic. A wider economic recession was predicted.

In early February, the short, misbegotten life of erstwhile Sex Pistol Sid Vicious ended in an uptown apartment after an overdose of something as uncontaminated as the Manhattan snow – 99 per cent pure heroin. The news made grim reading back in the similarly snowbound UK. There, Jim Callaghan’s Labour government had been all but brought to its knees by the strike-ridden ‘Winter of Discontent’ and the General Election that would install Margaret Thatcher’s divisive Conservative regime was imminent. Also in February, Iran’s Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was overthrown by an Islamic fundamentalist uprising. Led by the Grand Ayatollah Sayid Ruhullah Musawi Khomeini, the so-called ‘third great revolution of history’ sent a frisson through the Carter administration and other Western governments. Within a few weeks the Three Mile Island nuclear power station in Pennsylvania would suffer a potentially catastrophic core-reactor melt-down, threatening to bathe the entire Eastern Seaboard in toxic radiation. It was a particularly bleak late winter.

Under the palpable pall, Eno taxied through the slush to West 44th Street, to the Record Plant studio where he joined Bowie and Visconti to finish and mix Lodger. Eno hadn’t been at the concluding sessions for either Low or “Heroes” and his presence this time precipitated some unanticipated friction. There were reports of arguments over minute mix details. Tempers frayed. Bowie denied any ill feeling in later interviews and stated that he would happily work with Eno again, although in fact their creative partnership would have to wait another sixteen years for its resumption.

Eno had recently swapped his 8th Street domicile for a new downtown sublet, on the corner of Lafayette and Spring Streets, to which he returned at night through the greying snowdrifts. The Davids Bowie and Byrne, meanwhile, were spotted socializing uptown at Hurrahs ‘new wave disco’ nightclub on West 62nd Street.

Byrne and the rest of Talking Heads had just begun to make inroads into the successor to More Songs about Buildings and Food. They wouldn’t be requiring Eno’s assistance this time. Byrne wasn’t sure if the band really needed a producer at all – and besides, Eno had made it clear that he didn’t want to work with traditional song forms any more and wasn’t minded to produce anyone other than himself. Sire was hardly champing at the bit to get Talking Heads and Eno in the same room again. Despite the healthy chart placement of the More Songs . . . album, label boss Seymour Stein harboured the suspicion that Eno’s avant-garde predilections would ultimately undermine Talking Heads’ full commercial potential. He seemed sanguine enough about the band producing a new record unaided, however.

Talking Heads made an initial stab in March at an uptown Manhattan studio, but didn’t like the results. After the informal approach of their 1978 Nassau sessions, the group found the New York recording facilities clinical and technocratic. Rejecting that approach, the quartet adjourned to Tina Weymouth and Chris Frantz’s loft in Long Island City, Queens, just across the 59th Street Bridge. It was where the band always rehearsed and would prove a much more conducive, unstudiolike environment in which to work. To capture the band, the Record Plant mobile was parked outside the building for one (relatively traffic-free, therefore quiet) Sunday in late April and another in early May, with microphone cables running through the windows of Frantz and Weymouth’s living room. More than a dozen backing tracks were laid down over the two days – express pace by anyone’s standards. Sitting in the Record Plant truck with clipboard and stopwatch was Brian Eno.

Eno had been seduced into producing Talking Heads again mainly by the quality and diversity of Byrne’s new songs. On the Ides of March, the band had played a show at the Agora Theatre, Cleveland, which Warners taped for a promo album, Live on Tour. It would circulate in a strictly limited edition prior to the next bona fide Heads album. The gig would premier a clutch of numbers that were earmarked for that new record. Eno attended late March mixing sessions and got a close-up preview of the band’s new material. In places, Byrne was really singing, almost crooning, while at other times he sounded genuinely crazed. The rhythm section had never been tauter and Jerry Harrison’s keyboards – now including his own synths – were more to the fore than had previously been the case. The prospect of getting his hands on so fertile a soundscape simply proved too appetizing for Eno to resist.

He was overjoyed to be in the band’s company again. ‘I think they’re the nicest four people I could ever hope to meet,’ he told Richard Williams soon afterward. The feeling was mutual. During the Long Island City sessions, Tina Weymouth was particularly beguiled by Eno’s lack of starriness and his reliably cheerful disposition. He even did the dishes that had piled up in the Weymouth-Frantz kitchen – something the male members of Talking Heads weren’t overly disposed towards. Weymouth’s opinion of Brian Eno would fluctuate markedly over the next eighteen months, but for now, he was in her good books.

Throughout the late spring, while the Talking Heads album was taking shape, Eno was often to be seen socializing with Byrne, especially at the now-thriving Mudd Club and also at a number of downtown shows. While Eno was the soul of conviviality, the sometimes socially awkward Byrne could cut an aloof figure. One of the bands he and Eno went to run the rule over were Wire, in many ways the art-school-groomed UK complement to Talking Heads (although the trebly agit-prop funk of Leeds quartet Gang of Four was perhaps a closer musical analogue). Lead singer Colin Newman recalls a meeting that never was: ‘Brian would often make the effort and turn up to see Wire play. I remember him coming to see us in Brussels once and I also remember him coming to see us in New York in 1979. He came along with David Byrne but only Brian came backstage to say hello afterwards, not David. That seemed significant. I just thought, “what a snotty bastard”.’

Snotty or, perhaps, shy – whichever it was, Eno relished the company of the chief Talking Head; it wasn’t quite the relationship of star pupil and groovy art tutor that Eno had enjoyed with Tom Phillips, but it was something not dissimilar. Byrne, like the rest of the band, valued Eno’s positive energy – a quality that was a major asset as a record producer, especially during the vulnerable early life of a record. It’s a facet of Brian Eno’s character which David Byrne – in early 2008, back working with Eno again for the first time in a quarter of a century – still very much appreciates: ‘Brian’s a great cheerleader. In the collaboration we’re working on now he’s been incredibly encouraging and supportive; which is essential at that stage in the creative process when you’re not sure if your creation is a diamond or a turd.’

Back in 1979, Byrne’s song writing had become as vigorous and confident as it was unorthodox and disquieting. Nothing if not eclectic, his songs now nodded elliptically to balladeering, folk rock and psychedelia as readily as pop, funk and Afro-beat, all of it filtered through a prism of psychological uncertainty. One staccato rock song was an intense circumlocution about a blank piece of paper called, unapologetically, ‘Paper’. There were songs about obstinacy in relationships (‘Mind’), geographic and metaphorical dislocation (‘Cities’), narcotic disorder (‘Electricity’ – later dubbed, unambiguously, ‘Drugs’), and the afterlife (‘Heaven’, inspired musically by Neil Young’s Tonight’s the Night, vocally by Frank Sinatra and lyrically by Werner Herzog’s movie Fata Morgana, in which German citizens describe their visions of celestial eternity over lingering shots of the desolate Sahara Desert).

What also appealed to Eno were three unfinished songs that had been developed from heavily grooved ensemble jams. Two of them didn’t yet have lyrics. Byrne was aware that the band’s compositional processes were developing in new ways, but insisted that before Eno could get busy with his treatments and effects, each song had to be robust enough in its own right: ‘By then a few of the songs were evolving out of group jams and improvisations that I would then write over – but the majority were still fairly composed before the band or Brian got to them – so the dislocations had a strong framework to hold them up.’

The ‘dislocations’ would be applied at a number of studios across the city during the early summer as the new album took shape. This time Harrison’s Fear of Music idea seemed thoroughly apt. Many of the new songs sounded like they’d been designed to bring on raging musicogenic-epilepsy.

Eno quickly got conceptual with Byrne’s singing. On ‘Electricity’/ ‘Drugs’, he had him jogging up and down on the spot in the vocal booth to induce a breathless, bewildered delivery (with very good headphones you can hear Byrne’s small change jingling in his pocket). On a dark, almost psychedelic rock song called ‘Memories Can’t Wait’ he drenched Byrne in cross-echoing reverbs and delays until his voice bled into the caverns of unsettling, feedback-etched guitars. On ‘Electric Guitar’ – a fairly demented song about running over the titular instrument in a car – Eno urged Byrne towards increasing levels of derangement, which then had to be reined in as Byrne had started to sound like a real Psycho Killer. On the same song, Eno treated Wey-mouth’s bass to make it sound like an off-kilter tuba, or an Eroica horn from outer space, and added a piece of ‘real world’ ambience – the sound of a London street in a thunder storm, although the latter was rejected by the band during final mixing.

Eno helped to transform ‘Electricity’ into ‘Drugs’ by muting half the tracks on the mixing console, leaving just a one-string guitar figure, a wheezing synthesizer, a recording of birds in an Australian aviary and Byrne’s gasping vocal, this time warped with phasing and delay effects into a procession of psychotropic abstracts. Fluttering synthesizers filled in where guitars should be – rather as they had on Another Green World, although the resulting song was more disquieting than anything on any Eno record. ‘Drugs’ was dub as Syd Barrett might have imagined it. It was the first song to be credited to David Byrne and Brian Eno, and a harbinger of things to come.

Eno’s fingerprints were all over the new recordings – even more so than had been the case on More Songs about Buildings and Food. Like the Beatles, who’d foresworn the road in 1966 in favour of studio experimentation, Eno had long made records without the impediment of reproducing them on stage. Indeed, in July he would give a lecture at downtown art space the Kitchen, called ‘Music as a Compositional Tool’, in which he posited the recording studio as a hermetic laboratory for the manipulation of sound – a place of phonographic illusion, not so much a facility for documenting musical performances but a crucible in which to conjure unique sonic worlds. ‘A studio is a situation with literally infinite possibilities,’ Eno would later assert. ‘As soon as the music is on tape, it becomes my medium and I’m really happy with it. That’s when I can start working with it, because it ceases to be a purely temporal art, a performance art, and becomes a plastic art.’

It hadn’t really occurred to Eno that the more he ratcheted up the treatment quotient, the tougher it would be for Talking Heads to do the songs justice in a live context. It had occurred to David Byrne, however, although he seems to have regarded it as a challenge more than a problem: ‘We were still essentially a live band – our ensemble playing was tight and we listened to one another. Fear of Music stretched that a bit, but with some careful planning we could perform most of it live, as a four-piece – except “Drugs” – that had to wait until the expanded band line-up.’

For now, Talking Heads would only expand within the studio. One additional player was Robert Fripp, who Eno drafted in to play on ‘Life During War time’. Intense yet sardonic, it was one of the songs that had evolved from a group jam and was inspired as much by New York life (‘This ain’t no Mudd Club, no CBGB/I ain’t got time for that now’) and the ‘war zone’ of Byrne’s Alphabet City neighbourhood as it was the paranoid lot of the archetypal urban guerrilla fighter. As he had with Adrian Belew on the Lodger sessions (and with Fripp on “Heroes”), Eno didn’t give the guitarist any acclimatization time before rolling tape. Fripp responded with a volley of diseased, machine-gun distortion, which – although apt – proved so oppressive that it was left off the finished mix.

Another song, ‘Dancing for Money’, had a backing track – a lithe, improvised funk work-out of the kind Talking Heads could now summon in their sleep – but no words other than the title. Both Eno and Byrne tried applying the former’s spontaneous phonetic approach to generate melodies and lyrics but they ran out of time and the song was never completed.*

One further piece of music was taxing Byrne’s lyrical abilities and would have to wait to be finished while the band headed out on a June tour. It was another song developed through group improvisation, this time based on a riff Byrne had copped from a South African album by Shasha and Jackey called 17 Mabone, which he’d picked up in NewYork ‘because the cover had a drawing of a car with seventeen headlights on it’. Musically, it was potentially the strongest thing on the album, but Byrne was blocked, words simply weren’t coming. Jerry Harrison scribbled some verses but they didn’t ‘sit’ either.

Byrne and Eno knew they wanted something that was essentially a chant, but none of the ideas they tried seemed to cohere within the urgent, polyrhythmic backing track. This had been souped up with extra guitar by Robert Fripp and two anonymous street percussionists Eno and Byrne had encountered in Washington Square Park (credited on the record as ‘Gene Wilder’ and ‘Ari Up’, they were not in fact the US comedy actor and the lead singer of The Slits). With the album deadline looming and no finished lyric, Eno, thinking of ‘Kurt’s Rejoinder’, urged Byrne to use a ‘found text’.

Eno’s investigations into the world of Kurt Schwitters had led him to Hugo Ball, the German-born author of the 1916 Dadaist Manifesto.* Eno presented Byrne with a nonsense text by Ball called ‘Gadji beri bimba’ that he’d found in a compendium of Dadaist writings. It looked forbidding on paper, ‘A bim beri glassala grandrid E glassala tuffm I zimbra’, but when chanted, the bizarre words took on an uncanny musicality. ‘I tried some lyrics I’d written,’ Byrne remembers, ‘but they took on too much importance chanted and repeated that often – the Hugo Ball gibberish solved that problem.’

Thus was ‘I Zimbra’ successfully completed – Eno drafting in vocalist Julie Last to add a high register to Byrne’s verge-of-dementia intoning. Despite its actual provenance, and set against a pulsing matrix of guitars and unrelenting percussion, the chanting sounded closer to West African griot praise-singing than new wave rock vocals. Credited to David Byrne, Brian Eno and Hugo Ball, the song would be the lead track on the new album, now bearing the long-gestating title Fear of Music. A club hit when released as a single later in 1979, ‘I Zimbra’ would prove to be a weather vane for Eno and Talking Heads’ impending musical orientation.

The album was mixed in early July. During final sessions, Tina Wey-mouth’s sisters Lani and Laura were invited to sing backing vocals on a track called ‘Air’. Eno christened them ‘The Sweetbreathes’ and took rather a shine to Lani Weymouth, although apparently nothing came of it, partly because protective sister Tina warned her off. She knew enough about Eno’s reputation by then to know that he only looked like a young Jesuit priest.

While Eno was still sweating over Fear of Music, David Bowie’s Lodger was released to mixed reviews. Many critics remarked that the forward momentum of the earlier Bowie/Eno collaborations now appeared to be faltering – the avant-rock peloton had finally caught up with its two most high-profile outriders. ‘Compared to Low and “Heroes”, this is more than a retreat, reckoned New York Rocker’s Paul Yamada. ‘Lodger simply uses electronics, dissonance and thick textures. It does not allow them to do any independent work, to carry any weight by themselves.’

It was almost certainly just a coincidence, but in the wake of Lodger’s ambiguous critical reception, Eno temporarily relegated music and began seriously picking up his visual art practice for the first time in a decade. In recent years he’d pottered about in an ad hoc darkroom at Grantully Road and had constructed something he called his ‘Patented Invention’ – a glass box divided into squares through which coloured lamps would flicker – deluxe Christmas lights meeting magic lantern show, it was a herald of the light installations he would pursue in the ensuing decades. More significantly, he had designed the sleeve for Music for Airports – a close-up enlargement of an Ordnance Survey map with all the cartographic details removed, leaving a landscape shorn of meaning – a perfect ‘nowhere’ randomly plucked from a stateless, ambient atlas. For all that, it had been a decade since anything had threatened the primacy of music in his creative life. Suddenly there was an accessible and excitingly novel medium at his disposal – a new creative toy to play with: the video camera.

Video was the coming thing in 1979. Video art, mostly of dubious quality, was beginning to find its way into downtown galleries. Although MTV wouldn’t be launched for another eighteen months, the music industry, still running scared of the home taping phenomenon, was positioning the video disc format as the potential saviour of its flagging profit margins. In October, Blondie’s fourth album Eat to the Beat would become the first LP to be simultaneously released as a video disc. Video equipment was all over the electrical stores on 48th Street.

During the early Fear of Music sessions, Eno had run into a roadie from the band Foreigner who was selling a basic video camera and VCR player. The envelope of hundred dollar bills was extracted and Eno walked home with a video starter kit. ‘The bulky camera was about the size of a large shoebox,’ he told the Independent’s Charlotte Cripps in 2005. ‘I’d never really thought much about video, and found most “video art” completely unmemorable, but the prospect of actually owning a video camera was at that time quite exotic.’

Eno’s approach to the video medium would mimic that of his current twofold musical preoccupations, ‘ambient’ and ‘dance’. ‘I think the great revolution that will come with video discs is that they will make dance a mass form, as records did for popular music,’ he prophesied airily in Melody Maker.

Eno had divined this idea from a video he’d been given featuring Long Beach, California, dance troupe the Electric Boogaloos. The troupe had evolved from regular Soul Train TV show hoofers, The Lockers; they were one of the first practitioners of the body-popping and break-dance moves that were now interwoven with the burgeoning hip hop scene. The Boogaloos tape was one of the few video cassettes Eno had to play on his new VCR – and he clearly adored it. ‘It’s a lousily filmed video with shaky camera work and poor sound, but each time I watch the video I am more and more amazed by it – it is totally engaging,’ he enthused to Melody Maker’s John Orme.

Eno was still an habitué of Washington Square Park, often accompanied by Fred Frith. There, they would listen to the innumerable busking musicians and watch the fledgling break-dancers dervish away. Frith remembers how Eno’s ingenuous engagement with New York’s eddying street culture was compromised by his escalating celebrity: ‘We resumed our walk-taking habits, but through Washington Square rather than Hyde Park. I remember going to see some early hip hop dancing with him, which was fantastic, and also seeing how his fame was encroaching, which was less fantastic. We would sit in a doughnut shop and within minutes random passers-by would run in and want to talk and take photos. That was difficult.’

Eno was spending increasing time with his video equipment, very purposefully avoiding the public eye. He trained his camera on the roofscapes of Fifth Avenue to the west of his apartment block, capturing drifting clouds, the slow, shifting interplay of sunlight on masonry and the odd flurry of avian activity. Not being in possession of a tripod, he poised the camera precariously on a window shelf and left it like that while he went about his business. Inevitably the camera slipped over, resting on its side so that it was shooting, effectively, sideways. Reviewing the documented material later, Eno found he could best monitor the images by placing his television on its right side, so that the majority of the screen was filled with sky and ordinary occurrences were rendered odd – like rain falling sideways. It was a means of subverting and exploiting the inert quality of the television picture – or, as Eno later put it, a way of answering the question ‘How can one deal with the limitation of the TV screen which focuses a point of view and a level of sensory attention that music doesn’t?’

The musical analogy was a key one. In spirit and method, Eno’s early videos were closely related to musical pieces such as ‘Discreet Music’. Establish parameters, set it off, see what happens. In this case, not all that much, although that very low event horizon was integral to the work – the roof level becoming an alternative landscape moving at a completely different pace from the frenetic Manhattan streets below.

In July, Robert Fripp gave a Frippertronics performance at the Kitchen, accompanied by Two Fifth Avenue – Brian Eno’s first video installation, displayed on three upturned TV monitors. Fripp called it ‘Video Muzak’. In early 1980, the same piece would be installed on the concourse at New York’s Grand Central Station, at LaGuardia Airport (as a dreamy visual analogue/accompaniment to Music for Airports) and later alongside an exhibition of Peter Schmidt’s paintings at the Paul Ide Gallery in Brussels.

Brian Eno was a practising visual artist once again.
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* Eno had a theory about the singer’s popularity with British audiences, putting it down – as Tina Weymouth recalled – to his onstage movements, which resembled ‘a soccer player, like he’s bouncing a ball off the top of his head’. Eno also likened Byrne’s songwriting to ‘hoovering’, ‘because all David’s melodies are based on one melody, which is “Whoo-ooh, whoo-ooh’’.’

* David Byrne was eager to point me in the direction of Oliver Sacks’ book Musicophilia, which deals extensively with this very subject.

† In a July 1978 review of More Songs about Buildings and Food, perspicacious Sounds journalist Phil Sutcliffe wrote: ‘I suspect Talking Heads are satirists in a very profound sense.’

* Marianne Faithful was another of the prospective subjects. The book was incomplete at Bangs’ tragically premature death in April 1980.

* The Mudd Club was named after Samuel Mudd, the physician who treated Abraham Lincoln’s assassin, John Wilkes Booth.

* Ms Jagger had been involved in a notorious Studio 54 publicity coup soon after its grand opening in 1977. On the occasion of her thirty-second birthday, to the accompaniment of exploding flash bulbs, she entered the club perched atop a white stallion – and presumably spent the rest of the night ‘hoofing’.

† Arthur Russell would come to embody NYC’s incipient genre-hopping tendency. A gifted cellist, sometime sideman and compadre of David Byrne and Phillip Glass, and latterly musical director of the downtown Kitchen Center for Video, Music and Dance, Russell would enjoy multi-stranded careers, making avant-garde compositions, playing in rock bands of various stripes and releasing twelve-inch dance singles under a variety of aliases. Russell had already played on a Talking Heads B-side, and, in 1979, David Byrne would reciprocate by playing funky guitar on ‘Kiss Me Again’, a single Russell wrote and produced under the name Dinosaur. It would be the first recognizable disco single to be released by Sire Records – a label that would shortly launch a dancefloor diva called Madonna Ciccone.

* The ‘Eno is God’ graffito appeared almost as commonly as the mysterious ‘SAMO’, which turned out to be the tag (short for ‘same old shit’) of another downtown icon, the graffiti artist, and incipient art world superstar, Jean-Michel Basquiat and his co-conspirator Al Diaz.

* The Eroica horn, actually a French horn, earned its alternative name from the audacious ‘false’ entry the instrument makes in Beethoven’s third, Eroica symphony.

* Eno had been exposed to North African music on an earlier trip to Morocco, although he had begun listening to Arabic pop music ‘ … in the early ‘70s, because I heard one piece on shortwave, which I recorded. That was the only piece of Arabic pop music I knew. I listened to it over and over for about a year and a half.’

† San Francisco remains one of Eno’s favourite cities, and he would even live there briefly in 1980. ‘I think in a way that’s where I still live really,’ Eno told journalist Sylvie Simmons in 2007. ‘That’s where my mind lives, I suppose, even if my body lives somewhere else … I left my mind in San Francisco.’

* Eno’s David Byrne impersonation was now uncannily accurate. A listen to the out-take of ‘Dancing for Money’ that Warners included on the 2005 Fear of Music reissue – with the stereo balance pushed all the way to the left – reveals Eno’s phonetic, Byrne-esque vocal isolated in all its ‘show-your-workings’ glory. It’s as comical as it is impressive, and it’s a shame they couldn’t finish the song.

* Ball is thought to have christened the anarchic art movement ‘Dada’ in the first place by randomly flicking through a French/German dictionary [‘dada’ means ‘hobbyhorse’ in French and ‘idiot’ in German]. Eno had been drawn to Ball’s writing about writing in the Dadaist Manifesto in which Ball described a phonetic approach to text which closely paralleled Eno’s own: ‘I let the vowels fool around. I let the vowels quite simply occur, as a cat meows … Words emerge, shoulders of words, legs, arms, hands of words. Au, oi, uh. One shouldn’t let too many words out. A line of poetry is a chance to get rid of all the filth that clings to this accursed language, as if put there by stockbrokers’ hands, hands worn smooth by coins … ‘


12. Moonlight in Glory

‘I think the trouble with almost all experimental composers is that they’re all head, dead from the neck down.’ (Brian Eno)

‘Les blancs pense trop …’ (‘Whites think too much …’) (Headline above an Eno article in Actuel magazine)

‘Genius is an African who dreams up snow.’ (Vladimir Nabokov)

By early August 1979, Eno was ready to make music again. He had hardly worked on his own material since the close of 1977, although his innumerable subsequent collaborations had kept up a fierce momentum of musical ideas. Working on the Talking Heads songs ‘Drugs’ and ‘I Zimbra’ had also been critical, synthesizing and refining his own earlier attempts at massed, improvised rhythm sections, dub-derived abstractions and ‘non narrative’ vocals. Eno’s predilection for music of esoteric, global hue was also gathering apace. Alongside the teeming funk raptures of Fela Kuti and a smattering of other African records he and David Byrne had ferreted out from downtown record stores, Eno’s apartment now resounded to the weird interval harmonizing of Bulgarian choral music, John Henry Faulk’s 1977 oral history LP, Actual Voices of Ex-Slaves and, latterly, the muezzin wail of Arabic pop picked up on shortwave radio.

Eno particularly relished the sinuous enigma of North African melody. ‘… I suppose I’m still searching for that sense of mystery,’ he admitted to Richard Williams, ‘and I find it in a different place now. I found it, for instance, in those Arabic pop songs. Hearing those for the first time was just like listening to The Silhouettes.’

Eno had recently found some equally resonant ‘mystery’ on a 1977 album called Vernal Equinox by New York-based avant-garde trumpeter Jon Hassell. Exotic and ethereal, it was a record that hummed with pan-global influences filtered through state-of-the-art studio treatments. Born in Memphis in 1937, Hassell’s avant-garde credentials were impeccable. Educated partly in Cologne under Karlheinz Stockhausen (where Can’s Holger Czukay and Irmin Schmidt were his classmates), he had been part of the original ensemble that first performed Terry Riley’s minimalist landmark In C back in 1967, had made drone performances/experiments with La Monte Young, and studied ragas at the Kirana Center for Indian Classical Music under the tutelage of vocal master Pandit Pran Nath. Vernal Equinox found Hassell treating his trumpet with delay and pitch-shift effects, teasing out slithers of wraithlike melody, an ‘airborne calligraphy’ which flickered across vivid landscapes bubbling with ‘ethnic’ percussion and rich daubs of bass. Parts of it sounded like a lavish upgrade of David Toop’s work on New and Rediscovered Musical Instruments; at other times it was akin to Miles Davis heard through a plashing tropical rain shower. Hassell regarded this blurring of the ancient, spiritual East and modern, technocratic West, as a step towards a meditative, ‘coffee-coloured’ classical music of the future. This mulatto paradigm he dubbed ‘Fourth World’ – a concept in which Eno would soon become thoroughly immersed.

Eno met Hassell in person after the trumpeter’s summer ‘79 performance, downtown at the Kitchen; then visited him at Hassell’s minimally furnished, white-painted TriBeCa loft. Although the studious trumpeter would come to question Eno’s lack of formal musical scholarship, he found he had much in common with his new English acquaintance – not least the notion of music as an embodiment of broader cultural suppositions. They hatched a plan to record together as soon as possible.

Hassell’s ideas were already beginning to percolate when Eno entered West 12th Street’s RPM studio on 4 August to begin his first ‘laboratory’ recording session since the arduous days of Before and After Science. Financed from his own pocket, the experiment involved a veritable brigade of drummers, including Chris Frantz and several Washington Square Park buskers. One of them was a sometime zither player and erstwhile actor from Philadelphia called Edward Larry Gordon. Soon to be better known as saintly ambient musician and berobed ‘laughter meditation workshop’ guru, Laraaji (a faux-’spiritual’ moniker derived from an old nickname, Larry G), Eno had slipped a note into Gordon’s busking hat that read: ‘Would you like to meet to consider a recording project?’ Reading the contact name and number which Eno had also left, Gordon was seriously intrigued, partly because he had often overheard the phrase ‘Fripp and Eno’ in downtown conversations without previously knowing what the curious-sounding phrase referred to.

Eno also invited along one David van Tieghem, a freelance percussionist and sometime drummer with The Flying Hearts, a band that boasted the ubiquitous Arthur Russell and former Modern Lover Ernie Brooks. Eno had been introduced to van Tieghem after a performance at the ‘New Music, New York’ festival, which the Kitchen had staged in June. Phillip Glass, Steve Reich and Michael Nyman were among the more stellar performers. During the festival’s run, Eno delivered a talk and appeared on a panel discussing the topic: ‘Commerciality, Mystique, Ego and Fame in New Music’, alongside Philip Glass, Devo’s Gerry Casale and Robert Fripp (who, not for the first time, found his own mystique compromised by some over-obtrusive photographers). Fripp was also alert to van Tieghem’s work, and relished the fact that he ‘plays metal ashtrays with dildoes vibrating in them to create different sustained tones’.

David van Tieghem’s Kitchen festival piece was called A Man and His Toys – a typically eccentric showcase for miscellaneous wind-up gizmos, household artefacts and popping bubble-wrap. It was regarded as one of the highlights of the festival by many, although not by Lester Bangs, who could find nothing artistically redeeming about bursting plastic air pockets. Eno had recently taken to combing the over-stuffed shops of Chinatown and Canal Street for cheap bric-a-brac, or anything, in fact, which when struck might make an interesting noise – a partial return to the Plastic Eno Band aesthetic. He thought he could use a man with similar penchants who was clearly not afraid of pushing sound generation to unorthodox extremes.

Also marshalled for the session were David Byrne on electric guitar, Pere Ubu and (latterly) DNA keyboard player Tim Wright, and bass player and arranger Bill Laswell (who had effectively invited himself ). Laswell was all over the downtown scene. He’d dallied with members of DNA and with James Chance and was currently a member of semi-electronic combo the Zu Band (soon to evolve into the better known Material). He was a versatile, hustling musician-for-hire who would play in a rock band one night, and with avant-garde jazz drummer Denardo Coleman (son of Ornette) the next. He was hungry for musical experience and Eno was his downtown neighbour: ‘I would see Eno every day and say “Get me a gig. Let me do some recording. What’s up?” … One day, he said “Okay, I’m doing a session, come over to RPM Studio on 12th Street.”’

Despite the fact that his favourite bass had been stolen the night before, he duly arrived at RPM carrying a borrowed instrument, which – a mortified Laswell recalled – happened to be covered in Devo stickers: ‘It was kind of embarrassing. I’ve got this bass and I brought it in and I didn’t even know how to play it …’

A degree of anarchy was hardwired into the 4 August experiment. Upgrading the incongruous collective concept he had first tried on 1973’s Here Come the Warm Jets sessions, Eno had specifically chosen players from diverse backgrounds, most of whom had never even met before assembling in the studio. This time there would be no inducement to create anything explicitly ‘commercial’ or even particularly accessible. Instructions to the musicians were vague enough to let happenstance guide the music’s direction, although it seems Eno’s initial conception owed less to ‘Fourth World’ exoticism and more to Kraut-rock; as Bill Laswell revealed: ‘When we started, they [Eno and Byrne] would always say “Oh, no. This is too syncopated. We want to do a very European record.” They were looking for Neu! Or Can.’

David Byrne hints that directional matters were less defined at this stage: ‘I was unaware of Can at the time – though I think I’d heard Neu!’ Laswell thought the musical direction began to be modified as the various instrumentalists asserted themselves, as he told interviewer Anil Prasad in 1993: ‘I think David van Tieghem was playing drums and there was a girl they found in Washington Square Park playing congas. She kept playing these sort of funk beats and I knew the rhythm, so I played with her … It turned out to be this very syncopated, Black-music-related record. Before that, that wasn’t really their concept at all.’

Further sessions took pace at RPM later in August and at the city’s Blue Rock studio in the first week of September, by which time a skewed, abstract funk direction was just beginning to emerge from the instrumental onslaught. At first, Eno had found the multi-instrumental bombardment impregnable and had to drastically pare back the tracks, much as he had on Talking Heads’ ‘Drugs’, to locate anything vaguely coherent, as he explained to Lester Bangs: ‘What was so weird was that at first I thought I’d wasted my money. I just couldn’t understand it at all. I kept listening to it, and did some rough mixes where I was kind of sculpting the track, because there was just this barrage of instruments playing all the time. I just chopped it about so there was more space in it and I’d have instruments coming in, in little sections.’

Suddenly, Eno wanted to sing again. ‘I’ve found a new streak of idiocy,’ he remarked. He now planned to marry the occidental vox humana to exotic, polyglot instrumental backings: ‘The tracks kind of have a foot in three camps: one is sort of disco-funk, another is Arabic/North African music, another is black African music. And there’s a very interesting tension between those three types of black music, and then the vocals which are extremely European, like the vocals on Talking Heads’ “I Zimbra”, deliberately choral and cut off; it’ll be me and some other people singing. I don’t want it to be just one voice in most cases. I want it to be a group of synchronized voices.’

‘Disco-funk’ was already old news in New York’s rapidly evolving musical hothouse. Rap was the coming thing. In September, the Sugarhill Gang released a single, ‘Rapper’s Delight’, effectively New York hip hop’s ground zero. Kurtis Blow was about to unleash his epochal The Breaks album and subsequently become the first superstar rapper. The dawn of the ‘extended mix’ twelve-inch single had arrived. Eno briefly considered releasing a twelve-inch EP of his own, culled from the RPM sessions, although this plan was shelved and much of the initial work at least temporarily abandoned. There would be further vocal experiments, however, some of which hinted at a radical, fertile future direction.

Eno was now absorbing shortwave radio broadcasts on an almost nightly basis – North African pop mostly but also freakish US talk shows and the firebrand tub-thumping of Pentecostal preachers beamed from deep inside the Southern Bible belt. Away from the bland homogeneity of FM music stations, ‘70s US radio offered open season to eccentrics, extremists and fantasists of every conceivable hue. ‘I’m particularly fascinated by radio, especially in America. It’s extraordinary just how out of control it is,’ Eno admitted to Melody Maker’s John Orme. ‘It sounds such a mess compared to the ordered delivery you get in Britain … Here you get the nuttiest people in charge of the airwaves – it’s fascinating … It seems to me that radio in America states the boundary conditions of madness – you have a constant source of extreme points of view on tap!’

When not attending to his own sessions, Eno found time to prepare ground for the collaborative album with Jon Hassell. Rapidly becoming New York’s chief Eno-watcher, Lester Bangs dropped in on these initial sessions and gave a first-hand report of Eno in his kingdom: ‘Eno walks into the recording studio, sets a reel of tape on the floor, and moves immediately to the synthesizer. Flicks a few switches, starts turning dials, and one odd sound after another fills the room – in fact, he seems to be pulling them around through the air like great worms. The tape delay system is already set up, a thin brown line stretching for about a foot between two giant tape recorders. Watching him at the synthesizers, my companion says: “Don’t let him kid you; he may not play any other instruments but he knows exactly what he’s doing.”’

Hassell had wanted Eno to apply some ‘big washes’ of sound – replacing the role of the droning Indian tambura he was more used to extemporizing against. To achieve this, Eno invited Robert Fripp along. By now the duo were so familiar with one another that the loop and treatments approach had begun to produce semi-predictable results; there was a real danger of them repeating themselves – an unconscionable heresy. Lester Bangs quoted Eno and Fripp’s in-studio conversation, which hinted at the dilemma: ‘During one break, [Eno] laughs: “Sounds like we’ve got a nice Fripp and Eno album here … I don’t know about Jon Hassell,” and describes their methods to the engineer as “a constructive approach to the kitchen sink”.’

Bangs also reported Eno’s description of a Holger Czukay-style vocal loop he’d edited from a shortwave radio recording then added to the musical stew. ‘I had a radio programme going through, clipping out syllables people were saying and making melodies.’ It was an augury of things to come.

The ambient backings would – at least temporarily – go unused. While they had the studio time, Eno and Fripp would push ahead with further spontaneous collaborations. Fripp later spoke about he and Eno working on a putative album called Music for Healing – of which a four-track suite called ‘Healthy Colours I–IV’ is the only surviving evidence. The composition for layered ‘found vocals’ cut-and-pasted like ultra-primitive sampling over a quirky, funky backing, baldly anticipated Eno’s imminent musical direction but wouldn’t find a legitimate release until 1994 as part of the compilation anthology Essential Fripp & Eno.*

The Hassell/Eno album would be cut at New York’s Celestial Sounds studio and based on the rhythm-scapes of Brazilian percussionist Naná Vasconcelos (aided on one track by another erstwhile Eno collaborator, bassist Percy Jones), and Eno’s contributions would be restricted to dabs of Prophet 5 and mini-Moog synthesizer, reverberant ‘background cloud guitars’ and his usual ‘treatments’. The completed album, Fourth World Vol.1 – Possible Musics, would be credited to Jon Hassell/Brian Eno and released on EG the following spring. As the appellation suggests, it was originally intended to be the first in a series. Unlike the similarly fledgling Ambient cycle, only one further Fourth World instalment would be forthcoming – in name, anyway. In fact, Possible Musics would have slotted happily into the notional Ambient series, irrespective of its ethno-hybridizations.

Initially Hassell was happy not only to collude with Eno but also to let him become the public interpreter and mouthpiece for his Fourth World model – a decision he would later lament. Speaking about Possible Musics in 1997, Hassell made a belated confession: ‘This record could have easily been “by Jon Hassell, produced by Brian Eno”. That would have been correct billing. But at the time, I was trying to pay the rent and I decided that I wanted it to say “Jon Hassell/Brian Eno”. This later became a problem for me because he had such a high profile in the pop musical world; it often became “his record”, so to speak. That was painful.’

Eno is now happy to acknowledge Hassell’s significance: ‘We spent a lot of time together … time that changed my mind in many ways. We talked about music as embodied philosophy, for every music implies a philosophical position even when its creators aren’t conscious of it. And we talked about sex and sensuality, about trying to make a music that embraced the whole being and not just the bit above the neck (or just the bit below it) … I owe a lot to Jon …’

Talking Heads’ Fear of Music was released in August, shrouded in an inscrutable black, geometrically textured cover designed by ‘resting’ architect Jerry Harrison. Reviews were excellent, occasionally hyperbolic. Rolling Stone’s Jon Pareles described the album as ‘rock music that warps and suspends time’. Lester Bangs called it, affirmatively, ‘a comedy album’. In Britain, Fear of Music slotted happily into the Bowie-shadowed, post-punk landscape. ‘In common with Bowie’s Low it doesn’t sound like an album at all,’ reckoned NME’s Paul Rambali, ‘just songs caught in full flight and grouped together in a pleasant combination.’ Eno’s name generally figured prominently in dispatches; increasingly he was spoken of as a de facto ‘fifth Head’: ‘… whereas Eno stood out on … Buildings and Food,’ Rambali reflected, ‘he’s now, for better or worse, seamlessly integrated into the Heads’ sound.’

After an exhausting four-month tour in support of the album, David Byrne returned to New York in early December. Part of his recuperation involved convivial ‘coffee mornings’ with Eno and Hassell. The cerebral trio would convene at one or other of their lofts where esoteric records would be exchanged and global musics discussed. ‘I began pointing them in the direction of the things that I knew,’ remembered Hassell, ‘like the French Ocara [label] recordings which had beautiful and authentic recordings from all around the world.’ Between them, they began to conceive a concept album, which expanded on the ‘Fourth World’ model. It would be, Byrne vividly recalls, ‘… a field recording or unearthing of anthropology of the future – as if, sometime in the future, a trove of recordings was discovered by some unknown funky culture’.

A palpable influence on this thinking was an album called Eskimo by anonymous, eyeball-mask-wearing avant-rock satirists, The Residents. Released earlier in 1979, it too was a faux-anthropological concept album – effectively a grand ethno-counterfeit, which attempted to forge a mythic, psychedelic vision of the North Pole through invented ‘indigenous’ music. As with most of The Residents’ output, it was difficult to know where sardonic conceit ended and political provocation began,* but in its blend of icy, synthetic gales, austere, indistinct instrumentation and weird incantations filtered through disorienting effects (not unlike an adenoidal version of Jon Hassell’s treated trumpet), it was unquestionably all of a piece.

There were other precedents. On a number of their albums, Can had dabbled in ersatz ‘ethnic’ musics – a strain they dubbed the ‘Ethnological Forgery Series’, while the pseudo-’world music’ inventions of the Penguin Cafe Orchestra were loosely based around leader Simon Jeffes’ polyglot fantasy community inhabiting the soi-disant Penguin Cafe. Meanwhile, Alabaman jazz band leader Herman Poole Blount – better known as Sun Ra – claimed to hail from the planet Saturn and maintained that his Solar Myth Arkestra’s musical vocabulary had been gleaned from a celestial tribe called ‘the angel race’. He also pronounced himself cosmically linked to the ancient Egyptian sun god Ra, from whence he’d appropriated his stage name.†

Soon after enmeshing themselves in Hassell’s ideas, Eno and Byrne stumbled on the writings of ethnomusicologist and Yale History of Art professor, Robert Farris Thompson. His 1974 book African Art in Motion had been published to accompany an exhibition of sub-Saharan icons, altar pieces and artefacts in the comprehensive Katharine Coryton White Collection. Thompson sought to contextualize the role of music within African religion and society, highlighting its multi-stranded application beyond Western notions of ‘entertainment’; blurring distinctions between the sacred and the secular. In tropical Africa, Thompson contended, music and dance could be equally about the ritual of everyday life or an expression of religious ecstasy. Byrne and Eno would both come to revere a similarly revealing text by scholar and percussionist John Miller Chernoff. His painstakingly researched 1979 study African Rhythm & African Sensibility took a touchingly personal approach to the role of music in West African culture. For Byrne (who would later collaborate musically with Chernoff, and who adored his book so much that after finishing it he immediately reread it), the literature legitimized the duo’s pan-global cultural sifting: ‘Both those books put music in a larger context. They talk about how music functions in the society, how it makes you move, what the simultaneous rhythms mean metaphorically and, of course, there was a little musical analysis, too. We saw the parallel with funk and other music – there’s a pretty direct lineage – but we had to go the long way round instead of just learning how to be funky. We had to re-invent the wheel even though other people were already driving around.’*

While Africanized rhythm began to loom large, in the autumn Eno headed back in another direction, towards beat-less minimalism and the small Ontarian town of Hamilton, just across the Canadian border from northern New York State. There, he would work on a new Harold Budd record, envisaged by Eno as the second instalment of the Ambient series. The Hamilton facility, Grant Avenue Studios, was run by Quebécois brothers Bob and Daniel Lanois – affiliates of Toronto musician Michael Brook. Eno had first been alerted to Grant Avenue after witnessing a NYC gig by an obscure Canadian duo called the Time Twins: ‘I even remember their names – Torch and Fugit … They gave me a demo tape. I really liked the sound of the recordings which had been made at Grant Avenue …’

Relatively close to New York City, but far cheaper than comparable US studios, Grant Avenue would become Eno’s playpen over the next two years – and Brook and the Lanois brothers his valued collaborators. Brook, sometime-guitarist with new wave popstrels Martha & The Muffins (alongside the Lanois’ sister Jocelyn), had engineered Jon Hassell’s Vernal Equinox at the electronic studio of Toronto’s York University, where he was an undergraduate. He had also played in Hassell’s band, contributing to the one live track included on Possible Musics. ‘There are two strong reasons for working there,’ Eno said of Grant Avenue in a 1982 interview with Gene Kalbacher of Modern Recording & Music. ‘One is that I never feel I’m in a hurry there. I don’t feel lazy, either … the studio never gives the impression of being in a hurry or of you being just another client … The other thing is that I always work with the same engineer there, Dan Lanois, who is an extremely nice and very un-neurotic and interested type of person.’

Budd had already made a start on the record, which was designed as a two-way collaboration between himself and Eno – although the latter’s involvement had to be squeezed in between his numerous other commitments. ‘It was all “a bit here, a bit there”,’ Budd reflects. ‘I recorded the piano part of “Not Yet Remembered” at a small college, after hours in the dead of night and mailed it off to Brian. Weeks later he played it for me on the telephone, with his production and voice added, and I was stunned.’

After the favourable reception afforded Pavilion of Dreams, Budd had every right to consider Eno an ‘immediate friend’, and was unsurprisingly happy to express ‘total confidence in his vision’. As it had been for Hassell, regarding Eno as a collaborator rather than a producer was a bold new departure for the pianist-composer, as he readily admits: ‘It was terra incognito for me – maybe for Brian as well, but I think not …’

The empathy between Eno and Budd was unsurprising – Budd had loved the Eno and Fripp collaborations and the way Eno’s loops and treatments had supported and framed Fripp’s lyrical flights. When he and Eno were simultaneously at Grant Avenue, Budd immediately fell into what was effectively the Fripp role. ‘I would set up a sound,’ Eno remembered, ‘he [Budd] would improvise to it, and occasionally I would add something: but it was mainly him performing in a sound-world I had created.’

Budd’s approach wasn’t quite as spontaneous as Eno suggests: ‘Well … improvisatory: I don’t think I’ve ever completely, from zero, started that way …’ Eno was nonetheless beguiled by Budd’s pragmatic approach to his beauteous aesthetic: ‘His way of composing was to write a piece of music, then take out all the notes you didn’t like!’

The album was certainly shy of jarring notes. Based around Budd’s simple, consonant acoustic and electric piano figures and sheathed in a glistening exoskeleton of synthetic orchestrations, its ten essays suffused into one long, Arcadian reverie which, while it lacked the conceptual glue of its series predecessor, Music for Airports, was a no-less-persuasive exemplar of Eno’s ambient archetype. Released in April 1980 through EG as Ambient 2: The Plateaux of Mirror and credited to ‘Harold Budd/Brian Eno’, the album’s ten, painterly essays divided critics. In the NME – a paper then in thrall to the anti-Thatcher real-politik, post-punk dissonance and the belt-and-braces UK ska revival – the implacable Ian Penman effectively dismissed both The Plateaux of Mirror and Possible Musics as escapist, bourgeois indulgences. Eno responded in a 1980 interview with the same organ, admitting that ‘… one of the criticisms I knew would be implicit in anything written about those two records was that they don’t address the harsher realities of life … before those records were released I wrote what I thought was a mock-NME review as a joke while I was talking to Harold. Some of it I got word for word, and I thought, Fuck me! I’ve been away from this country two years and I can still make accurate predictions about what’s going to happen on the “fashionable” level.’

Others tarred Eno’s ambient endeavours with what had latterly become a pejorative term in rock criticism, ‘New Age’. Initially the preserve of Palo Alto, California label Windham Hill, New Age music shared some of ambient’s principles; it, too, was lushly recorded, wordless and contemplative, albeit with an overtly Californian quality which made it most readily associable with healing crystals, ersatz ‘Buddhist’ meditation regimens and the burgeoning trend for all things ‘holistic’ (Fripp and Eno had perhaps judged that the aborted Music for Healing had teetered too close to this dubious terrain). In fact, Windham Hill presented a far more innocuously modal, melodically banal aesthetic than that offered by Budd and Eno’s idiosyncratic meditations, although Budd’s penchant for deliberate prettiness and his questionable line in ornate song titles – ‘An Arc of Doves’, ‘Among Fields of Crystal’, and so on – did little to assuage the New Age indictments.

There would be a few similar critical brickbats for the third album in the series, Ambient 3: Day of Radiance by Laraaji. ‘Produced by Brian Eno’ (as the front cover made plain), it was and remains the least well known in the four-album Ambient cycle. Recorded rapidly in New York in late 1979, Eno’s role was indeed restricted to production (as well as his third discreet, cartographically themed ‘ambient’ sleeve design), and – aside from a little equalization and lashings of his signature reverb – he left the music entirely to Edward Larry Gordon. His five galloping, gamelan-like rhythmic pieces – three variations on ‘The Dance’ and two ‘Mediations’, were essayed on an electric zither and a 36-string hammered dulcimer picked up for a pittance in a downtown thrift store. The music proffered ringing note clouds that engulfed the listener like an intoxicating swarm of gorgeous butterflies. Heard today, Day of Radiance sounds far too full-bloodied, too teeming, for insouciant Californian-style contemplation (although Laraaji’s self-styled laughter meditation workshops and preference for voluminous robes were New Age-ism incarnate), and has arguably stood the test of time as well as any record with Brian Eno’s name attached.

On New Year’s Eve 1979, Eno was on a flight to California’s New Age heartland. The music he would essay during a four-month stay in the Golden State would be far from soothing, anodyne banality, however. Initially the trip was planned as yet another sabbatical, another battery-recharging getaway – although Eno had already agreed to reprise his lecture ‘The Studio as a Compositional Tool’ for audiences at UCLA in LA and at several Bay Area colleges (another spin around San Francisco’s Exploratorium was also on the cards). Given that his recent work had effectively turned the recording studio into a crucible of innovative experiment, it was apt that his lecture-hall peroration charted the evolution of the studio, from its origins as the documentary repository of musical performance to a latter-day laboratory of infinite sonic possibilities. His notes didn’t dwell on the negative corollaries of such unbounded innovative potential and how an over-abundance of tantalizing creative avenues can impose its own kind of stasis.

A physical manifestation of the latter was included in Eno’s luggage – tapes of his recent RPM recordings many of which he was on the point of abandoning, such was their impenetrable opacity. Among the Byzantine tracks was one piece which, he thought, had something. It featured percussionist Dennis Keeley playing an insistent Irish bodhran, Busta Jones a muted bass and Eno a gliding synth progression, all of it seamlessly moulded around a lo-fi recording of a July 1979 New York radio phone-in show – one desperate-sounding caller battling it out with tape hiss and a robotic, unidentified US politician. Frenetic, cynical, darkly funny, Eno thought it an ineffable evocation of his own feelings about Manhattan living – feelings, he reasoned, which he could never have articulated so exactingly in an orthodox song lyric. The piece would later be dubbed ‘Mea Culpa’ (‘I’m saying I’m sorry, I made a mistake …’ intoned the anxious, penitent caller).

‘I’d pretty much finished that piece in New York when I was still living there – late 1979 – before I moved over to California,’ Eno remembers. ‘I was intrigued by the idea of taking “found vocals” and using them instead of a lead singer vocal – as much as anything else because I was fed up with writing songs but still wanted there to be some vocal and lyrical presence on the tracks. I just didn’t want it to be more me.’ All the same, even as he booked into LA’s Sunset Marquis hotel, Eno remained unconvinced by his improvisatory, ‘found vocal’ approach and hoped his Californian sojourn might provoke yet another, more elegant methodology.

One evening in the Sunset Marquis bar, Eno struck up a conversation with three members of Californian satirical rock troupe The Tubes, one of whom, graphic-artist-cum-painter-cum-drummer Charles Lenprere ‘Prairie’ Prince, an Eno fan, was eager to know what strain of music Brian was currently dallying with. After equivocating, Eno reluctantly played Prince a cassette of the prototype ‘Mea Culpa’, along with other rough mixes from the New York sessions. To Eno’s genuine surprise, Prince and his fellow Tubes enthused wildly about the music. Prince in particular responded to the polyrhythmic drum pieces and immediately volunteered his services should Eno require a versatile percussionist for future recordings. Encouraged, Eno set about his lectures (some of which were grand, almost gig-like affairs; nearly 1,000 souls packed into an auditorium at the University of California, Berkeley, for example) with a spring in his step and his appetite for the studio – a place that those very lectures celebrated as an epicentre of creative praxis – fully restored.

Eno was brought up short in late January, however, when he received news that Peter Schmidt had suffered a sudden heart attack and died while on holiday in the Canary Islands. Just forty-nine years old, Schmidt had recently spent time in the Western Isles of Scotland and in Iceland, where he’d painted a series of semi-abstract watercolour landscapes that were the perfect visual analogue of Eno’s ambient albums. He had also been preparing an exhibition of Schmidt/Eno audio-visual work he’d titled More than Nothing, which was to be shown at the Paul Ide Gallery in Brussels in February. Along with Schmidt’s 1977 Portrait of Eno with Allusions and his Before and After Science prints, the show would feature Eno’s ‘Patented Invention’ light-box sculpture and tapes of his bespoke, gallery-friendly ‘Subliminal Music’, along with an updated, boxed edition of Oblique Strategies (and also a first edition in French).

The nature and timing of the show couldn’t help but underscore the loss to Eno of his most intimate collaborative partner. ‘Peter Schmidt was a genuinely lovely man, full of warmth and endless curiosity,’ fellow painter Russell Mills reflects. ‘He was also very funny, witty and intellectually very playful. He was a great inspiration to be with, always seeking alternative ways of thinking and working. Like Brian, he was an enabler, a catalyst for ideas and for people to become better than they thought they could be. He was a really important person in Brian’s life.’

Eno responded to the bereavement by throwing himself into work. He immediately contacted David Byrne and Jon Hassell to assess the level of interest in the proposed ethno-musicological album, which, Eno now surmised, might also embrace the swarming percussion and ‘found’ vocals of the re-evaluated RPM tracks. Byrne had also been listening to the radio: he’d become particularly fascinated by the evangelist preachers whose wildly inflated entreaties peppered the airwaves. Bought up by demure, Scottish Presbyterians, Byrne found the radio preachers’ exaggerated delivery mesmerizing and exotic – it was a kind of meta-performance, he noted; the wildly ‘musical’ ostentation of the delivery in direct opposition to the piety of its message. It seemed to both Eno and Byrne that the preachers’ febrile, baroque and often involuntarily sinister-sounding declamations tapped into an older, weirder more Gothic America. Indeed, feverish Pentecostalism still flourished in the flamboyant, arcane South – a place where church congregations might still lift serpents to the heavens, spout delirious glossolalia and lay slain in the spirit.

For now studiously avoiding actual geographic proximity to the spiritually intimidating South, Eno invited Byrne and Hassell out to LA, from where he proposed they drive into the nearby Mojave Desert. Essentially empty, the Mojave’s sprinkling of isolated communities had nonetheless bred such individualist musicians as Harold Budd, Frank Zappa and Captain Beefheart, and there – armed with boxes of Eno’s junk-shop percussion and a portable tape machine – Eno envisaged them stumbling on a location in which to record their ‘imaginary culture’ record. As he recalls, ‘I had somehow conceived the idea that I wanted to spend some time in the Californian desert – a notion that was cured by a couple of visits there – but nonetheless, I decided to stay for a little while on the West Coast, and decided to work further on this unfinished New York music while I was there.’

The putative record could be the first in a series, he enthused – in the late 1970s, Eno was almost pathological about grouping records in series – and, just like The Residents, no one need ever know the musicians’ true identities. Still drained from intensive touring, suffering from writer’s block and unsure how to proceed (or if he really wanted to proceed) with the next Talking Heads record, David Byrne needed something to escape into and could hardly refuse Eno’s enticing offer. Hassell, however, was forced to decline: ‘They were going to go out to the desert somewhere in California, get an eight-track and send for me. At the time, I was a “downtown Soho composer” struggling to make the rent every month so I couldn’t even get the plane fare to fly there.’

Eno had enough source material to be going on with – enough, certainly, to refrain from purchasing a plane ticket for Hassell. The trumpeter’s enforced absence meant a die had been cast: Byrne would now become Eno’s sole collaborator on the still unnamed, and still somewhat unfocused, project. ‘I can’t know what the record would have become if Jon had been a performing part of it,’ Eno reflects today. ‘I imagine it would have been less rhythm-oriented, more of an “art” record than a “pop” record – though it didn’t seem much like a pop record at the time! Of course he was part of the conversation which led to it, but the record itself wasn’t at all as conceptually clear when it started out as it looks now in retrospect.’

In Hassell’s absence, and with the Mojave Desert left untrodden, in early February, Eno, Byrne, Prairie Prince and sometime-Santanapercussionist Mingo Lewis booked into LA’s Eldorado Studios on Hollywood and Vine. Here, they began to build a leaner, but no less percussive version of the dense music captured at Eno’s 1979 New York sessions. Throughout much of February 1980 and into March they laboured, elaborating on Eno’s extant tracks, building new ones and experimenting with miscellaneous disembodied vocals – especially the petitioning radio evangelists whose disquieting incantations Eno and Byrne found increasingly mesmerizing. New tracks were begun with one or two core instruments playing repetitive, modal cycles over looping drum tracks. These were then built up, radically stripped back and built up again, with some of the earlier parts still showing – a process of aural pentimento. Many of the pieces went through innumerable, radical evolutions.

Necessity was the mother of invention; percussion could mean anything, including objects that happened to be lying around in the studio. A biscuit tin and a frying pan became substitute snare drums, a Lesley speaker cabinet and plastic cassette box unlikely tom toms. A Linn LM-1drum sequencer – then recently invented (along with succeeding Linn models, it would go on to provide one of the signature percussion sounds of ‘80s pop) – was hired in to supply metronomic backing tracks against which more idiosyncratic percussion could be improvised. A grey-painted drum kit belonging to LA band The Screamers was deployed, not in any ‘traditional’ way but as a noise creator – ‘a banging board’, Eno called it. Sometimes the bass drum would be removed and a cardboard box put in its place. ‘My credit was “cans and bass drum”,’ Prairie Prince recalled, ‘but I played a lot of different things. All three of us played piano. He [Eno] had thrown some coins into the piano and it made this clanky sound. It was one of the most wonderful recordings I’ve ever done.’

Studio engineer Dave Jerden proved to be another invaluable ally, equalizing and manipulating such unlikely sound sources as ashtrays, taped-together plastic garbage bins, lampshades, film canisters and pieces of wooden flooring into coherent, polyrhythmic soundscapes. Byrne’s facility for catchy, chicken-scratch guitar parts was also widely embraced, while Eno discovered an aptitude for anchoring low-end depth charges on his Japanese Ansonia fretless bass – a cheap Gibson copy he’d bought on a whim back in 1977 and which happened to have a beautifully rich tone.*

‘Vocals’ would be divined from the radio airwaves or transplanted from extant records – a process of recodification that owed much to Holger Czukay’s album Movies.† As Czukay had done, Eno gravitated towards Arabic voices. In addition to his shortwave radio recordings, the previous summer he had speculatively purchased an album called Music in the World of Islam Vol.1 (Human Voices/Lutes) – originally part of a six-album box-set of Muslim musics released in 1976 on the esoteric Tangent label. In her accompanying sleevenotes, Jean Jenkins – ethnomusicologist and curator at London’s Horniman Museum – wrote: ‘The human voice is the foundation of all music within the Islamic world. Indeed, in some areas it is the only type of music which exists.’ From the album Eno lifted Jenkins’ own recording of the haunting, unaccompanied vocal of Lebanese mountain singer Dunya Yusin, essaying a rhapsodic devotional called ‘Abu Zeluf’. Yusin’s importuning, transcendent voice was then threaded into a lean deconstruction job known as ‘Regiment’ (salvaged from the RPM sessions), a lavish, mid-paced funk work-out based squarely on a monolithic Chris Frantz/Busta Jones groove and garnished with the frenzied, legato guitar figures of an uncredited Robert Fripp.

What on paper ought to have been an incongruent occidental/
oriental mismatch emerged as a sublime, profoundly exotic alloy – the vocals rising like sacred incense from a sump tray of dirty, booty-shaking funk. Yusin’s beseeching tones would also be liberally scattered on a Mingo Lewis and Prairie Prince-propelled track called ‘The Carrier’, a song that resembled Another Green World’s ‘In Dark Trees’ slowed to a measured lope, dusted with guitar harmonics and possessed by ethereal Bedouin spirits. A Folkways album by The Moving Star Hall Singers – a gospel group from Sea Islands, Georgia, who sung eerie spirituals in the local ‘Gullah’ Creole – was similarly mined to lend the fidgety, percussive landscape of ‘Moonlight in Glory’ a bewitching patina of arcane Afro-Americana.

Today, dropping extant ‘found’ vocals into a backing track is a simple matter of digital sampling or basic computer editing – there’s even a well-established musical genre dedicated to the activity: plunder-phonics. But in 1980, even state-of-the-art recording studios were analogue-only zones, where the wedding of two disparate sound sources could be a laborious and inexact science. At Eldorado, two tape machines would run simultaneously, one carrying the backing track, the other the extant vocal; trial and error would govern the exact placement of the latter within the former. However, Eno and Byrne noted that even when voices fell in an incompatible metre or came swathed in what ought to be irreconcilable tape noise*, the human ear naturally compensated for the disparity, rendering the incongruent marriages ineffably ‘logical’. What’s more, the random voice elements could trigger curious emotional responses – at times it felt uncannily like the disconnected voices were responding to the warp and weft of the music, even though the two elements had likely been recorded thousands of miles and even several decades apart. ‘In searching for vocalists we gravitated towards the passionate,’ Byrne explains. ‘This made it seem that the natural cadences and metre of the impassioned vocal is innately musical.’

In addition to their almost alchemical efficacy, the use of found voices had other compositional advantages, as Byrne now readily admits: ‘It solved any potential issues we might have had about who would be the singer on a specific song. We suspected that if one of us sang a song it might be assumed that he was the “author”. Now these questions might seem quaint – lots of DJ and electronic records have guest singers and no one says any more that it’s the singer’s record (though in some cases maybe they should!). This whole issue of authenticity and the singer being presumed to be the author (or at least the lyric writer) and therefore the emotions and ideas expressed in the lyrics are assumed to be those of the singer, well, we turned all those notions on their head and not everyone liked that.’

Indeed, Eno and Byrne’s recontextualization of existing vocal recordings would prove critically divisive and legally ambiguous, but for now creative excitement and a gung-ho, ‘publish-and-be-damned’ spirit carried the project forward. There were external encouragements, too. While in LA, Byrne had befriended choreographer Toni Basil, a former dancer with The Lockers, and before that a teenage hoofer on the Elvis Presley movie Viva Las Vegas (and a future pop star courtesy of 1982’s most remorselessly perky pop single, ‘Mickey’). Basil heard the Eno and Byrne works-in-progress and immediately honed in on the music’s funky, terpsichorean qualities. A plan was mooted for the tracks to be used as the musical element in a TV special featuring Eno’s beloved Electric Boogaloos dance troupe, which Basil would choreograph. In the end, TV bureaucracy stifled the project, although Byrne would soon work with Basil on two indelible, MTV-monopolizing Talking Heads videos.

Other speculative contexts for the record came and went – including the original ‘faux ethnological’ concept, even though Eno and Byrne briefly tried to entice Jon Hassell back to the project. At the conclusion of the Eldorado sessions, they sent him a rough mix of a piece they’d completed called ‘A Secret Life’ – a haunting, halting track which overlaid an itchy undergrowth of percussion with a voice of Egyptian pop singer Samira Tewfik filtered through an unsettling, pitch-shifting effect similar to that favoured by Hassell. ‘I got a tape back a month or so later and it was some North African vocal over a bass and drum loop,’ the trumpeter harrumphed to interviewer Jason Gross in 1997. ‘I was outraged. This was clearly a not-too-subtle appropriation of what I was doing … I thought it was a very unethical thing to do and the fact that I was never credited – even for being an inspiration – is a testament to the testosterone in the room at that time … That created a rift for a while.’

Hassell even voiced his displeasure in a lengthy diatribe published in Andy Warhol’s Interview. The bad blood wouldn’t last long and Eno would contribute to many of Hassell’s ensuing studio albums. Hassell would also cameo on the next Talking Heads LP. The friendship would eventually be restored to such an extent that the trumpeter became the godfather to Eno’s youngest daughters. Eno now thinks that in LA he and Byrne were already gravitating away from explicitly Hassell-esque ideas: ‘I was thinking much more Talking Heads than Possible Musics, not least because both David and I had become interested in African music and had both been reading (among other things) John Miller Chernoff’s book African Rhythm and African Sensibility. We saw African drumming and the musical approach it embodied as signals of a social and philosophical position we were both impressed by. This position could be summarized crudely as a network approach to the construction of music (and society) rather than a hierarchical one. This was something I had been lecturing about quite extensively throughout the ‘70s at colleges in England and America, and it was time for it to bear some musical fruit in my own work.’

In late March, Eno and Byrne moved up the coast to San Francisco – partly because LA was beginning to grate on them (Byrne was staying in Venice Beach, which he had grown to loathe because ‘Everybody was just relaxing in the sun all day, tossing Frisbees around …’) and partly, as Byrne later claimed, ‘as much to enjoy the exotic (for us) Californian locales as for any other reason …’ Eno was no less eager to put LA at his back, admitting: ‘I hated that city, and I thought the only positive contribution I could make was by vetoing it – so I could say, “I am not involved with that.”‘*

Further recording, radio-taping and track-mixing would continue into the middle of April at Different Fur, a studio in San Francisco’s Mission district, where Devo had once cut singles. The experimental urge showed no sign of faltering. In addition to the miscellaneous voices, Eno tried, unsuccessfully, to transplant solo instruments from extant records: ‘We tried putting in a flute solo but it just sounded very normal, like someone dithering around playing flute … It didn’t have the impact of a collision of two different things, the friction you get from that.’

San Francisco had its share of like-minded creative mavericks. One of them was film-maker Bruce Connor who had worked with Terry Riley and had made an arty promo video for Devo’s ‘Mongoloid’ single. His movies were collaged from archaic government information films, geeky science documentaries and other ‘found footage’ – a perfect analogue for Byrne and Eno’s new music. Connor would later be employed to construct monochrome montage videos for two album cuts: ‘America is Waiting’ and ‘Mea Culpa’ (both of which are to be found in their entirety on YouTube).

As the record neared completion, a suitably vivid title emerged. My Life in the Bush of Ghosts was a fairly obscure, 1954 novel by Nigerian author Amos Tutuola, which had been alluded to in the other African literature Eno and Byrne had been perusing. Based on a series of Yoruba tribal folk tales and written in richly sensual, semi-pidgin English, Tutuola’s magic-realist text found its narrator fleeing from his village into unknown bush country; an unmapped, supernatural realm colonized by noxious, luminous, allegorical sprits. The book was long out of print, although Eno had acquired a copy of an earlier, similarly themed Tutuola novel, The Palm-Wine Drinkard. He and Byrne even worked on a song called ‘The Friends of Amos Tutuola’, which was never finished. Despite never having read it, for both Eno and Byrne the resonances implied by the title My Life in the Bush of Ghosts seemed wholly appropriate for an album of sonic necromancy, that tapped into a comparable parallel dominion populated by disquieting phantoms of the ether.

An album cover image arrived equally felicitously after Eno one day began idly pointing his video camera at its own monitor, which, when the colour settings were adjusted, generated a vividly abstract, self-reflecting loop of ‘video feedback’, which could then be captured on Polaroid. The ‘skewed vortexes and whorls’, as Eno described them, again reflected the nature and methodology of the music. ‘It was funky as well as being techie,’ Byrne observed in website notes to accompany the album’s 2006 reissue. ‘Extremely lo tech actually, and not what you were supposed to do with a TV set.’ The video monitor was also employed to make semi-abstract Polaroid portraits of Byrne and Eno, which were earmarked for the inner sleeve but never used.

With the album wrapped, Warners were tasked with authorizing reproduction rights to the various appropriated vocals. Nowadays a common procedure (major record companies and music publishers employ whole departments whose sole responsibility is to ‘clear’ samples), in 1980 this was virgin territory. It proved time-consuming, and with Byrne due to begin work on a fourth Talking Heads album, the release was inevitably delayed. The delay became a long-term postponement in late May, even as album sleeves were being pressed up.

A track called ‘Into the Spirit World’ was proving to be a major roadblock. The nucleus of the song was Eno’s own recording (from a New York TV broadcast) of Pentecostal faith healer Kathryn Kuhlman delivering a tremulous biblical sermon about Lot and the angels. Kuhlman’s estate objected to its use. Eno adored the track. An impasse developed. Eventually he was forced to give way and the oration would be removed, replaced by the bloodcurdling radio exorcism of an unidentified minister (‘Do you hear voices?/You do? So you are possessed …’), which Eno recorded in New York, the following September. The preacher sounded like the sulphurous twin of baleful 1950s radio disc jockey Jiles Perry ‘The Big Bopper’ Richardson. The track was renamed after the object of the exorcism – ‘The Jezebel Spirit’. It was as disturbing as it was mercilessly funky.

Another track, ‘Qu’ran’, featuring a field recording of Algerian devotees chanting Koranic verses (appropriated from the first track on Eno’s Music in the World of Islam LP), would be pulled from all but the initial pressing of My Life in the Bush of Ghosts after EG (who released the album in the UK) received objections from the British-based World Council of Islam.*

Islamic fundamentalist ire was a prevalent theme in the spring of 1980. Soviet troops were now occupying strategically critical Afghanistan, ostensibly to support the country’s failing, Moscow-funded government against insurgent mujahideen rebels, but also as a bulwark against an increasingly belligerent neighbour, Iran. The other super-power was no less exercised by the sabre-rattling Persian theocracy. The Tehran hostage crisis, which had begun the previous November with fifty-two American diplomats being held prisoner in the city’s US embassy, reached a nadir on 24 April when an audacious American military rescue mission ended ignominiously in the Iranian desert. A freak sandstorm had downed three Sea Stallion helicopters, killing eight US marines and scuppering hang-dog president Jimmy Carter’s plans for re-election later in 1980, and effectively ushering in the Reagan era.

Eno was secretly relieved that the album release was tied up in red tape. He wasn’t convinced that a number of the tracks were actually ‘finished’; such matters were difficult to evaluate definitively given the all-but-unprecedented nature of the material they were working on. He thought a little more work should be done. Byrne disagreed – perhaps out of expediency, given his heavy schedule – but Eno would eventually get his way.

After four months of intense studio activity, Eno returned to an agreeable early English summer and turned his back on music for a month by withdrawing to a stately home retreat called Eglingham Hall in rural Northumberland. The house was owned by one April Potts who would eventually be credited on Bush of Ghosts for her recording of a parliament of rooks in the Eglingham grounds. Eno would set their wintry caws against Steve Scales’ hurtling congas on an abstracted hi-life-meets-high-church gallop called ‘Help Me Somebody’.

Before quitting the UK later in July, a rested and refreshed Eno held court to the NME’s Cynthia Rose. She described the revivified thirty-two-year-old as looking ‘deeply tanned, as fit as any San Diego jock’, and made much of Eno’s stated plan to quit America for Africa before the year was out. Eno had been seduced by the continent, he admitted, thanks to two specific phenomena: ‘African music and black women I met …’ The latter he described as ‘… people who never have any doubts that their being was completely linked from the head to toes and that there wasn’t any separation, and that sexuality was a thing of the mind and body, not just the body and just the mind’.

Rose contrasted Eno’s ebullience and celebratory attitude to all things African with a grey UK music scene then overburdened by acts – from Gary Numan to Throbbing Gristle – weighted down with, as she put it, ‘sub-Eno conceptualizing and technologizing’. As if to accentuate the point, Eno played – and danced around to – tracks from Zombie, the infectiously cadenced 1976 album by Fela Ransome-Kuti and the Africa 70 (‘That’s his seventy wives, the lucky fucker!’ Eno joked, erroneously – the band was actually named after its year of formation; Fela kept the numbers in his connubial harem down to a more serviceable forty-seven). ‘Maybe I can make the people of England forsake their new wave records and rush out to buy Fela Ransome-Kuti?’ Eno ventured, optimistically: ‘It’s a beautiful music – it’s so thrilling to me, I could work twenty-four hours a day on this music. It’s rhythmically sophisticated in an interesting way; it’s perfect for dancing because it leaves holes in all the right places … You listen to this and you can’t help but think, “What do we have? The fuckin’ Jam!”’

While still in Perfidious Albion, Eno met up with Russell Mills, who was nearing the completion of a sixtieth painting, no less, inspired by Eno’s song lyrics – a project which he’d begun as part of his Royal College of Art degree. ‘I simply continued the project when I left the RCA,’ Mills elucidates.’ Brian had come to my degree show, saw the works I’d produced thus far and suggested that we collaborate on a bigger project – a book, with his lyrics and my images at the heart of it.’

The book would be completed only after several further years of finessing, eventually being published under the title More Dark than Shark in 1986. Eno was already heavily involved, however. ‘Brian and I would meet up or talk on the phone to discuss the lyrics, their genesis, their origins and their possible interpretations, and I would put forward my thoughts on possible directions for making imagery,’ Mills reveals. ‘He let me have totally free access to his numerous and fascinating notebooks.’

In the interim, Mills approached several publishers with the work-in-progress, although for a long time its panoptic nature succeeded only in scaring off commissioning editors. ‘We wanted to avoid genres as the book was more of a weird compendium of our interests,’ Mills contends. ‘It covered music – rock and experimental, art, design, sociology, mathematics, synthetics, bull terriers, sex, Samuel Beckett, weather patterns, the assassination of John F. Kennedy, recording studio techniques and much more. It was rich and diverse …’

An Arena TV special (replete with its ‘Another Green World’ signature tune) about Mills and Eno would be broadcast later in 1980. Produced by Alan Yentob and directed by Nigel Finch, despite the title, Double Vision concentrated heavily on Mills and his paintings. ‘It dealt with the collaboration between Eno and myself and yet didn’t feature any footage of Brian as he was in New York during the filming,’ confirms Mills. ‘It did involve a few staged phone conversations between us which the Arena team cut short, usually missing the really interesting bits. I remember one of our extended conversations went from his experiences of working with Talking Heads to us making a correlation between the state of art at the time and of football in the time of Stanley Matthews …’

While all metaphorical roads now led to Africa, the peripatetic Eno’s next port of call would be the Bahamas and the familiar environs of Compass Point studios. He returned to sun-kissed New Providence for what was effectively a working holiday, playing along with his friends Talking Heads while they laid down the backing tracks for their new album. The band weren’t using a producer and no songs had been written prior to the recordings. The album, given the working title Melody Attack, seemed to be taking care of itself, all the same. Everyone in the band was now listening to African music.*

In place of the usual chord progressions, they were recording long, rapturous funk jams – juggernaut Fela-esque grooves rooted on a single chord. It was ‘I Zimbra’ cubed, and a vibrant, propulsive adaptation of the Bush of Ghosts musical aesthetic. Prior to arrival at Compass Point, Eno was sure he didn’t want to produce another Talking Heads record. His mind was attuned to finishing off Bush of Ghosts, and to a possible new solo album of his own, a yet-more-profound exploration of trance-like psychedelic funk. It would be an album that borrowed from euphoric African precedents; a transcendent music of the spirits for the godless West. Hearing the Heads’ new music stopped him in his tracks. They were already halfway there.

Almost inevitably, Eno would quickly gravitate from interested bystander to Melody Attack’s de facto co-producer. Rhett Davies was duly summoned from London to engineer ensuing sessions and the tracks soon began to blossom in a riot of shimmering polyrhythmic webs and flickering melodic glyphs. The Bush of Ghosts method was deployed to begin some new tracks. Two or three instruments would be recorded locking in on the steady groove of a 4/4 drum. This would be edited into a four- or five-minute-long backing track. Overdubbing could then begin. Eno now swore by ‘interlocking parts’. ‘Instead of having a few instruments playing complex pieces,’ he explained, ‘you get lots of instruments all playing very simple parts that mesh together to create a complex track.’ The idea of music as an immense mosaic of interconnecting cells was essentially a variant on Steve Reich’s pointillist moirés (and even, perhaps, a nod to ‘The Game of Life’).†

Eno had learned his lessons from the overly dense, multi-instrumental New York sessions the previous summer. You could pile on the instruments, but only if each kept to its allotted space. It was all a matter of dovetailing. When talking about overdubbing, Eno was fond of quoting surrealist film-maker Luis Buñuel’s nostrum that ‘every object conceals another’. As far back as the 1974 ACNE concerts, he had rehearsed a live version of ‘Baby’s on Fire’ by having each player learn a short musical phrase, each of which was essentially interchangeable with the others. David Byrne explained how the procedure worked in practice: ‘Any part you play is going to fit with another part, so you can close your eyes and switch a bunch of them in and out and you’ll get this dramatic change of texture, but everything will still at least melodically work together.’

Initially, everyone pitched in. Roles were blurred. Music was sculpted out of a joyous, all-hands-to-the-pump flux. Even insouciant English soul crooner (and Nassau resident) Robert Palmer joined in on frenetic percussion. Tracks were given titles such as ‘Fela’s Riff’, ‘Double Groove’ and ‘Weird Guitar Riff Song’. Everyone played a little bass guitar (one track had no less than five bass tracks, knitted together in a throbbing low-end matrix), and keyboards, likewise. Inexorably, however, Eno and Byrne began to wrest control, slowly alienating Weymouth and Frantz, while Harrison hovered between the two polarizing camps. Byrne wasn’t sure if they were making a Talking Heads record at all; it soon began to feel like another Eno/Byrne project. ‘We were both very excited about what we thought was this new kind of music, this new kind of synthesis we were working on,’ Byrne admits. ‘The band did, too – but at the same time we sort of felt that it was “our idea” or something, which was probably a bad thing.’

Eno remained blithely unconcerned about internal group politics, as he admitted to Scott Isler of Trouser Press in 1981: ‘All the Talking Heads and myself have been listening to African records. You can’t steer anyone in a direction they’re not already going in; there has to be momentum or it isn’t going to succeed. David and I did articulate a way of working – we said, “This is the way we want to work, rather than all other possible ways” – but it wasn’t an idea that was foreign to everyone. Nobody said, “God, what’s this?”’

Eno was a man on a mission, nonetheless, moulding the band to his own design. It was almost like having Roxy Music at his disposal, only with Byrne as a wholly obeisant Bryan Ferry. Eno was hell-bent on psych-funk nirvana and he was working at a furious pace to get there. So furious in fact, that Rhett Davies couldn’t keep up and quit the project after a few days. He had a production career of his own to return to and maintained that Eno was simply recording ‘too fast’, with slipshod results. Eno, meanwhile, found Davies’s deliberate rigour in matters of microphone placements and desk settings – virtues he had once hailed the engineer for – antithetical to his new-found spontaneity. With Davies gone, Eno engineered for a day or two; then Dave Jerden got the call. His alacrity on the LA Bush of Ghosts sessions hadn’t been forgotten and he would again be instrumental in cohering Eno and Byrne’s impulsive musical bricolage.

With the basic tracks close to completion, the whole operation moved to Sigma Sound studios on 53rd Street and Broadway in a New York then melting in record-breaking summer temperatures. Sire and Warners were certainly perspiring about Talking Heads. Seymour Stein’s suspicions about Eno’s avant-garde tendencies had yet to be allayed (he would have been alarmed to hear the producer’s latest hypothesis, eagerly swallowed by Byrne, which proposed that the incipient video revolution would render the traditional rock tour obsolete). Stein wanted the new Talking Heads album out in time for the fall college semester. And he would expect accompanying live dates.

Stein would have been doubly anxious to learn that being back in the brutal commercial ‘reality’ of Manhattan had given Eno second thoughts about Melody Attack. He had begun to question whether the music he and the band had been so elated about in the hermetic, Bahamian demi-paradise would even translate for a contemporary rock audience – perhaps they ought to have imposed some chord changes after all? Vocals were yet to be addressed, and they presented a considerable challenge. The mono-chordal backings meant melodies would have to be teased out and wound around the immutably modal frameworks. The only way a separation between verse and chorus could be achieved was by exploiting the ‘interlocking parts’ approach; dropping a section of instruments for a set number of bars, then modifying the vocal line over the same segment, aping the way horn sections punctuated a Fela Kuti song, or the way guitars glided in and out in small formations on the records of another Nigerian musical eminence beloved of David Byrne, juju superstar King Sunny Adé.

Byrne noted Eno’s misgivings. One thing was for certain: this new music demanded a radically different vocal and lyrical approach from any previous Talking Heads album. Again, Byrne found inspiration in the vertiginous metre of Southern holy rollers: ‘After Bush of Ghosts and listening to (and seeing and hearing) so many evangelical and spirit churches, it was sort of an obvious direction. The music we were making was more ecstatic, and the words had to reflect and acknowledge that – they couldn’t be as angst-filled any more.’

Byrne would now plunge deep into Eno’s phonetic ‘onomatopoeia’ system. Sitting alone in his loft with a Dictaphone and a cassette of the backing tracks, he ululated along – letting the music’s cadence and pulsing metre govern the shape and sound of the words. It was a secular version of speaking in tongues. There were other influences on the vocal style. Eno played Byrne his album of ex-slave speeches and they listened to political orations, Watergate testimonials and fledgling hip hop free-styling. On an infectiously burbling funk two-step called ‘Crosseyed and Painless’, Byrne copped a lick from Kurtis Blow’s ‘The Breaks’ for a proto-rap about ‘facts’ (‘Facts all come with points of view/Facts don’t do what I want them to …’). On the same song, Eno created a chanted refrain based on a meteorological headline in the New York Post: ‘And the heat goes on …’

Elsewhere, Byrne would sing in trio chorale with Eno and former Labelle ‘Lady Marmalade’ chanteuse, Nona Hendryx. Jerry Harrison had recently produced demos for Hendryx; he thought she bought out an arresting, uninhibited quality in Eno, as he told Talking Heads’ biographer Dave Bowman: ‘I heard a voice in Brian that I never heard before. Eno is very English on his solo records. But he was excited about African music. With Hendryx he was able to be careless – carefree, with a passion that would have been wonderful for him to explore.’*

Eno’s newly impassioned bleat was also much to the fore on the cut that had started life as ‘Weird Guitar Riff Song’. Having briefly become ‘Right Start’, it would eventually evolve into ‘Once in a Lifetime’, with Byrne’s vocal at its most overtly evangelist-like. The lyrics didn’t belong in any pulpit, however. Nor had they been arrived at easily. ‘I had some words, but they weren’t working,’ Byrne remembers. ‘Brian sang a melody in the chorus, nonsense syllables, and I asked him to make me a cassette of the track with his nonsense singing and I went home with it.’

Nodding vaguely towards ‘Take Me to the River’ and Fela Kuti’s ‘Water No Get Enemy’ (an eleven-minute-long shakedown from the latter’s decorously titled 1975 album, Expensive Shit), the rapturous, gospel-like chorus of ‘Once in a Lifetime’ – underscored by Eno’s robust and very evident unison vocal – evoked a revelatory epiphany, swathed in watery, baptismal imagery (‘Letting the days go by/let the water hold me down’). The verses, meanwhile, found Byrne adrift in white-picket-fence Ordinary-ville, ‘preaching’ ambiguously about a mid-life crisis, or perhaps an epiphany (‘And you may tell yourself/This is not my beautiful house …’). Somewhere, buried deep within the music’s dense, churning currents the ‘weird guitar riff’ was still circling.

History has painted Remain in Light (Byrne had jettisoned the title Melody Attack, pointing out that ‘melody’ was hardly the record’s principal feature) as Talking Heads’ ‘African album’, and while the influences of Fela Kuti, King Sunny Adé and the Afro-American Parliament/Funkadelic are palpable, there were also occidental influences at play. One sombre, brooding track had Byrne trying to sing like Joy Division’s recently deceased Ian Curtis. The ominous-voiced singer had taken his own life in May, and articles about the desolate Mancunian post-punk band he left behind had monopolized the music press throughout the summer. Byrne claimed not to have heard Joy Division’s records, but conceived a lyric and singing style based on their innumerable descriptions in the press. If Byrne really was writing ‘blind’, he did an almost clairvoyant job. The song was called ‘The Overload’, and it would close out Remain in Light bathed in Eno’s glowering ambiences; Byrne’s vocal was a simulacrum of Curtis’s despairing drone, ruminating on a void-like, centre-less society (‘… a gentle collapsing/ The removal of the insides’). African holistic ecstasy it was not. Byrne claimed that when he finally heard Joy Division’s albums he was disappointed by their relative orthodoxy.

Eno, meanwhile, was still exercised by funk. Concerned that the album needed more texture, he corralled percussionist Jose Rossy to add still further polyrhythms and bassist Busta ‘Cherry’ Jones to contribute snappy string bends and fret slaps (although, according to the sleeve credits, none of these made the final cut). Tina Weymouth, who had been receiving advanced bass lessons from Jones, was not best pleased. Nor was she thrilled by rumours that Eno and Byrne had been substituting her bass parts while she was absent from the studio (on one occasion, Weymouth reportedly snuck back after hours and substituted their substitutes).

Eventually, Weymouth and Frantz all but washed their hands of the sessions. The elfin bassist’s relationship with Byrne had long been complex – an ambiguous love/hate oscillation. The increasingly hermetic Eno/Byrne duopoly seemed to especially rile her. ‘By the time they finished working together for three months, they were dressing like one another,’ she notoriously griped to British magazine, The Face. ‘They’re like two fourteen-year-old boys making an impression on each other.’ She noted how Eno and Byrne had started wearing the same brand of shoes and smoking the same cigarettes (Triumph, the packs bearing the legend ‘good taste’). She projected forward a few decades, imagining old codgers Byrne, Eno and David Bowie living together in not-so-splendid isolation (‘they’ll just talk to each other …’).

Weymouth was otherwise engaged in early August when Eno, Byrne and Harrison took a fleeting busman’s holiday and dropped in on an Adrian Belew show at New York’s Irving Plaza. All three were awed by the gawky, bespectacled guitarist’s coruscating display; stretching, skewing and shredding notes into myriad, jaw-dropping abstractions and imitating anything from trumpeting elephants to ray guns through the unfathomable conduits of his Fender Stratocaster and a Roland GR30 guitar synthesizer. After the show, Eno collared Belew and asked if he had time to bring his equipment along to Sigma Sound the next morning. Belew said he would make the time.

When Eno played the Melody Attack backing tracks it was Belew’s turn to be awed. He’d seen Talking Heads in an early incarnation and hadn’t been all that impressed, but he’d revered Eno’s approach on the Lodger sessions and felt that this new material – in addition to bearing the producer’s innovative hallmark – was musically thrilling. Eno had Belew set up and run through his bestiary of sounds against the backing track they called ‘Fela’s Riff’ but which would soon become ‘The Great Curve’. First Belew covered everything in a wild, spider web of notes; it sounded like an epileptic Robert Fripp. Then he really fired up the Roland. The music began to radiate anew. The contrast between his wildly improvised metallic distortions and the backing track’s graph-paper polymeter was extreme, but oddly companionable. Eno asked Belew to play ‘real low notes and then go as high on the guitar as I could’. Every once in a while, Belew would press a mute button on his pedal board, cutting the guitar dead. In the empty passages, Byrne would later slot in words derived from his reading about the Yoruba tribe’s deification of women (including the album’s most vividly sensuous line: ‘the world moves on a woman’s hips’). That would be the finished ‘arrangement’.

Byrne’s most overtly ‘African’ lyric was reserved for ‘Listening Wind’ – a tropical update on ‘Life During Wartime’, sung from the perspective of a quietly desperate, indigenous terrorist who watches as ancient tradition gets trampled under Coca-Cola signs. ‘The wind in my heart, the dust in my hair, will drive them away,’ Byrne intoned against a dark ambient swirl, drenched in Eno’s electronic rainforest chatter.

Jon Hassell was also summoned to work on a song called ‘Houses in Motion’ – a steal from Robert Farris Thompson’s African Art in Motion. A rapprochement with Eno had been made. Besides, Hassell was still a jobbing Soho composer ‘trying to pay the rent every month’. ‘Houses in Motion’ would find room not only for Hassell’s meticulous horn arrangements, which decorated the choppy, clavinet-propelled verses, but also two gorgeous, calligraphic solos that ratcheted his ‘muezzin Miles Davis’ schtick to new and exotic heights. After the session, in the spirit of renewed bonhomie, Hassell accompanied Eno and Byrne to a carnival in Brooklyn, at which Byrne was mugged and had his wallet emptied.

The album was complete by late August, although it still had to be mixed; Warner Brothers were getting desperate for master tapes. To save time, Eno and Harrison stayed on at Sigma Sound to polish half the tracks while Byrne and Dave Jerden headed back to Eldorado to mix the remainder. Byrne’s insistence that Melody Attack was no longer the title meant Tina Weymouth’s original cover design, featuring a formation of American Avenger fighter planes cruising over the Himalayas, was now somewhat irrelevant. She and Frantz then inveigled their way into the sprawling and mysterious computer department at MIT in Boston. There, they’d created something that was almost unheard of in 1980s graphic art – computer-generated images. These were basically full-frontal head shots of the band (minus Eno), overlaid with violent red digital static, like techno-primitive masks. What would take five minutes to achieve on a modern PC took a weekend on MIT’s vast mainframe computer, which was usually reserved for the military. Byrne and Eno, meanwhile, had made overtures to New York design company M&Co, who had pitched ideas for the cover of Bush of Ghosts (rejected by Eno). They were now proposing a textured cover, possibly made of velour. A contretemps ensued. Ultimately, Weymouth and Franz won out and M&Co were relegated to designing the typeface. The MIT images would grace the front cover and the original aircraft image the back.

Further acrimony arose once the printed sleeves were completed. Originally Eno wanted the record to be credited to ‘Talking Heads and Brian Eno’. Weymouth, Frantz and Harrison objected to that but agreed that the songwriting would be credited equally to each of the five principal protagonists in alphabetical order. When the sleeves came back from the printers in September, the credit read very differently: ‘All SONGS BY DAVID BYRNE, BRIAN ENO, TALKING HEADS’. To complicate matters, the sealed LPs bore stickers which credited all the songs solely to ‘David Byrne & Brian Eno’ (except ‘Houses in Motion’ and ‘The Overload’, which were assigned to ‘Byrne, Eno and Harrison’). Tina Weymouth later maintained that Eno had nobbled M&Co. ‘We raised a stink about it,’ she admitted in Trouser Press, ‘and David took the blame. About two years later I found out Eno pushed him to do it.’

By the following spring, Eno had become more sympathetic to Wey-mouth’s position and, expressing contrition, sought to explain – to Sounds journalist Sandy Robertson – the hierarchical farrago which had soured the making of the album: ‘The real problem in all of these issues comes from recognition. It sounds stupid and childish, but it’s all to do with the amount of attention accorded. The Talking Heads feel, and actually I agree with them, that David and I have been accorded an undue amount of attention. More and more things are getting written about as if they weren’t even in the studio, and it really isn’t like that.’

Dividing up the royalties had been an equally fraught affair, as the usually compositional rule of thumb (50 per cent for the lyricist, 50 per cent for the musical author) was difficult to apply to music that had been essentially invented ensemble, the product of collective will. Often a vital starting point, a key riff or drum groove would not make it to the finished mix. Quantifying the compositional ‘worth’ of such fleeting improvisatory contributions was a slippery business. Never one to shirk the implementation of a mathematical system, Eno – along with EG’s royalty doyenne Anthea Norman-Taylor – would attempt to solve the problem by implementing an ingenious royalty-calculation scheme. ‘Take a particular song,’ Eno explained in Modern Recording and Music in 1982, with reference to Remain in Light. ‘I would say what I thought the relative contribution of the four other members was, in terms of 100 per cent. So this person 25, this person 3.5, this person so much, adding up to 100 per cent. So I’d make a judgement on the writing of that piece as if I had nothing to do with it. I’d just work out their portions. Each person would do the same. When we totalled them up, you see, what we got was everyone’s opinion of what you’ve done, except his or her own.’

Remain in Light was released in October 1980. It was received as a great cultural event as much as a vivid art-pop record. This was partly thanks to Byrne replacing the traditional press release with a screed on African music (‘This record is the product of the studio and interest in African rhythms and sensibilities,’ it stated dryly), which even included a reading list. All this vexed the other Heads, who had little idea they’d been involved in the great anthropological research project Byrne and Eno were retrospectively painting. ‘I’ve never hit an African drum in my life,’ a mildly exasperated Chris Frantz was reported as saying.

Press reviews on both sides of the Atlantic were almost universally fulsome, however, and, sure enough, filled with references to Eno and Byrne’s conversion to Africa, as well as to the delayed, and by now almost mystical-seeming, Bush of Ghosts album. Typically Creem’s Mitchell Cohen described Remain in Light as ‘cerebral body music’, while NME’s Max Bell placed the album within a grand equatorial sweep: ‘In recent times the Back to Africa movement has raised its head from a gamut of different positions, in Rasta’s spiritual journey to roots and now in the lighter-tinted efforts of folk like Brian Eno, David Byrne and their collaborations for My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, as well as this new Talking Heads album – Remain in Light.’

‘Remain in Light is, like all Talking Heads albums, an extension of their past and something new, too,’ argued Sandy Robertson in Sounds, going on to lavish particular praise on ‘Once in a Lifetime’, which ‘whets the appetite for Eno/Byrne’s upcoming Afro-psychedelic elpee, and could well be a hit 45 your mum would hum’.

The album duly shot into the UK and US Top 30. Warners would even fund a tour featuring a new, expanded Talking Heads. Adrian Belew, Nona Hendryx, Busta ‘Cherry’ Jones and Parliament/
Funkadelic’s Bernie Worrell would flesh out the band. It took a nonet to reproduce the album’s teeming vistas, and they could even now play a faithfully whacked-out version of ‘Drugs’. Eno had been wrong; the rock tour was not about to surrender before the mighty screen of MTV, although what the mob-handed, multi-racial Talking Heads offered was hardly rock in any accepted sense. The live shows would be widely celebrated for their exuberant, almost tribal atmosphere, although. Frantz, Harrison and particularly Weymouth (who often played keyboards or percussion while Busta Jones held down the bottom end) seemed to have been formally relegated to the rank and file.

As hyperbolic and extensive as the press for Remain in Light had been, the credits imbroglio and Talking Heads’ internal antagonism was equally widely reported, with Eno generally identified as the grit in the oyster, if not the villain of the piece. Having aired their dirty laundry in public, Talking Heads would not record together for another three years – and never again with Eno. In the interim, Weymouth and Frantz would launch their breezy Tom Tom Club franchise (its debut album outselling anything by Talking Heads up to that point), while Byrne and Harrison would both make worthy, arty, if hardly earth-shattering solo albums.

Studying unfolding events from across the Atlantic, Wire’s Colin Newman was absorbing a salutary lesson about Brian Eno the producer: ‘There was talk of Wire working with Brian at the turn of the ‘80s. I was against it for one reason – I didn’t want what had happened to the Talking Heads to happen to us. Although working with Brian I might well have been the David Byrne character and it would be the others who felt like they’d been sacked.’

Undeterred, Eno and Byrne were back in the studio again in late September, finally making the necessary changes to the contentious My Life in the Bush of Ghosts tracks. Eno was now able to polish up many of the other songs to his satisfaction. As Newman hints, Eno had become an indomitable spirit in the studio. As much as he loved to collaborate, ultimately he trusted nothing better than his own judgement. He even thought the universally acclaimed Remain in Light could have been better. ‘I think I could have explored this intricate song form that I was getting into more thoroughly,’ he confessed to Rolling Stone journalist Kurt Loder in 1981. ‘But I didn’t feel comfortable about usurping the compositional role any more than I had done already. So what I’m going to do next is stretch my wings in that direction.’

As affable and accommodating as he often was, Eno could be clinical in matters of collaboration. Asked what he, Eno and David Bowie had in common, Robert Fripp once opined, ‘In the way a diamond has many facets and can be very useful, we’re multi-faceted, we can glitter, we can look very nice, but we can also be very cutting.’

Talking Heads biographer Dave Bowman quotes critic John Rockwell’s assessment of Eno the collaborator: ‘You can be working with him and wanting to wear each other’s clothes, and then, flick! Brian is gone.’

[image: Image]

* ‘Healthy Colours’ was named in honour of one of the radio broadcasts Eno had cannibalized to create ‘vocals’ – in this case a New York programme about psychological self-improvement.

* Eskimo was certainly taken seriously in the USSR, where it found an unlikely release and was ingenuously categorized as a ‘cultural documentary’.

† The astro-Egyptian fantasies would see Sun Ra widely hailed as a key progenitor of musical Afro-futurism, while Karlheinz Stockhausen’s similarly fanciful contention – in which he claimed to channel music from his birthplace on the distant planet Sirius – only drew incredulous critical sniggers.

* Africa and Western pop were hardly strangers; Eno’s beloved ‘Wimoweh’ was proof of that, as was as the drum music of Burundi – a dazzling Ocora album featuring the country’s irrepressible percussionists had been used as the basis for French producer Michel Bernholc’s 1971 hit album Burundi Black under the pseudonym Burundi ‘Steiphenson’ Black. It was one of erstwhile Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren’s favourite records and would prove a key influence on the music of his subsequent charges Bow Wow Wow and Adam & The Ants.

* Eno described the typically idiosyncratic instrument purchase in a 1984 interview with Electronic Soundmaker & Computer Music’s Chris Everard. ‘I went into a music store one day in Shepherd’s Bush and said I was looking for a fretless bass and the guy said; “Oh, well … sorry we haven’t got any” … anyway, another guy who was in the store said; “Oh, I’ve got one in the back of my car!” [laughs] He was just a customer, so I went out to this car and there was this bass guitar which I bought on the spot for £35.’

† Cut-and-paste was very much the coming thing. Colorado-based ensemble Mnemonists (later renamed Biota) had been assembling albums based on extant sonic ‘events’ since the late 1970s, while San Francisco’s Negativland – named after a Neu! song – had been making mischievous experimental collage music since the turn of the ‘80s. (They would later fall foul of U2’s lawyers over a 1991 EP that parodied the group during its early Eno-produced phase.) In Sheffield, England, Enophiles Cabaret Voltaire would splice taped voices from film and TV newscasts into the abstract post-punk soundscapes of their 1980 Voice of America album.

* On a seething track called ‘Come With Us’, the pronounced static on Eno’s recording of a hissing San Francisco radio evangelist was carefully subsumed into the sibilant background ambience.

* LA is a city ‘I roundly despised for everything except its benign temperature and a couple of nice people I met there,’ Eno told me. It’s a city he still finds distasteful, so much so that he has a clause written into all his soundtrack contracts with Hollywood film studios which states, ‘Mr Eno will not be required to visit Los Angeles’.

* ‘Qu’ran’ would be replaced by the track ‘Very, Very Hungry’ – initially a bonus cut on a pre-album EP featuring ‘The Jezebel Spirit’ and ‘Regiment’, which was a substantial club hit in 1981. ‘Qu’ran’ found its way onto a mid-’80s US CD version of Bush of Ghosts, however, but was discreetly removed again in the wake of Ayatollah Khomeini’s 1988 fatwa against Salman Rushdie and his religiously contentious novel The Satanic Verses.

* Talking Heads’ cosmopolitanism shouldn’t have been a surprise – the stated mission of their alma mater, the Rhode Island School of Design, was to ‘prepare its students and the broader community to be creative and responsive to the needs of global society’.

† Reich had anticipated the Afro-centric trend by a decade, having gleaned his style partly from late 1960s percussion studies in Ghana. Author/percussionist John Miller Chernoff had also studied Ghanaese music at first hand.

* Warner Brothers’ 2005 reissue of Talking Heads’ fourth album, Remain in Light – née Melody Attack – includes several unfinished outtakes, among them a song called ‘Unison’. On it, Eno delivers a phonetic lead line across the nominal ‘verses’ that is as vigorous and unconstrained as anything he’d sung since ‘Third Uncle’. On another cutting-room-floor track, the skittering ‘Double Groove’, Eno, Byrne and Hendryx engage in a frantically criss-crossing, wordless canon, eventually evolving into a kind of ‘native’ chanting, uncannily similar to the signature careening on contemporaneous records by the ‘Burundi’-influenced Adam & The Ants.


13. Blissed

‘I structure my existence from the point of view of avoiding cosmic boredom.’ (Brian Eno)

‘Be bright! Feel right! Take Eno.’ (Eno’s fruit salts commercial)

By the late autumn of 1980, Eno had acquired a new musical playmate: erstwhile Richard Hell & The Voidoids guitarist, Robert Quine. A native of Akron, Ohio, Quine was six years Eno’s senior – a balding, bearded, saturnine-looking ex-tax lawyer with a taste for European literature, free jazz, obscure doo-wop and the Velvet Underground (whose late ‘60s concerts he’d attended – and bootlegged).

‘We met in about 1979, not long after he’d left the Voidoids and not long after I’d had one of my regular losses of faith in much of the work I’d been doing until that point,’ Eno recalled in a 2004 interview with Perfect Sound Forever. ‘Our friendship clicked and resolved itself around the following: a love of wandering round New York and eating in obscure oriental restaurants; a feeling for music that was “at the edge of music”; a conviction that Nabokov was the greatest writer of the 20th century* and a shared sense of humour. For, despite Robert’s daunting appearance, he was actually very funny and as sweet and good-hearted a person as you could imagine.’

Eno and Quine dabbled in the studio through much of late 1980, although nothing substantial seems to have resulted. Quine, however, would become a trusted listener and a midwife for the album On Land, the final instalment in the Ambient series, which Eno was working on throughout this period. Moreover, it was Quine who alerted Eno to Miles Davis’s Teo Macero-produced ‘He Loved Him Madly’ – the lengthy, meditative invocation to Duke Ellington, whose influence on all things ambient Eno would happily acknowledge (‘Teo Macero’s revolutionary production on that piece seemed to me to have the “spacious” quality I was after’).*

Quine would go on to play on Eno’s 1992 album Nerve Net as well as acting as Eno’s personal instrument and effects box ‘dealer’, recommending the Fenix Stratocaster (a turn-of-the-’90s Fender copy that was wired up like an original Strat from the 1950s) that remains Eno’s principal six-string instrument.

In December, Eno’s lease ran out on his minimally furnished Lafayette Street apartment and he was forced to move, temporarily, out of the downtown hothouse and into ‘a horrible place on 61st Street’. After a short, uncomfortable tenure in Midtown, he would leave the capricious world of landlords and sublets behind, purchasing ‘a big loft, on Broadway and Broome’ in early 1981. Just a block away from the Kitchen, it boasted commanding southern views of the Wall Street financial sector (especially from its AstroTurf-carpeted roof ) and was capacious enough for Eno to construct a small, windowless room within it, which he sealed and soundproofed, Grove Park-style, to create a mini studio. It was here that much of On Land would be completed. The Broome Street loft would remain Eno’s atelier and HQ for the remainder of his New York residency.

Before moving in, he indulged in what was becoming a ritual endof-year foreign escape. Eno had received an invitation to visit Ghana from the country’s Ministry of Culture earlier in the year – his persistent evangelism about African music hadn’t escaped the attention of the mother continent. The Ghanaians had long welcomed artists and musicians from the developed world, and both John Miller Chernoff and Steve Reich had studied the country’s highly percussive musical culture at first hand. Eno’s trip was essentially a goodwill mission to Accra, the country’s vibrant, Atlantic seaboard capital. There, he could commune with the West African milieu he’d been reading about and referencing for the last year and a half. With tape recorder in hand, he was introduced to a number of the country’s prime musical exponents and watched ceremonies in which local chiefs were carried on ornamental litters accompanied by a corps of talking drum players beating out tribal history in a complex but widely understood percussive language. Oddly, or perhaps astutely, Eno found a direct parallel with English church bell ringers: ‘… campanologists don’t consider themselves to be playing music. If you like it musically, it’s an accident as far as they’re concerned.’

The trip would culminate with Eno ‘producing’ tracks for a seasoned Afro-beat group called Edikanfo. An album, Pace Setters, would result, released by EG early the following year. Edikanfo were revered as one of the tightest bands in West Africa, their infectious horn-driven, keyboard-ornamented sound a close cousin of Fela Kuti’s imperial Nigerian funk. Eno didn’t need to do much (and besides, the Accra studio was basic); the album bristled with supremely honed, palpitating funk work-outs such as ‘Nka Bom’ and ‘Blinking Eyes’ and more decorous, but no less adroitly arranged pieces such as ‘Moonlight in Africa’. Effectively all he had to do was press ‘record’. At close quarters, Eno found Edikanfo’s complex mesh of polyrhythms bafflingly idiosyncratic, but utterly compelling. The experience was ‘depressing’, he later admitted, simply because it made his own African-inspired experiments with Talking Heads seem ‘wooden by comparison’.

While Eno was at large in Ghana, Mark Chapman’s Charter Arms .38 revolver ended the life of John Lennon in the entrance to Lennon’s Dakota Building home on New York’s Central Park West. With that shocking, numbing event and the imminent inauguration of Republican President-elect Ronald Reagan (with its attendant promise of Cold War brinkmanship and reactionary policies to match those already paring back the social fabric of Great Britain), Eno would have been forgiven for lingering in sunny Accra. Instead, while the Reagans picked out curtains for the Oval Office, Eno returned to the land of the hand-gun and took possession of his Broome Street loft, immediately burying himself in work. When he’d left New York in December, he was still very much in thrall to the polymetre and spiritual intoxication of African music. However, his time in Ghana had the unanticipated effect of steering him back towards more contemplative aural soundscapes (one of the earliest Oblique Strategies might have come to mind: ‘You don’t have to be ashamed of using your own ideas’).

Over and above the undoubted enchantments of Edikanfo, Accra had offered an unexpected ear-opener. ‘I took with me a stereo microphone and a cassette recorder, ostensibly to record indigenous music and speech patterns,’ Eno revealed in notes later included with On Land. ‘What I sometimes found myself doing instead was sitting out on the patio in the evenings with the microphone placed to pick up the widest possible catchment of ambient sounds from all directions, and listening to the result on my headphones. The effect of this simple technological system was to cluster all the disparate sounds into one aural frame; they became music.’

Eno now sought ‘ways of making music with that feeling of relatedness and unrelatedness’. ‘He Loved Him Madly’ would act as a bridge between Afro-American and more familiarly European experiment. Some regarded Eno swapping psychotropic funk’s terra incognita for the familiar landscapes of ambient as a dereliction of avant-garde duty. ‘It was equally interesting, but it was safe for him,’ Jerry Harrison later admonished. ‘I agree with Jerry that there was a new direction implied in the Talking Heads work, but once again, that wasn’t a direction that I, Svengali-like, “gave” to them,’ Eno reflects today. ‘As for ambient music being the “safe” option, well, it certainly didn’t seem like that at the time!’

Eno believes further exploration of the ‘African’ direction was contingent on working with Talking Heads – an avenue that had now been closed off. Besides, he urges, he was always more interested in following a unique path than he was annexing an existing musical terrain: ‘I didn’t want to usurp the territory that Fela and Parliament and all the black funksters were in – even if I thought we could have, which I certainly didn’t … Of course working with Bowie must have been part of the spur for this: he’d worked so brilliantly with his great black rhythm section, and yet still made a music which was unique and new and his.’

Perhaps some of the reactions to My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, which was belatedly released in February 1981, had also stung Eno more than he was willing to admit. With Remain in Light already four months old and discourse on all things African beginning to lose its initial lustre, there was an inevitable ‘after the Lord Mayor’s Show’ quality about Bush of Ghosts. Although it attracted a carpet of reviewer bouquets, some critics had begun to examine the implications of Eno and Byrne’s cultural ‘borrowings’. For Rolling Stone’s Jon Pareles, the album raised ‘stubborn questions about context, manipulation and cultural imperialism’. He particularly laid into ‘The Jezebel Spirit’ and its casual recapitulation of a radio exorcism: ‘Blasphemy is beside the point: Byrne and Eno have trivialized the event.’ Pareles went on querulously, questioning how ‘Byrne and Eno would react if Dunya Yusin spliced together a little of “Animals” and a bit of “The Paw Paw Negro Blow-torch”, then added her idea of a suitable back-up. Does this global village have two-way traffic?’ Mikal Gilmore’s verdict in the Los Angeles Times was equally ambiguous: ‘… for each illuminating experiment there are others that reduce the collage concept to a mere exercise in gimmickry’.

Eno was swift to counter accusations of tokenism and cultural larceny: ‘We weren’t trying to do African music. We were trying to use some of the things we thought we’d learn from that in making a newer version of our own music,’ he pleaded in Trouser Press.

He again batted away the criticisms in a Sounds interview with Sandy Robertson, adding a further note of – no doubt Edikanfo-inspired – humility: ‘The critics really think that white people ought to play white music and black people ought to play with blacks … I’m very humble about my understanding of African music, it’s a vastly more complicated and rich area than I had dreamed of. I’d say that anything I’m doing is simply my misunderstanding of black music.’*

My Life in the Bush of Ghosts would prove incalculably influential on both black and white musicians, nonetheless; its technical innovations as much as its cultural implications feeding into the incipient sampling culture and ever-burgeoning hip hop; impacting explicitly on a miscellany of 1980s musical acts from Public Enemy to Big Audio Dynamite.†

No one was tarring Jon Hassell with the ‘cultural imperialist’ brush as he continued his trawl through ‘world music’ on Dream Theory in Malaya, the second of his EG-sponsored Fourth World series, based on an anthropological report he’d read about a Malaysian tribe who venerated the deities that appeared in their nightly dreams. Hassell, at Eno’s instigation, was recording at Grant Avenue with Daniel Lanois engineering. Studiously avoiding his previous credit-sharing miscalculations, Hassell was producing himself and would employ Eno only to add some sketchy percussion during one of his regular insurgencies across Lake Ontario.

On a similar occasion, Michael Brook was to pick up Eno from the Toronto airport and drive him to Hamilton. On the appointed day, Brook found himself temporarily without a car, so it was decided he would meet Eno at the airport where Brian would pay for a rental vehicle. There was one drawback: with the car hired in his name, the steering-wheel-phobic, unlicensed Eno would be obliged to drive it out of the lot, at least until out of sight of the hire company’s office. Brook would later delight in impersonating a rigid-backed Eno making ponderous, kangaroo-hopping progress onto the street. ‘Fortunately it was an automatic so it wasn’t as bad as it might have been,’ Eno remembers.

Later in the year, Eno found himself in a more familiar role, back in a Manhattan studio with David Byrne, Jerry Harrison and Adrian Belew (along with John Miller Chernoff and various members of the extended Talking Heads troupe, but without Chris Franz and Tina Weymouth, who were busy cleaning up the charts with their Tom Tom Club). Byrne was recording The Catherine Wheel, a dance score for a Twyla Tharpchoreographed Broadway production. Much of the music kept one foot rooted in African rhythm (mainly thanks to Chernoff’s percussion), although Byrne had also returned to a pre-Eno Talking Heads-like style on wonderstruck songs such as ‘What a Day That Was’ and ‘Big Blue Plymouth’. Byrne and Eno’s orbits were by now slipping out of phase, but there was still time for Eno to contribute a variety of cameos on bass, piano, vibraphone and ‘screams’ (it would be his last bona fide work with Byrne for a quarter of a century).

Video was Eno’s other main preoccupation in 1981. For over a year, galleries and arts spaces across North America had formed an orderly queue to show his ambient video piece Two Fifth Avenue and a subsequent – similarly tranquil, eventless – multiple-monitor piece White Fence. These ‘video paintings’, as Eno would label them (‘because if you say to people “I make videos”, they think of Sting’s new rock video or some really boring, grimy “Video Art”’), had latterly been installed at Grand Central Station and in June White Fence would be shown at Aluminum Nights, a major celebration of a decade’s-worth of downtown art and music staged at Bond’s International Casino on Broadway, which The Clash had just vacated after a famously marathon three-week residency.

Eno had recently completed another video painting with the intriguing title, Mistaken Memories of Medieval Manhattan. A forty-seven-minute-long visual meditation, it again documented the subtle environmental nuances of the downtown New York skyline – water-towers, cloud architecture, light transmuting across implacable stone facades – and was also presented in vertical format, meaning that optimum viewing was achieved by laying the television monitor on its right side. The title was inspired by a revelatory stroll Eno had taken through Chinatown on the first sunny Saturday of 1981, as he recalled to journalist Gene Kalbacher the following year: ‘There was the smell of burnt meat in the air. There were sort of dwarfs: one or two of the grotesque-looking people you get in New York. I don’t mean grotesque in a nasty way. There were people selling things on the street, and I suddenly thought, “This is the Dark Ages.” I suddenly had the feeling of being in a great medieval city, a thriving, dangerous, mixed-up and strange medieval city … I’ve enjoyed New York tremendously since then.’

There would be further video pieces, such as the self-explanatory North from Broome, although it was Mistaken Memories which would subsequently do the gallery rounds in America and Europe.*

For Eno, his introspective videos were more than televisual wallpaper (early ‘80s New Scientist reports about prototype flat-screen monitors and ‘digital picture frames’ were what really excited Eno about television; he would have to wait two decades before such inventions hit the marketplace, however). He regarded them as atmospheric ‘tints’, specific visual environments designed to create and sustain a mood of heightened contemplation. Despite their tranquillity, he also felt his videos evoked an ineffable, wistful nostalgia, discreetly mapping a poignant landscape of memory. All these were facets of ambient music, too, and now the aims and effects of Eno’s audio and visual media began to coalesce – so much so that Empty Landscapes was a conceptual framework as much as an early title for the musical work-in-progress that would become Ambient 4: On Land.

The album owed its genesis to recordings captured piecemeal during miscellaneous sessions over the previous three years in studios ranging from Basing Street in London to Sigma Sound, RPM and Celestial Sounds in New York and Grant Avenue in Canada. At Broome Street, the fragments would be decanted and metamorphosed into a new musical context: dark, tremulous, swamp-like, it offered the sea-level converse to Music for Airports’ celestial updrafts. Most of the sounds had been made by Eno’s own hand, although Michael Brook, Daniel Lanois and Bill Laswell (and his Material bandmate, keyboardist Michael Beinhorn and guitarist Axel Gros) would have found earlier contributions peeking through Eno’s murmuring, quivering dronescapes.

Those mildly ominous drones (‘a nice kind of spooky’, according to Eno) were far from arbitrary; On Land, like Music for Airports, was essentially a concept album; the sounds meant something. Eno had begun to very purposefully hone in on particular sonic triggers, summoning specific memories from his Suffolk childhood. During the album’s protracted recording, he claimed to have written a 25,000-word essay purely for his own elucidation, crystallizing his attitudes to music in general. ‘In doing that I started getting a much clearer idea of what I was doing than I’ve ever had while I was actually in the midst of making a record,’ he confessed to Kristine McKenna in Musician.

Eno’s working process now involved ‘feeding unheard tape into the mix, constant feeding and remixing, subtracting and composting’, as Eno wrote in a lengthy letter to writer Mark Prendergast, his signature synthetic tonalities increasingly replaced by a nourishing mulch of musique concrète – pebbles rubbed against wood, clanking chains, boxes of gravel, whirling, whistling plastic tubes, field recordings of distant swamp frogs, chirruping birds, cicadas, and, on ‘The Lost Day’, a lightly brushed Fender Rhodes piano impersonating tinkling yacht rigging on the River Deben. His song titles were now psycho-geographically explicit: ‘Lizard Point’, ‘Lantern Marsh’, ‘Dunwich Beach, Autumn, 1960’ …

Lantern Marsh was actually a phosphorescent east Suffolk quagmire that Eno had picked out while perusing a large-scale map of his home county. ‘My experience of it derives not from having visited it (although I almost certainly did) but from having subsequently seen it on a map and imagining where and what it might be,’ he reflected in the album’s accompanying press release. More specifically still, the location of ‘Unfamiliar Wind (Leek Hills)’ was ‘a little wood (much smaller now than when I was young, and this not merely the effect of age and memory) which stands between Woodbridge and Melton. There isn’t a whole lot left of it now, but it used to be quite extensive.’

Eno admits that the very particular qualities of his youthful landscape – along with a more general sense of psycho-geography – have been leitmotivs in much of his work: ‘There’s a general set of feelings about northern-hemisphere living, as true for Norway and Belgium as for England: the big variation in the length of daylight, the endless summer evenings, the endless winter nights – in short, the importance of seasons and their continuous reminder of the passage of time. I suppose that one of the things I was often doing in music was trying to recreate that sense of being wide-eyed in a surrounding that was both familiar and new, where there was just enough unknown to stay alert, the consciousness of the passage of time and change. These feelings are always going to be joyous and regretful at the same time: but for me the interesting feelings are complicated ones, blends of bitter and sweet, of familiar and strange, of new and old.’

In a testimonial to Tomas Tranströmer, the great Swedish laureate of metaphorical landscape and uncanny dream imagery, essayist Joanna Bankier once wrote: ‘There is in his work a single-minded, obstinate search back to a pristine sensibility that actually belongs in childhood. A state of mind where perceptions were more intense and one felt alive, a lost state of happiness.’ She might have been describing the ambient oeuvre of Brian Eno.

While much of On Land found Eno reaching back through time for the Proustian tang of childhood, it also proffered other, less overtly personal essays such as the burbling, piano-flecked ‘Tal Coat’ – an elliptical tribute to Breton minimalist landscape painter Pierre Tal-Coat, whose blurry, yet highly detailed images were analogous to the album’s prevailing disposition. Elsewhere, the trembling, vaguely portentous ‘Shadow’, threaded with exotic slivers of Jon Hassell trumpet, effortlessly transplanted wistful East Anglian quietude to the sun-scorched, cricket-menaced savannah.

Since before Another Green World, Eno’s solo work had concerned itself with the ‘spatial’ arrangement of recorded music, playing with the illusory, textural qualities of sound and the effect of reordered instrumental hierarchies. On Land, indebted as it was to the ‘framed’ night sounds of West Africa, the meditations of Miles Davis and the crepuscular memories of his estuarine youth, also represented the apogee of this psycho-acoustic ‘research’: ‘In it the landscape has ceased to be a backdrop for something else to happen in front of,’ Eno declared of On Land. ‘Instead, everything that happens is a part of the landscape. There is no longer a sharp distinction between foreground and background.’

To emphasize the music’s ‘environmental’ properties, Eno had even patented a three-way speaker system, which he regarded as the optimum means for appreciating his enveloping sonic landscapes. A suitably scientific-looking illustration was attached to On Land to assist listeners of a more technical auditory bent (‘a diagram is worth a thousand words’ was an oft-repeated Eno mantra of the period). Novel means of sonic dissemination were characteristic of the early 1980s. This was the heyday of the expensive hi-fidelity record player on one hand, the ‘personal stereo’ on the other. The Sony Walkman (or ‘Soundabout’, as it was first marketed in the USA) had been launched at the very close of the ‘70s; for Eno, both the Walkman and high-end audio equipment shared a quality; they ‘made people expect to treat music more environmentally, to be inside music … ‘

As if to underscore how far Eno’s eight-year solo career had taken him into environmental sonics and away from rock music, EG would now distribute Music for Airplay – a promotional album for radio stations corralling many of the most accessible vocal songs from his earlier solo repertoire. If nothing else, it was a gentle reminder to radio producers of pre-ambient, pre-African Eno; an artist whose music was once conventional enough to be played over mainstream airwaves. You didn’t hear ambient music on the radio in 1982 (nor would you for a decade).

While critics remained sniffy about ambient, Eno felt himself vindicated by a welter of warm personal responses to the music. As Music for Airports had proved, ambient music worked best in a utilitarian role. Clinics and hospitals had started playing Ambient 1, recognizing its profoundly comforting, balm-like qualities. A Chicago centre for autistic children reported how Discreet Music had been effective in helping to treat cases of insomnia and psychological withdrawal.*

There were still only a few brave, critical ears prepared to properly absorb On Land when it was released in April 1982. The same week, a British naval task force anchored off the Falkland Islands, ready to engage the Argentine invaders who’d overrun Las Malvinas on 19 March – the overture to a specious post-colonial turf war memorably described by Argentine literary magus Jorge Luis Borges as ‘a fight between two bald men over a comb’. Eno’s ‘escapist’ muse once again rubbed up against the harsh global realpolitik. His friend Robert Wyatt would imminently ruminate on the South Atlantic conflict in the poignant, Elvis Costello/Clive Winstanley-penned ‘protest hit’ ‘Shipbuilding’, while John Cale would create his Falklands Suite, setting elegiac Dylan Thomas poems to numinous choral music. In such a climate, Eno’s solipsistic, wordless, beat-less essays were bound to seem anachronistic, even indulgent. Still, On Land had its champions. The Face thought the album ‘excellent’ and the NME’s Lynden Barber was magnanimous about both it and Eno’s abstract drift in general, describing Ambient 4 as not only ‘the definitive album of the series’ but also ‘easily one of Eno’s finest achievements to date’.

The release of On Land marked the close of a chapter for Eno – the final instalment of the Ambient series coinciding with the end of his years of frenetic record-releasing and a waning of his collaborative promiscuity. Indeed, promiscuousness of any kind was off the agenda as he spent increasing amounts of time sequestered in his loft, working, reading, thinking … This moderation was partially explained by a new, cohabiting girlfriend – Manhattanite Alex Blair, at twenty-four ten years Eno’s junior. His downtown gadfly days were done, it seemed. ‘He’s got social claustrophobia,’ Blair remarked. ‘He doesn’t like sitting around gabbing. He wants to hear something he can think about, so he can go off and think about it alone.’

Blair, along with Robert Quine and the Grant Avenue coterie, had become Eno’s trusted inner circle. It was their collective encouragement that had helped him finish On Land. Robert Quine had himself once expressed deep scepticism about ambient music but had been wooed by Eno’s most recent work. ‘I thought that he and Robert Fripp would turn these machines on, have lunch and they’d come back and people would call them geniuses …’ Quine confessed. ‘After On Land, that ambient thing stuck with me. I actually encouraged him to put out On Land – he was going to dump parts of it.’

People magazine’s Arthur Lubow dropped by Broome Street during this period. He described a typical 1982 Eno day as being both ‘… self-indulgent and monastic. With monomaniacal energy, he pursues whatever excites his curiosity … Another day, in his totally darkened studio, he may place a droplet of spikenard or cassia oil on a homemade perfume diffuser, focusing on the feelings evoked by the fragrance.’

Perfume had been a little-trumpeted Eno’s sideline since the mid-1960s and he’d since accumulated a tranche of fragrant oils eked out from dusty Spanish apothecaries or dingy backrooms in San Francisco’s Chinatown. He now kept a wooden box filled with 160 odorous phials, whose exotic aromas were matched by their vivid taxonomy: opoponax, heliotrope, ylang ylang, tuberose, English lily, Chinese cinnamon … These, Eno would blend and inhale for his own sensual stimulation, like a late 20th-century Des Esseintes, the decadent, aesthete in Joris-Karl Huysmans’s fin de siècle novel Against Nature, whose contempt for bourgeois society is such that he secretes himself in a country house and loses himself in multi-sensory intoxications, especially olfactory ones.

As far back as 1977, Eno claimed to be developing an aphrodisiac male scent (‘It works for me anyway,’ he bragged), and for a while tried to interest chemical giant Unilever in the amatory unguent: ‘… my secret ambition is to make a perfume for black women,’ he oozed in Complete Music magazine in 1982 (presumably on one of his non- ’monastic’ days). During later interviews, Eno could be seen taking a swooning hit off a sprig of fresh lavender.

When not immersed in matters of esoteric sentience, the erstwhile second-hand electrical equipment dealer (and ex-commune-dweller) would turn his hand to a spot of speculative capitalism. Eno had recently begun attending a health club located in the bowels of a building on Wall Street, just two blocks to the south of Broome Street. Proximity to the local money traders led to a fascination with activities behind the stock exchange doors. Eno decided to play the market, as he revealed to Dave Rimmer in The Face: ‘I just opened an account with a broker and started buying little bits of stock – hearing stories about things and trying them out, or doing a bit of research myself, using things I’d read in New Scientist or whatever. It appeals to something in me that likes making graphs and so on … as soon as I started I got a much bigger picture of how things work in a big capitalist society.’

Over the course of several months, Eno regularly won and – more often – lost small sums of money on US stocks. It was, he maintained, his only real vice. ‘I once made $4,000 in twenty minutes,’ he claimed – but considerably more almost certainly went west.

In late 1982, Eno received a commission from documentary-film director Al Reinert for music to accompany NASA footage of the American Apollo missions. It would take Reinert a full seven years to complete his definitive chronicle, For All Mankind (‘We came in peace for all mankind’ was part of the legend on the plaque left behind by the first men on the moon, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin), but the prospect was such an enticing one for Eno that he got to work almost immediately. In early 1983, he purchased an instrument then new on the market, the Yamaha DX7 – the world’s first commercially successful digital synthesizer. It would become the ubiquitous workhorse of 1980s studio craft and its monotimbral, exaggeratedly crisp bell tones remain among the decade’s most instantly dating sonic signatures. Eno would be one of the few musicians to fully explore the possibilities of its thirty-two programmable algorithms (most musicians found the DX7’s complex operative system totally impenetrable) – a process that began during the recording of Apollo: Atmospheres & Soundtracks – a record inspired by the Reinert project, some of which would eventually grace the long-gestating 1989 documentary, along with later Eno material.

The album was recorded in the late winter of 1983 at Grant Avenue, with Daniel Lanois and a new collaborator, Brian’s brother, Roger. Roger Eugene Eno was eleven years Brian’s junior, and had recently graduated from Colchester Music College, where he’d studied piano and euphonium – carrying on the family tradition for prowess on odd orchestral instruments (a trait, witnesses to the Portsmouth Sinfonia’s woodwind section would attest, which his big brother had somewhat circumvented).

Brian’s relationship with his brother had hitherto been distant. Roger would have been just seven when Brian left home and he’d been in America while Roger had reached adulthood and began forging his own musical career. The Canadian sessions would be an opportunity to make up for lost time and a chance to indulge Roger’s already manifesting talent for the melodically sublime.

A gifted multi-instrumentalist with a mischievous, infectious sense of humour and a Woodbridge back garden studio called, unprepossessingly, ‘the Shed’, Roger Eno was as disposed to music of atmosphere as his brother, and would soon embark on his own series of pellucid instrumental albums while also working as a music therapist. Despite his records’ undeniable merit, Roger would often struggle to escape the shadow of his brother’s fame.*

Daniel Lanois, meanwhile, had graduated from being Eno’s favourite, unflappable engineer to his latest collaborator of choice and a fellow gentleman adventurer in ambient sound sculpture. ‘There was something about the dedication we had in finding sonics that had never been expressed before,’ Lanois recalled in a 2005 interview with the Independent. He went on to describe Eno sessions at Grant Avenue as ‘… a great laboratory, a fantastic place of experimentation and great results. We became masters of ambient music simply because we loved it and we were dedicated to it.’

Both the Enos and Lanois had been gripped by the 1969 moon landing and had gawped enthralled, like millions of others, at grainy monochrome images of the Eagle – Apollo 11’s lunar module – as it disgorged its ghostly looking astronauts onto the dusty floor of the Sea of Tranquillity. Typically, however, Brian Eno thought the whole thing could have been better reported. He remembered being disenchanted by the ‘shallow, colourless’ TV images and felt that subsequent BBC coverage of the Apollo missions was spoiled by the remorseless techno-babble of heavily bespectacled science historian James Burke and the flimsiness of the mock-ups run up by the corporation’s make-do-and-mend props department (‘… it made the whole enterprise look like an inferior edition of Star Trek,’ Eno lamented in Apollo’s sleevenotes).

For All Mankind was quite another matter, gleaned as it was from thousands of feet of NASA footage, overlain with the astronauts’ poignant reminiscences of drifting in the heavens, framing a tiny, insignificant Planet Earth between their fingers. Eno wanted to match the often jaw-dropping NASA images with music that emphasized this sense of empyrean wonder. ‘Nobody sees us alone out here among the stars,’ he had sung on ‘No One Receiving’ back in 1977, and that same spirit would suffuse the wordless Apollo’s imperious, celestial ambiences – lifting off from On Land into the fearful beauty of space itself. It would be music to match Buzz Aldrin’s description of the lunar landscape: ‘Magnificent desolation.’*

While ominous, deeply atmospheric etudes such as ‘Under Stars’ and ‘Stars’ (in fact, hybrids of the same track) were indeed close cousins of On Land’s dark, geodesic drifts, elsewhere Apollo returned Eno to the blissful descants and lush harmonic intervals last heard on Another Green World. The supremely hymnal ‘An Ending (Ascent)’ and the jaunty, swooning ‘Deep Blue Day’ were among the most melodically exquisite pieces Eno had yet recorded (the former has subsequently become ubiquitous on TV documentaries – a dependable ‘go-to’ piece whenever intimations of rapture are required). EG rated ‘Deep Blue Day’ so highly that they released it as a single; backed by the crystalline guitar-scapes of the Lanois-penned ‘Silver Morning’.

‘Deep Blue Day’ would later earn the Eno brothers and Lanois a sizeable income (it was a three-way composition) after it graced the multi-million-selling soundtrack to Danny Boyle’s hit 1996 film Train-spotting. The piece featured Lanois playing a decorous, profoundly terrestrial pedal steel guitar. The unlikely honky-tonk-inflected feel had been Eno’s suggestion after he’d read about Apollo astronauts selecting Buck Owens and Merle Haggard cassettes to accompany them into the cosmos.* ‘I thought it was a fabulous idea that people were out in space, playing this music which really belongs to another frontier,’ Eno reflected in Mojo in 1998, ‘in a way, seeing themselves as cowboys.’

Most delightful of all was ‘Always Returning’, a mellifluous confection of cycling guitar harmonics, trembling synths and Roger Eno’s sublime piano runs. The piece would feature prominently in the finished For All Mankind. Long before that, it would appear – along with several other Apollo tracks, mostly in different-length versions – on a disc called Music for Films Vol.2 (with further contributions from Messrs Brook, Lanois and Eno frère). This was part of an anthology celebrating Eno’s decade-long, post-Roxy Music career, released under the title Working Backwards 1983–1973. Along with the second Music for Films, the box-set corralled all nine Eno solo albums to date, along with an eclectic ‘Rarities’ twelve-inch EP boasting ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’, ‘Seven Deadly Finns’ and a smattering of unremarkable out-takes. It would prove to be the swansong for Brian Eno’s association with the EG record label.

EG had recently been absorbed into the ever-expanding Virgin empire (which rebranded it ‘Editions EG’), and was now dispersing its energies across a range of activities. ‘EG became a publishing company as well as management company – there was a lot of hat-changing going on,’ reflects David Enthoven – by this stage an interested, not to say disillusioned, observer. ‘It was all right until I left in ‘76, ‘77, then they suddenly branched out into becoming a label – they thought they were something other than what they really were – a funky management company. I hold up my hand … but, really, EG was a great idea that went wrong.’

EG’s Anthea Norma-Taylor had by now risen from royalties clerk (a job she’d rather fallen into because ‘I had a background in science and so mathematics wasn’t a problem’) to become a diligent company director and a widely respected music manager. Even she had become exasperated with EG by the middle of 1983, having long winced at the company’s negligent attitude to its artists in general and the difficulty people such as Russell Mills and Peter Schmidt had experienced in getting paid. Eno was no more easily accommodated at EG by this time, despite the fact that, according to Enthoven, ‘Brian Eno made significant amounts of money for EG.’ Anthea often found herself fighting Eno’s corner against a tide of apathy: ‘The attitude towards Brian’s records in meetings was dismissive …’

By the summer of 1983, Anthea was maintaining more than a professional interest in Eno’s well-being; she and Brian were now a romantic item. Their liaison seems to have had an air of inevitability about it, according to Russell Mills: ‘It was obvious that she and Brian got on really well. They were close; they shared the same kind of ambitions for Brian’s music and his career. I got on really well with Anthea and we’d meet up a lot, go drinking and talk about music, culture … We shared a love for Guinness and Gitanes cigarettes, too. At some point our conversations turned to the possibility of her and Brian leaving EG to set up a different form of artist management. We talked about a company that would actively enable creative people to dream and make things happen, a company that recognized the artist as being the key to progress, rather than just a commodity … She was understandably very nervous about taking such a bold and untested move away from a secure job.’

After rejecting other potential homes, including Virgin, the company, Opal Ltd, would become an independent reality in the autumn, operating out of an office in the Harrow Road. Jointly owned by Anthea and Brian, Opal’s aim was to be ‘like EG but without the sharp practice’, according to Anthea. A management company, publisher and record label, it would go on to release what Eno later characterized as ‘a string of eclectic, interesting, often lovely and nearly always not-very-profitable records’ throughout the subsequent decade. Opal’s flagship artists would include Eno acolytes Daniel Lanois, Harold Budd, Michael Brook, Jon Hassell and Laraaji (a roster whose stylistic similarities would duly attract several years worth of third-rate ‘ambient’ demos through the Opal letterbox. Indeed, so great was the demo glut that Russell Mills was employed to play and dismiss several hundred of them while he painted.*

Eno would finally quit the USA in the middle of 1984. The Broome Street apartment had recently been cleaned out by burglars. Manhattan wasn’t gentrified to the point of numbness quite yet. It was time to move on. At first he balked at the idea of returning to London, a place where – he mused irritably – music critics thought ‘contemporary music is supposed to be something assertive and “from the streets”; that if it isn’t that it’s crap or pretentious … ‘.† He ruminated on a place in Tokyo, a city he’d recently visited and enjoyed while installing video paintings at La Foret Museum in Aksaka. Finally, slightly reluctantly, he took back possession of Leith Mansions from an old friend, one-time Mike Oldfield accomplice and Mellow Candle singer Clodagh Simonds, who’d taken over the flat from Joan Harvey. Harold Budd would also occupy the apartment for a while before taking his own Maida Vale abode. Anthea continued to rent a flat in Roland Gardens, South Kensington.

Budd had been involved in Eno’s final project before his prodigal return. Recorded at Grant Avenue, The Pearl was attributed to Harold Budd/Brian Eno with Daniel Lanois. ‘A conventional, enclosed recording,’ according to Budd, and an altogether more assiduous construction than the pieced-together Plateaux of Mirror, the album found Budd’s piano reveries teased out with exquisite, eggshell delicacy – Eno’s evanescent treatments lending a subtle, iridescent patina to disarming highlights such as ‘Lost in the Humming Air’ and ‘Still Return’.

There would be further Premier Cru sonic impressionism on Eno’s Thursday Afternoon; a sustained, sixty-one-minute-long, one-chord ambient ‘glass cathedral’ recorded in summer 1984 and released the following year. Thursday Afternoon’s extended span was made possible by a new record format, the compact disc, which – although it had been on the market since 1982 – was by the middle of the decade beginning to lay down the gauntlet to vinyl. The music on Thursday Afternoon, a shimmering, trembling matrix of treated piano and electronics essayed by Brian, Roger Eno and Daniel Lanois, was composed and recorded to accompany a series of video paintings. Commissioned by Sony Japan, Eno’s variously manipulated nude studies of pretty, petite brunette actress/photographer Christine Alicino had been filmed in San Francisco in the spring of 1984. Shooting had taken place on a Thursday afternoon. Eno’s camera lingered on its subject with the same meditative detachment that characterized his more architecturally themed video paintings and was once again captured in vertical format, meaning that Ms Alicino had to be laid on her side, televisually speaking, to be properly appreciated.

Eno was himself the subject of artistic portrait-renderings during 1984, as he posed for several Tom Phillips studies in the painter’s sprawling Camberwell house-cum-studio (although no longer in Grove Park, Phillips hadn’t moved far from the former HUS stamping ground). Phillips was then pitching an idea for a TV programme: Raphael to Eno. It was based on an ambitious, if mildly contrived notion which ‘traced a lineage of pupil and teacher back through Frank Auerbach, Bomberg, Sickert et cetera until, after an obscure group of French Peintres du Roy, it emerged via Primaticcio into the light of Raphael. Thus I find that at only twenty removes I am a pupil of Raphael. Brian Eno as a student of mine … therefore continues that strange genealogy of influence as the twenty-first.’

To ram home the point, Phillips planned to render his subject posed in front of a large version of After Raphael, the painting which Eno had ‘cannibalized’ for the cover of Another Green World (‘Thus he and I and Raphael would be present with possibilities of introducing allusions to other painters on that list’). However, Eno would be busy working in Ireland throughout the autumn, and would then spend increasing amounts of time in Woodbridge, which meant Phillips never got to paint his major study. No sooner was the background picture completed than ‘Brian vanished once more; the only sitter to have disappeared in front of a background’.

Eno would use another painterly Phillips’ fragment as the cover of the Thursday Afternoon CD, but would otherwise drift out of his old mentor’s orbit again for much of the ensuing two decades (although Eno had a habit of suddenly turning up at Phillips’ exhibition openings in remote locations). Ironically, Phillips and Eno have latterly become neighbours once again; fellow inhabitants of a bucolic Oxfordshire village not far from Abingdon. ‘Brian’s place is good,’ Phillips vouch-safes. ‘It seems to consist of huge barns as big as the Albert Hall … He’s had a couple of good parties there.’

Today, the urbane, septuagenarian Phillips regards Eno’s mercurial tendencies with wry amusement, regarding them as the caprices of a ‘windswept Romantic … If you had to categorize Brian, then “Romantic” would be quite a good word. Of course, it’s difficult to be windswept when you’re going bald, but be that as it may …’

A tryst with ‘windswept Romanticism’ of a rather different trouser awaited Brian Eno in the autumn of 1984; an improbable rendezvous that would begin with a wooing telephone call from one Larry Mullen Jr – drummer with an anthemic Dublin rock band called U2.

[image: Image]

* Eno remains an enthusiastic devotee of Vladimir Nabokov: ‘You can always go back to Nabokov. Lolita I’ve read more than any other book. I think that’s a fantastic book on so many levels. The craft is absolutely beautiful, joyful, but the other undertones are fascinating as well.’

* ‘He Loved Him Madly’, along with Amarcord, Frederico Fellini’s ultra-vivid 1973 cine-essay on memory, childhood and parochialism, would be touchstones for the nostalgically themed On Land.

* In the same interview, Robertson relates an amusing instance of Eno-spotting. ‘I once saw you walking down the street eating an apple. You were looking at it like it was the most interesting apple ever created!’ he remarked to Eno, who, laughing, responded with an ‘Eno moment’ of his own: ‘I was in Woolworths buying a humidifier, and this guy came up as I was paying my bill and said, “Is it true, this story about the pack of matches and the waitress?” Referring to the cashier, he said, “I don’t think I could tell it in mixed company,” and then he disappeared. Since then I’ve been trying to think of any incident in my life that relates …’

† ‘The collaboration between Byrne and Eno inspired me to think outside the box and opened my head up to new musical and most importantly non-musical experiences,’ waxed Public Enemy producer Hank Shocklee – a statement displayed like a school motto, or a mission statement, on the homepage of the website launched to support the 2006 Bush of Ghosts reissue.

* Mistaken Memories was shown in London at the Almeida Theatre and the ICA, and at MOMA in Oxford, although all went practically unreported. For many years, Eno’s visual art would struggle for recognition in his own country, where – unlike in much of Europe – it remained thoroughly eclipsed by his musical profile and reputation. Unlike Eno, it seems, the British artistic establishment still used the adjective ‘dilettante’ pejoratively.

* Discreet Music proved to be enduringly functional. Eno’s wife Anthea told me that when, in 1990, she gave birth to her and Brian’s first daughter, the lulling tones of Obscure No. 3 played throughout the delivery. Soon after, Anthea would seriously attempt to market Eno’s ambient fare to midwives and nursing homes as a birthing aid: ‘A dozen times or so I’ve met people who’ve said, this is our daughter, she was born to your record,’ Eno told Vox magazine’s David Quantick in 1992. ‘Boy! That really is a vote of confidence …’ Throughout the early ‘80s, legions of artists and designers began to deploy Eno’s ambient albums as a subtly motivating, immersive atmosphere; they proved endlessly conducive to all kinds of creative work. Ambient’s popularity would spread slowly but inexorably over the ensuing decade, partially thanks to the word-of-mouth endorsement of the creative types who so relished it.

* Although I have spent the odd, highly amusing evening, and, once, an afternoon in a London recording studio, in Roger’s company – without, I hope, my causing offence – he very politely declined to be interviewed for this book.

* Eno’s music had already dealt with lunar matters on several occasions, including conjuring a ‘lunar landscape’ for Roxy Music’s ‘Ladytron’ and celebrating ‘the blue August moon’ on Another Green World’s ‘St Elmo’s Fire’. In 1977, Eno had composed an eerie synthesizer soundtrack to a spoof conspiracy ‘documentary’ called Alternative 3, which appeared as part of an Anglia Television series called Science Report. Alternative 3 referred to a supposed plan to send superpower elites to a secret ‘transfer station’ on the dark side of the moon, built in response to an unreported global population explosion. From the moon, the great and the good would go on to populate Mars. A fictional Apollo astronaut, ‘Bob Grodin’, was even interviewed to lend faux authenticity. It was supposed to be shown on April Fool’s Day, but a strike delayed the broadcast until July, causing a minor Orson Welles/War of the Worlds-style ‘panic’ across the Fens. A portion of Eno’s suitably portentous soundtrack – backwards VCS3s to the fore – would appear on the 1978 version of Music for Films.

* Neil Armstrong had bucked the trend for earthbound country music by carrying an album of theremin music on Apollo 11: Dr Samuel Hoffman’s Music from the Moon.

* Anthea’s timing proved perspicacious. By the turn of the next decade, EG was in financial freefall after Sam Alder and Mark Fenwick’s investments in Lloyd’s of London were wiped out as the famous insurer suffered a bout of crippling losses. Legal wrangles ensued with a number of artists on the EG roster, including Robert Fripp and Bryan Ferry, eventually reclaiming the copyrights to their EG material. Eno, however, did not: ‘He didn’t want the confrontation,’ Anthea told me, ‘which means Discreet Music and the entire Obscure back catalogue are owned by Virgin.’

†In A Year with Swollen Appendices, Eno wrote ‘I decided to turn the word “pretentious” into a compliment. The common assumption is that there are “real” people and there are others who are pretending to be something they’re not. There is also an assumption that there’s something morally wrong with pretending.’


14. What Actually Happened?

‘Ideas are one thing and what happens is another.’ (John Cage)

‘Always strive to excel, but only on weekends.’ (Richard Rorty)

Larry Mullen Jr’s phone call had certainly come out of the blue. Three studio albums and one vaunted live document into a meteoric, although already somewhat divisive career, in 1984 U2 stood poised on the brink of rock’s megastar echelon and, on paper, seemed to embody the antithesis of Brian Eno’s artistic ethos. Although guitarist Dave ‘The Edge’ Evans had once copped a lick from Television’s Tom Verlaine, and Mullen’s drumming had been a simulacrum of the clinical style patented by Joy Division/New Order’s Stephen Morris, by the mid-’80s U2 had supplanted vestigial post-punk tics with a brand of shrill, sloganeering, evangelically tinged rock bombast that played particularly well in Middle America; as did the voluble proselytizing of irrepressible lead singer Paul ‘Bono Vox’ Hewson. A hectoring, foghorn-voiced frontman for whom rock music was not so much art as an inviolable instrument of quasi-Christian redemption and flag-waving proletarian transcendence – superficially at least, Bono looked like he’d been designed to rub Eno up the wrong way.

The Brian Eno of 1984 was better disposed towards music of an evangelical stripe than might have been imagined, however. He had certainly been listening to a lot of gospel music.* He was also under the influence of a book called The Unknown Craftsman by a Japanese author, Soetsu Yanagi, director of the Museum of Folkcraft in Tokyo. The book made an implicit contrast between the inherent ‘egoism’ of the artist and the contented anonymity of the traditional craftsmen – humility Eno likened to the collective ethos of gospel singing and, by somewhat tenuous association, the music of Bono and co: ‘U2 are the closest thing that you’re likely to find in this part of the hemisphere to a soul band. They’re people for whom the spiritual aspect of what they do is very important. I thought they would be a band worth working with, from that point of view.’

To their credit, all four members of U2 recognized ongoing mission creep – their apparently inexorable drift into over-earnest, stadium rock self-parody. They were in danger of becoming ‘the biggest band since Led Zeppelin’ according to the reliably grandiloquent Bono and were ready to overthrow the Ancien Régime, replacing the dependable but hardly innovatory Steve Lillywhite, principal helmsman of their previous Island-released albums, with an artier producer plucked from the contemporary leftfield. Eno wasn’t their first choice: Conny Plank had been seriously considered and Wire’s Colin Newman was also sounded out. Newman had recently produced another Dublin band, The Virgin Prunes, who featured The Edge’s brother, Dik Evans, on guitar. ‘I was very sniffy because U2 were doing all this Christian bollocks,’ Newman recalls. ‘I wasn’t very excited by them as a band – I found them a bit ordinary. The Virgin Prunes record was very difficult to make. They kept getting their mates in – including members of U2 – which meant we never got any work done. It was very nice to meet the whole Dublin scene but I didn’t really want to get involved with it. Afterwards, when Brian came on board, I remember thinking, “maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut?” I also turned down Spandau Ballet, but that’s another story …’

Like Newman, Eno initially sought to spurn U2’s advances, as he told Mojo’s Andy Gill: ‘When they first asked me, I couldn’t see the connection at all between what I was likely to do and what they were currently doing. I said, “I don’t know what I could offer you – what I’ll do if I come in there is change your music a lot.” Bono, who has the gift of the gab if anyone does, said: “That’s exactly what we want – we could carry on being the same kind of rock ‘n’ roll band for ever, and we’d do well at it, but we want to go somewhere else.”’

Eno certainly did his best to put them off. ‘I’m more interested in painting pictures. I want to create a landscape within which this music happens,’ he told Bono, who responded, ‘Exactly, that’s what we want too.’

After a protracted wooing, Eno was eventually seduced. He agreed to produce the U2 record on the condition that Daniel Lanois be allowed to accompany him ‘as an insurance policy … if what I started doing was completely unacceptable, I could gracefully bow out of the project and he could carry it on …’

Lanois found the prospect of working with U2 far more appetizing and even as Eno wavered urged him to at least arrange an introduction to the band. ‘So [Brian] agreed to have a meeting,’ Lanois recalled. ‘And of course, Bono talked him into doing it … I was thrilled.’

Eno wasn’t alone in his scepticism about working with U2: Island boss Chris Blackwell, never the world’s most ardent Eno fan, regarded it as a particularly bad idea. ‘He thought I was completely the wrong person for the job,’ Eno confessed. ‘He thought I’d turn it into art rock. And I thought this was a possible outcome myself …’

Elsewhere, news of the improbable affiliation had inveterate Enophiles raising a collective eyebrow, although incredulity soon ceded to intrigue, as seasoned Eno watcher John Foxx recalls: ‘Some of the fallout from the announcement was interesting, and predictable. Chris Blackwell tried his best to scupper it. He disliked Eno and Roxy – despised anything he judged as arty – but I was delighted. All credit to U2 for sticking to their decision.’

Foxx had already been privy to inside information on the Eno/U2 affiliation: ‘Some time before, I’d spent a brief holiday with Russ Mills, Anthea and a few others in the Lake District. On the journey back she asked us, rather intently, which new bands we thought most likely … We both said U2. I wondered why she was so interested. When the news of Brian working with them came out I realized, either U2 had already been in touch, or she was about to make a discreet connection. When it came to it, by his account, Eno did the usual hard-to-get, then acquiesced, of course. But I imagine Anthea had been working discreetly and efficiently behind the scenes, as usual. Anthea is a subtle and intelligent woman who played a huge, but mostly invisible role in the invention and construction of Eno.’

Russell Mills recalls his initial uncertainty about the U2 association quickly dissipating: ‘I was puzzled at first, but then it quickly made absolute sense to me; this was the way forward for both parties. Given the history of Brian’s involvement with Talking Heads, taking them from an intelligent, exciting but raw and pretty small punk band to massive and hugely influential international stars, it seemed that history might repeat itself …’

Chris Blackwell also came round, ultimately sanctioning the arrangement on the understanding that Lanois would act as a yeoman counter-weight to Eno’s esoteric urges. Recording would begin in the late spring in the plush environs of Slane Castle, located north of Dublin in lush County Meath countryside beside the River Boyne.

With Lanois taking care of the recording nitty-gritty, Eno’s principal role on the album Bono would dub, grandiosely, The Unforgettable Fire, was, by Eno’s own admission, to ‘grumble’. Lanois’ presence freed Eno to ‘basically be an arsehole – I could sit there and say, “Mmm, I don’t like this” … My type of grumbling would be, “I don’t think that’s going far enough,” or, “This one idea is really the happening idea – let’s just chuck the rest out and see what happens.”’

‘He arrived dressed like an architect,’ an obviously impressed Bono recalled, ‘with that hip Eighties briefcase that people used to carry … And he used words like “treatment” and “procedure”.’

For part of the time, Lanois had the band set up their equipment in Slane’s grand ballroom while Eno ministered from an ad hoc control room in an adjoining antechamber. Eno now favoured an ascetic, professorial look: shirt and tie and an expensive leather jacket, the remainder of his hair grown rakishly long at the back and occasionally tied in a ponytail – tonsurial affectations which were no match for the voluminous, russet-coloured mullet Bono was now sporting. A rapport was soon established between producer and band. Bono nicknamed Eno ‘Quincy’, a whimsical allusion to legendary Michael Jackson producer and jazz impresario Quincy Jones.* Eno worked diligently on The Edge’s guitar sound, exploiting the different natural reverbs afforded by Slane’s capacious architecture and at one point even had the guitarist’s Vox AC30 amplifier miked up outside in the fresh air. On 30 May, Eno insisted on downing tools so that he, band and crew could gather in the grounds to gaze in awe at the solar eclipse (‘It’s just like one of my videos,’ he joked, ‘only it moves a bit faster …’).

While Eno’s ethereal, almost hallucinatory soundscapes would hallmark the album, his presence was rather negligible on the record’s commercial highlight, an anthemic tribute to Dr Martin Luther King Jr called ‘Pride (in the Name of Love)’ – although at Eno’s urging, Bono kept the lyrics inexplicit.† Erstwhile NME interrogator Chrissie Hynde dropped by to sing backing vocals. Elsewhere, Eno powered down the band’s previously roistering signature, distilling The Edge’s delay-pedal emolliated guitar work to what critic Kurt Loder memorably described as ‘an endless flurry of chinkety guitar scratchings’, and coating everything in a crystalline ambient veneer.

In a pattern that would come to characterize his work with U2, Eno ‘rescued’ at least one of the album’s stragglers, an elemental song called ‘Promenade’, paring back its exaggerated rhythmic structure to just pattering tom toms and a muted undertow from bassist Adam Clayton, setting Bono’s vocal adrift in a spacious landscape, punctuated by The Edge’s flickering, firefly guitar notes. Eno relished this way of working – being given carte blanche to deconstruct and then radically reassemble an existing song.* John Cale had recently granted Eno a similar ‘freedom to sculpt’ during work on Cale’s album Caribbean Sunset. ‘I knew that Eno happened to be in New York at the time, so he came over,’ Cale recalls of the album’s 1983 recording. ‘It became something of a joke with us that all I had to do was reserve four tracks at the end of the board for him, make sure there’s some sushi and champagne available for him and then leave the room. Eventually it became more important to leave the room than leave the champagne!’

Daniel Lanois was also no slouch when it came to moulding distinctive sonic worlds. For U2, he layered delay and vibrato effects to fashion spacious, tremulous soundscapes pregnant with atmosphere – a susurrating signature he would apply as producer-in-chief on records by The Neville Brothers and Bob Dylan at the close of the decade. Lanois regarded the U2 album as a culmination of the experimental approaches he and Eno had evolved at Grant Avenue: ‘The Unforgettable Fire sound is something that Brian Eno and I had been working on for four years, and when we arrived in [U2’s] camp they were ready to embrace some new colours. It was a chance meeting, and they thought, “This is good timing – let’s accept it as a gift, thank God, and move ahead.” It was a little bit of fate working in everybody’s favour.’

Russell Mills was a guest at Slane that summer. A frequent visitor to Dublin, where he lectured at the National College of Art, the painter interrupted a two-week teaching stint to spend a weekend at the castle. A wedding reception had put paid to recording for two days and U2 had returned to their families in Dublin. Mills found Eno and Lanois bored, ‘going stir crazy … They even admitted that they’d both started fancying the catering lady there, who was a middle-aged mum of no great shakes.’ After a dreary night playing pool in a nearby Drogheda pub, the trio retired to Slane, where, the next day, they hijacked the wedding reception. ‘We returned to a large room which was being used as the recording control room next to the ballroom, where the dancing was in full swing,’ Mills remembers. ‘Just behind the double doors of the control room, an Irish country and western band was playing the standard fare on a raised stage. Dan, who loves C & W, plugged his guitar into an amp, opened the double doors a fraction and began unleashing these amazing lead lines over the band’s mediocre playing, to general bafflement.’

On the Sunday, U2 returned to Slane. Mills was witness to the interaction of band and producers at first hand. He found the partnership by no means as in congruous as some contemporary critics found it,stressing that while Bono’s later, oft-quoted contention,’ Wedidn’t go to art school, like so many bands, we went to Brian’, may have been the kernel of the relationship, there was also a genuine symbiosis at play: ‘U2’s intellect, their enquiring minds and natural curiosity were as important to Brian as their musicality. Brian admires and stresses that those he works with should have a capacity for risk; U2 have had this since Brian first worked with them. Brian doesn’t particularly tolerate dunderheads; he enjoys wit and lively debate and needs to work with people whose intellect is on a par with his. U2 fitted the bill and it worked.’

Subsequently, whenever U2 were in London they would hook up socially with Mills, and sometimes Eno, in Vauxhall, where the painter now lived in a converted school (‘incongruously for Vauxhall, Bono and The Edge would arrive in their chauffeur-driven limo …’). Indeed, during the 1980s, a little-reported but significant bohemian scene developed in this then-somewhat-neglected quarter of London SW8, based around funky, art-colony-like Bonnington Square and a tiny Irish pub called the Royal Oak squeezed in among a soot-covered, traffic-encircled cluster of buildings halfway between the Oval cricket ground and the Thames.

Eno was just one among many musical eminences to frequent this unlikely cultural nexus, as Mills recalls: ‘I’d go there with U2 – once The Edge even came down with his mum and dad. My immediate neighbour was a photographer named Christina Birrer who was friends with (graphic artist) Jamie Reid, Nick Cave and Howard Devoto, who would all frequent the Royal Oak. Brian, sometimes alone and sometimes with Anthea, would come down to Vauxhall for meals, to talk, sometimes about specific commissions that he wanted me to do, sometimes just socially. We’d go round to the Royal Oak. Invariably Brian would have halves of Guinness and Anthea would either have pints or wine. Michael Brook used to come down there a lot, too, and Harold Budd, who enjoyed English beer.’*

In addition to presiding over U2, quaffing Guinness and otherwise supporting the Irish export industry, the Orwellian year of 1984 would prove a positive and productive one for Brian Eno. As well as recording Thursday Afternoon and working on Harold Budd’s The Pearl, he, along with Lanois and Roger Eno, contributed the Apollo-like ‘Prophesy Theme’ to David Lynch’s bewildering cine-adaptation of Frank Herbert’s bestselling sci-fi novel Dune.† The baffling film numbered Sting among its cast while the remainder of the soundtrack was the work of AOR pop-rockers Toto. It was widely panned (as the New York Times review put it, ‘Several of the characters in Dune are psychic, which puts them in the unique position of being able to understand what goes on in the movie …’), although Eno’s contribution was one of the few successful elements in what for Lynch, who otherwise flourished in the 1980s, was an undoubted artistic nadir.

1984 would also see the release of Begegnungen, a Sky Records compilation from Germany collating some of the best work from the previous decade by Eno, Hans-Joachim Roedelius, Dieter Moebius and Conny Plank. A further volume would be issued the following year. Both served to remind how prescient Eno had been in germinating his proto-ambient style in Krautrock’s Arcadian hothouse.

In the autumn, Eno (under the auspices of Opal Ltd) purchased The Wilderness, a rambling Victorian house with substantial gardens in central Woodbridge. Anthea had been hunting properties while Brian was working at Slane (after which he would spend some time washing Ireland out of his system by living in a Paris hotel for a few weeks*.) Brian wanted to have a base close to his now elderly parents. The upper portion of the house would be converted into a studio, which became operational in early 1985. He would spend much of the next decade working there although for a while he also rented a studio just off the King’s Road in Chelsea.

Daniel Lanois was among the musicians to frequent and record at The Wilderness during the mid to late ‘80s. During one visit Eno wanted the Canadian to meet his by-now-aged Uncle Carl, who, as he remembered in a 1990 interview with Michael Engelbrecht, was still holding dominion over his eccentric troves of arcana: ‘I took him over to see my uncle and Dan was talking about precious stones, semi-precious stones. And he said: “Have you ever heard of a stone called cornelian?” And my uncle says: “Oh, yes, yes, hold on.” And he reaches under the table. Under his table he has everything in the world, in the universe actually [laughs] … he pulls out a tin and opens the tin and there are seven beautiful cornelians in it … Dan was very impressed. The conversation went on for a while and we got on to Chinese Buddhist metalwork. I don’t know how we got on to this subject. And he said, “Ah, something you might like to look at”, and comes out with a little statue like that, you know. He really has everything, you can imagine, in there, in tiny size, you know. It’s like a miniature museum, this place, the smallest museum in the world.’

The Unforgettable Fire had been released in the autumn of 1984. ‘We’re a long way from Steve Lillywhite here,’ reckoned Melody Maker’s Adam Sweeting in his review. Although he winced at some of Bono’s lyrical homilies, Sweeting was not the only critic to lavish praise on the record’s production (‘ … Eno and Daniel Lanois have forged U2 into an electronic chamber-unit …’), although he also concluded that it ‘would probably work better as an instrumental album’.†

Indeed, Eno generally escaped whatever critical flak U2 attracted and emerged from The Unforgettable Fire with his reputation for sonic poignancy and technocratic sensitivity untarnished, if not enhanced. He also emerged somewhat richer. Opal had negotiated a generous ‘points’ royalty with Island and the band’s manager Paul McGuinness. The album was still recognizably ‘U2 enough’ for it to shoot instantly to No. 1 in the UK, and more than four million copies were swiftly dispatched worldwide (with three million sales in the USA alone). A relieved Chris Blackwell, like Seymour Stein before him, had overlooked Eno’s hard-wired pop sensibility, his doo-wop-honed vocal connoisseurship and his instinctive feel for rhythm and melody.

The Eno/Opal exchequer could certainly now stretch to a grand house-cum-studio in the country. Success also bought Eno time, much of which he spent working on visual art. In this he was now assisted by Michael Brook, then administering the artist-access studio, Charles St. Video, in his native Toronto. Eno repaid the favour by playing on and arranging parts of Hybrid, Brook’s 1985 Grant Avenue-recorded debut solo album.

Eno called his new pieces ‘video sculptures’. These were slowly evolving, abstract images created using dimmer switches and a cluster of TV screens partially clad in sculpted, refracting surfaces (actually bits of painted cardboard or plastic). Eno had first embarked on more intimate video-based work after exhibiting alongside painter Michael Chandler at Boston’s ICA gallery in late 1983. He realized his large, multi-screen videos would be too bright and overwhelming to show alongside the finely wrought miniatures that were Chandler’s speciality. Ever the pragmatist, Eno found a way of ameliorating the ostentatious glare of television monitors, and in so doing opened another creative door. As Eno told Mark Prendergast, ‘This enables you to do something that artists have been wanting to do for many years,’ he grandly announced of his luminous cardboard and television constructions, ‘namely to experiment with light origins and systems of controlling light in as satisfactory a way as one can control paint or music sound… There has never been a very well-developed “light art”.’

In pieces called ‘Crystals’, ‘Venice’ and ‘Calypso’ were sewn the seeds of Eno’s interest in the ‘holographic’ and ‘generative’ properties of visual art that would occupy him for the next two decades. Rudimentary generative sonics were also present in the shape of protracted ambient loops that accompanied the video sculptures. ‘The music in these installations repeats over a very, very long time cycle; for example, sixty weeks or one hundred weeks,’ Eno explained. ‘These are very, very long pieces of music, and they are made long by allowing several cycles to constantly run out of sync with each other.’

The new audio-visual pieces, alongside the Thursday Afternoon and Mistaken Memories of Medieval Manhattan video paintings would continue to make the rounds of international galleries throughout the 1980s (the latter two pieces would also be released as deluxe – ergo, very expensive – commercial videos later in the decade). Eno would frequently appear in person to set up the installations – often accompanied by the technically adept Brook – usually when the gallery was in a city he fancied visiting. That was, and remains, very much Brian Eno’s idea of ‘a tour’.*

Opal was soon established as a sleek but funky management concern and a general back office for all things Eno. In addition, it would become a fully functioning label after a worldwide distribution deal was arranged with Warner Brothers in 1987. An imprint, Land Records, was also launched to release the Opal roster’s albums in the UK after Anthea discovered a tiny UK label already operating under the name Opal. Soon after, Anthea’s brother Dominic Norman-Taylor began working for the company and a regular newsletter, Opal Information, began to be published, servicing a discrete but staunch fanbase.

While the company flourished, Eno devoted himself to a tranche of production and arrangement projects. He added distinctive luminescent treatments to brother Roger’s instrumental album Voices, synthesizers to Robert Fripp’s Network (on which David Byrne would later sing) and worked on Neapolitan folk-pop singer Teresa De Sio’s Africana album, as both arranger and operator of an AMS Audiophile, a state-of-the-art digital recording ‘work station’ (Eno and Michael Brook would co-compose ‘La Vera Storia Di Lupita Mendera’, a ‘mini opera’, no less, included on De Sio’s Sinderalla Suite album in 1988). There was also an abortive match-up with Scott Walker. ‘We recorded the backing tracks for about six songs together,’ Eno told me. A rumour later circulated that a ‘troubled’ Walker had become so exasperated with the sessions that he threw the master tapes into the Thames: ‘I don’t think Scott threw the tapes in the river – that sounds like too much of a dramatic flourish for him,’ Eno reflected. ‘He wasn’t in a great state of mind at the time, mind you …’

In 1986, Eno mended fences with Rhett Davies and that year worked on a Davies-produced album, Measure for Measure by Australian synth-rockers Icehouse. He also reunited with Daniel Lanois and Michael Brook at Grant Avenue to produce Jon Hassell’s tautly wound Powerspot album for the esoteric European ECM label. Eno would go on to produce further Hassell albums, including a belated return to African music on 1988’s Flash of the Spirits, which featured Burkina Faso balafon ensemble Farafina. He also oversaw tracks on The Falling, the debut album by Manchester-based jazz-pop hit-making trio Carmel. He even produced a new piece of his own, an eight-minute-long helping of dimly glowing ambience called ‘Glint (East of Woodbridge)’, which would be issued free on a ten-inch flexi-disc with the summer 1986 edition of Artforum magazine. Versions of the same piece would accompany Eno’s mid-’80s video art and later rematerialize as ‘Suspicions’ on the noncommercially released 1989 album Textures and as the rather more exotic sounding ‘Lanzarote’ on his 1992 album The Shutov Assembly.

During the middle portion of the 1980s, Eno’s previous enthusiasm for interviews began to wane somewhat. He confessed to feeling like he was repeating himself and wondered why ‘people just don’t research the extant material’. He was enticed back in front of a journalistic microphone in late May 1985, however, when Musician scribe Rob Tannenbaum arranged a head to head in Eno’s Chelsea studio with the seventy-three-year-old John Cage.

Eno and Cage had never previously met. Cage didn’t really know much about Eno (‘I’ve unfortunately only heard one record of yours,’ he admitted, ‘the airport thing …’), and the twin musical icons spent a good deal of their summit circumventing the subject of music altogether, and instead discussing other mutual interests: painting, macrobiotic diets and gardening.* Eno also spent time explaining and demonstrating his various work-in-progress video sculptures to an only slightly bewildered Cage.

The venerable composer was obviously rather taken with Eno. During the ensuing discussion, Tannenbaum reminded Brian of an old quote of his about his motivation as a music maker: ‘The idea is to produce things that are as strange and mysterious to you as the first music you ever heard,’ to which a beguiled Cage responded, ‘That’s beautiful’, causing Eno to blush. Cage revealed that he didn’t care for records particularly and Eno also admitted that he’d stopped listening to albums in favour of ‘some tapes of Arabic popular music that I like very much and … gospel music’. Eno graciously acknowledged his debt to Cage’s aleatory approaches and there was much general agreement about the irrelevance of ‘training’ to the compositional process. The pair diverged somewhat when Cage stated how he felt comfortable dealing only in musical extremities. Eno likened Cage to a ‘polar explorer’, reflecting that while it was good ‘to know someone was living there’ he personally preferred the metaphorical ‘south of France’.

In the summer of 1986, Eno was to be found in ‘literal’ Dublin, back at the city’s Windmill Lane studios where The Unforgettable Fire had been completed two years previously. There, alongside Daniel Lanois, he would produce the next, eagerly awaited U2 album. Again, it had required some prodigious cajoling, mostly by Bono, to get Eno to sign up. U2’s stock had risen to stratospheric heights since they’d last been in the studio, partly propelled by the band’s iconic performance at the globally consumed Live Aid charity telethon the previous summer. Eno had been sceptical about Live Aid (though he would retrospectively modify his opinion) and his creative arc was carrying him ever further from the musical mainstream. Producing a strident international rock combo couldn’t have been lower down on his agenda. Au contraire, one of his new hobbyhorses was something called ‘Quiet Clubs’. At thirty-eight, Eno was certainly on the wrong side of the target demographic for music-based nightclubs, so it was hardly a surprise to learn that he had grown bored with clubs predicated on the ethos of ‘speeding you up’ and ‘obliterating what is assumed to be an otherwise average existence’, as he told Mark Prendergast. He envisaged a calming, meditative alternative – something between a flotation tank, a Zen garden and a gentlemen’s club: ‘I wanted to find places that would actually be slower, bigger, more open and would make me think in some interesting way. Clubs, in fact, prevent me from thinking.’

Although their existence sprang from the necessity of recovery from the unremitting beats and ecstasy annihilation of the incipient rave culture, restful, reflective ‘chill out’ rooms would soon become a nightclub staple. Their ubiquity would beget a new generation of ambient record-makers.* Eno’s rather more contemplative notion of club quietude would manifest in womb-like, site-specific settings for his travelling exhibitions of video paintings and light sculptures.*

Bono’s garrulous petitioning was the very converse of ‘quiet’. The obdurate Eno continued to prevaricate over the U2 production job and tried to install Conny Plank in his place, arranging a spring 1986 meeting between Plank and the band. After the summit, the doughty German decided to decline the offer. Bono was the stumbling block: ‘I cannot work with this singer,’ he was alleged to have grumbled.

While Eno parried Bono’s thrusts, More Dark than Shark was finally readied for publication. Although Russell Mills had continued to draw a blank with publishing houses, salvation would come by way of Eno’s old art-school hero, Pete Townshend. The ‘resting’ Who guitarist had recently been appointed Editorial Director at estimable London publisher Faber and Faber. Out of the blue, Russell Mills received a call from Townshend expressing interest in the book: ‘Brian and I went in for a meeting with him; showed him all the images and all the texts we’d accumulated up to that point and outlined our plans for the book. He admitted that he’d been a big fan of both our works for ages and that he really wanted to get this book published. He later admitted that More Dark than Shark was the publication he was most proud of from his time at Faber, which was really gratifying.’

Despite the book’s laborious creation, its title was arrived at on a whim, Mills reveals: ‘Even when Eno, Anthea and I were in the taxi going to the Faber building in Queen Square, we still had no title. Anthea said that she’d been talking with her former boyfriend Mike Clarke about the project and had mentioned that we were struggling to find a suitable title. He had made a few tongue-in-cheek, slightly piss-taking suggestions. Anthea had them with her. She proposed that she read them and we should just choose one immediately. Eno and I agreed. More Dark than Shark was chosen.’

Faber was already considering publishing another book on Eno by a freelance journalist called Rick Poyner. It was Townshend’s idea to conflate some of Poyner’s text with Mills and Eno’s art, lyrics and commentaries. Established record-sleeve designer Malcolm Garrett was recruited to tie the miscellaneous strands into a unified whole. ‘In retrospect, we felt that it was possibly, unwittingly, the first book that anticipated the potential of the computer in its ability to cross-reference and search infinitely – perhaps the first generative book,’ Mills suggests. More Dark than Shark was launched that summer at the Curwen Gallery in London, part of a Mills one-man art show called Ciphers. It was almost six years to the day since the painter had finished the last of his Eno-inspired images.*

At roughly the same moment, the book’s joint author was beginning the first sessions for what would become U2’s epochal The Joshua Tree album. Bono had finally worn him down. Indeed, by now Bono and Eno (in addition to sounding like a pair of puppet characters from an Italian kids’ TV show) had begun to enjoy a certain rapport. A less wordly (and more devout) character than Eno’s usual frontman accomplices, Bono may have lacked the arty grounding of Bryan Ferry or the Davids Bowie and Byrne, but, as Russell Mills intimates, he was no mere Dublin estate savant and Eno found himself increasingly charmed by the singer’s twinkling presence, irrepressible blarney and unflinching commitment to the band. He was also beguiled by Bono’s enviably solid relationship with striking wife Alison.†

The Joshua Tree was conceived as a grand, impassioned essay about American myth and the Reaganite realpolitik, and was originally intended as a sprawling double album. As such, it demanded a musical setting that went beyond the blurred ambiences that had distinguished The Unforgettable Fire. While Eno did his utmost to keep the record free of overt rock gesture, many months of work would be required to find a suitably germane sonic context for fervent anthems about Latin American resistance fighters and the ambiguities of the New West. Upwards of thirty songs were begun, some of them then discarded, picked up, worked on and discarded again. Eno flitted in and out of Dublin throughout the summer. The band disappeared for much of June to headline Amnesty International’s A Conspiracy of Hope tour. The sessions would drag on into November.

Lanois and Eno had now begun to operate as a good cop/bad cop double act (although Bono dubbed them ‘Batman and Robin’), with Lanois the sensitive facilitator and Eno the provocative dissenter. ‘For a band like U2 it would be a mistake to do a whole album of songs you can’t play on stage … though that was what I was kind of arguing for at one point,’ Eno ventured, perhaps mindful of the lengths Talking Heads had gone to in order to perform tracks from Remain in Light.

The two producers often operated simultaneously in adjoining studios, with assistant Pat McCarthy (later a producer in his own right for The Waterboys, R.E.M. and Madonna, among others) oscillating between the two. While Lanois paid special attention to the rhythm section and finessed those songs that were already up and running, Eno set about the laggards and sketches, assiduously remixing, slowing down and speeding up tracks, running them backwards and applying his habitual battery of effects. It was thanks to his diligence that two abandoned songs, ‘Mothers of the Disappeared’ and ‘Bullet the Blue Sky’, found their way on to the finished album. On the former, Eno grafted the much faster drum tracks from another abandoned song and painstakingly recalibrated them to fit the existing tempo. Bono then adding his vocal – a hymn to the dissenters who had been ‘disappeared’ by the Argentine Junta after the 1976 coup d’état. The then-raging civil war in El Salvador was the inspiration for the raucous ‘Bullet the Blue Sky’, a song mostly constructed by Eno from the DNA of a sketchy Edge guitar riff.

The Edge would be responsible for the album’s most evocative musical passage – the ethereally whistling introduction to the anthemic ‘With or Without You’, which, at Eno and Lanois’ suggestion, the guitarist would delicately essay on something called an Infinite Guitar. The idiosyncratic invention of Michael Brook (he, Lanois and The Edge owned the only three extant models), the instrument was essentially a deluxe digital-delay/looping system, which allowed single notes to bend and sustain, theoretically into perpetuity. The atmospheric preamble of ‘With or Without You’ would become one of The Joshua’s Tree’s most critically lauded musical passages; that it was the record’s only unadulterated instance of ambient landscaping would surely, if secretly, have delighted Eno.

For all his surgical fastidiousness, Eno’s uncompromising tendencies could also have a deleterious effect – notoriously so during the protracted making of the album’s most widely revered epistle, ‘Where the Streets Have No Name’. Like much of the material, the song had been first conceived on limited home equipment.* Translating The Edge’s rough four-track ‘Portastudio’ demo into a twenty-four-track context proved agonizingly convoluted. ‘Probably half the time the album took was spent on that song,’ Eno reflected in Phillip King’s 1999 BBC documentary about the making of The Joshua Tree. ‘It was a nightmare of screwdriver work. My feeling was that it would just be much better to start again. My idea was to stage an accident so we would just have to start again …’

Album mix engineer Mark ‘Flood’ Ellis was horrified when he learned how close they’d come to losing the song in its entirety: ‘Basically, Brian had got so agitated with the track that when Pat [McCarthy] had gone out of the room to make some tea … Brian had the tape machine ready to go into “record” and was just about to press the button and wipe the entire track. Pat had to drop the tea, grab Brian and physically hold him back from doing this. He [McCarthy] was completely freaked out, as the junior member of the team attacking the senior member of the team, and having to say, “Maybe it’s not a good idea to wipe the entire song, Brian.”’

Almost a decade later, Bono would recall the event with the kind of phlegm that only time and distance can lend: ‘Brian tried to wipe the master of that song. I’m sure a lot of people would have been happier if he had. He loved the song, but he grew to hate it, ‘cause we were taking so long over it. He is a grumbler – one of the grumbling people of Suffolk.’

As a commercial insurance policy for Island, in addition to Flood, a youthful veteran of post-punk engineering who’d also produced a number of albums for Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds, much of The Joshua Tree would benefit from additional production and mixing by Steve Lillywhite (the track sequence supposedly arrived at by Lillywhite’s wife, singer Kirsty MacColl, who simply listed the numbers in her order of preference). Released in March 1987, the album would instantly trump its predecessor, going Platinum less than forty-eight hours after release, subsequently topping both the British and American charts and garnering a brace of Grammy awards.* Global sales of The Joshua Tree would eventually top fifteen million. Reviews were the best of U2’s career and Brian Eno’s celebrity, if only by association, was ratcheted to its highest level since his Roxy Music pomp.

While U2 directed the spotlight onto all things American, the rest of the world was increasingly gazing towards the other superpower. The thawing era of glasnost and perestroika had recently dawned under the stewardship of reforming Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev. In 1986, accompanied by her mother, Anthea Norman-Taylor had taken an Intourist holiday to Leningrad, inspired by a gift package sent to Eno by a group of fans from the city. ‘I thought “Wow! People have heard of Brian in Russia”,’ she recalls. Anthea began to forge links with the city and discovered a thriving network of musicians and artists who had somehow gleaned knowledge of even the most obscure Western music scenes. An instant Russophile, in Leningrad, Anthea managed to elude the Intourist minders long enough to track down one of her new contacts, an English speaker and ‘industrial composer’ called Misha Mahlin (who was ‘very handsome and who I fell in love with immediately,’ she sighs). He took her back to an anonymous flat that was filled with artists and musicians. Much vodka was consumed and ties between Opal and the Soviet underground consummated. They would flourish henceforth.

The following year, an Opal-sponsored live satellite link-up, or ‘TV bridge (‘Russians loved their “TV bridges”,’ Anthea remembers) took place between London and Leningrad via the auspices of Gosteleradio – the Soviet state TV network. In London, Brian Eno, Peter Gabriel, Paul McGuinness and Chrissie Hynde conversed falteringly, via space, with – among others – poet Sergei Kuryokhin, Boris Grebenshchikov (lead singer of the band Aquarium) and Sasha Lipnisky (the bassist with art-rockers Zvuki Mu). The significance of the event for the formerly clandestine Russian musicians was incalculable. For Eno it had been ‘a petrifying experience – how do you make an interesting conversation between a group of twelve people? However, it worked mainly thanks to the Russians, who have not yet seemingly adopted our idea that conversation is only good when everyone agrees with each other.’

Opal/Land now planned to release an album by Zvuki Mu (Eno would produce the hastily recorded, eponymous album in 1989), and also lined up a record of Armenian folk music by duduk (a kind of double-reed flute) player Djivan Gasparyan, with whom Michael Brook would later work extensively.*

On 11 January 1988, Anthea Norman-Taylor and Brian Eno were discreetly married at Chelsea Registry Office. Brian wore a baggy black suit and bow tie. Both sets of parents were in attendance. ‘One of the reasons I am capable of running three careers in parallel is because I married my manager,’ Eno would later attest, although in effect Anthea’s hand had been on the tiller of his career for much of the last decade. Her impact on Brian’s professional fortunes – particularly post-EG – cannot be overstated, as her old label boss David Enthoven confirms: ‘Anthea has been fantastic for Brian. Make no mistake. Without her I don’t think he would be so financially well looked after. Bloody difficult to be a wife, mother and manager all at the same time; she’s well trained, mind you! I take full responsibility for Anthea! She’s got the right philosophy. She gets the management ethos the right way round – she puts the artist first.’

Flushed with connubial spirit (and U2-derived revenue), in 1988 Opal would come into full flower, releasing a further clutch of albums by Roger Eno, Harold Budd and LA avant-rock group Hugo Largo (for whom Eno recorded a promotional-only single, distributed to magazines, in which he sung the band’s praises; he was especially impressed that a group without a drummer could proffer so much rhythmic invention). Opal Information could now boast a healthy 200,000 subscribers and an in-house feel began to permeate everything with Opal’s name attached. Russell Mills provided lavish, visually integrated artwork for all the new releases; Michael Brook produced Roger Eno’s Between the Tides album; Harold Budd’s The White Arcades – for many his ambient magnum opus – was partially produced by Eno (the remainder by Robin Guthrie of the Cocteau Twins). There would also be sporadic Opal live ‘happenings’, including an annual Echoes from the Cross event held from 1986 until 1991 in (and designed to raise funds for) St. Peter’s Church in Vauxhall. The Gothic basilica was next door to St. Oswald’s, the converted school in which Russell Mills lived. Eno would of ten borrow Mills’ flat as avenue for filmed interviews. He was also a regular guest at Mills-hosted parties at St. Oswald’s, where feverish dancing was the order of the day, mainly thanks to the apartment’s extravagant ‘sprung’ floor.

 ‘Opal Evenings’ also occurred sporadically from 1987 onwards at venues such as London’s Queen Elizabeth Hall, usually featuring one or more of Roger Eno, Harold Budd, Michael Brook and Laraaji. Brian Eno would provide the background visuals. Russell Mills and another designer soon to embark on Eno-related work, Dave Coppenhall, would assist.

‘I’d met Brian before when working with Russ, and always found him charming and amusing but the QEH event particularly stands out,’ Coppenhall recollects. ‘I remember sitting on stage having a tea break and Brian had nipped out. On returning, he was armed with endless packs of biscuits. We sat there discussing at great length the pros and cons of different varieties of biscuits: texture, colour, taste, size, the biscuit that worked best with this tea, that tea. It was nothing really; it was so normal, so everyday, like being at my auntie’s place, but amidst this changing colour backdrop with the soundcheck drones going on behind the conversation – quite surreal.’

In 1988, Music for Films III was released. Although it bore Brian Eno’s name, it was effectively a sampler for Opal artists – Eno featuring only peripherally alongside (or in tandem with) work by his brother Roger, Lanois, Budd, Brook, Laraaji, Led Zeppelin’s John Paul Jones and Lydia Theremin, the Leningrad-based grand-niece of Léon Theremin, inventor of the eponymous electronic instrument. ‘If someone asks me what the Opal artists have in common I’m hard pressed to find a simple answer,’ Eno’s sleevenotes admitted. ‘I suppose I could say that each is distinctive, not only from each other, but also from the various mainstreams of modern music: it is a label for outsiders.’

That year, Eno’s post-Roxy Music career was fifteen years old. Press features about him began to take on a retrospective hue. Eno had grown cynical about the music press, which he had once courted so assiduously. As he grumbled to John Diliberto in Musican, ‘Whatever I do, I’ve done the wrong thing for about four years and then suddenly it was the right thing and what I’m doing now is the wrong thing, you know?’

The only music he was preparing was a set of atmospheric instrumental pieces with titles such as ‘Soft Dawn’, ‘Landscape with Haze’, ‘River Mist’ and ‘Menace’, which had accumulated among innumerable other projects over the previous few years. Collected on a 1989 library album titled, blandly but accurately, Textures, these tracks – some of them composed in tandem with Dan Lanois and brother Roger – would be disseminated via a company called Standard Music Library to TV and advertising companies, rather as the original Music for Films had been thirteen years previously. Most of them would never find a commercial release, although one or two tracks had already surfaced on Music for Films III and others would appear in different shapes and lengths – and with different titles – on later Eno albums.

Otherwise, Eno devoted himself to further visual projects, returning to his beloved San Francisco Exploratorium to stage a new exhibition of ‘light and sound structures’ called Latest Flames. While in the States, he flew down to New Orleans where Daniel Lanois had recently established a recording base, and contributed to Yellow Moon, an album Lanois was producing for the Neville Brothers, and also to tracks for Lanois’ slowly maturing solo album Arcadie.*

Then John Cale came back into Eno’s orbit. Cale had recently been in Holland premiering the orchestral settings of Dylan Thomas poems he’d written in response to the Falklands War. Still unsure of the Falklands Suite’s merits, Cale sent a rough tape of the Amsterdam Paradiso concert to Eno and Anthea to elicit their critical opinion. Eno was impressed enough to suggest Cale consider having the piece recorded in Moscow by the Gosteleradio Orchestra, with whom Anthea had recently established contact. Cale agreed. Anthea and Eno would accompany Cale to the Russian capital.

The Soviet Union was in its dog days; the Berlin Wall was about to fall. Cale recognized that a page of history was turning and arranged, after much bureaucratic effort, for a film-maker/cameraman Rob Nielsen to accompany them and document what promised to be a momentous trip. Detailed plans were put in place. ‘We had a meeting at the Porto-bello Hotel in London,’ Cale recalls, ‘where Anthea introduced this NBC stringer from Moscow. We all sat down, Brian included, and learned how to deal with the bureaucracy in Moscow, and the stringer had all the inside information … It was a risky venture. I had no idea if the piece was really going to work. They [Anthea and Brian] had the connection to the orchestra – without that, the record might not have been possible. It cost a mere $1,500 for that orchestra – they were really good musicians – the pianist could play like Errol Garner. The Berlin Wall was falling, what were these guys going to do?’

Cale was already aware of Moscow’s unheralded musical virtuosi. He’d heard double bass player Rodion Azarkin on New York’s WAI radio, ‘playing Paganini violin caprices – the most ferociously difficult stuff – on the double bass’. In Moscow, Cale mentioned Azarkin to members of the Gosteleradio Orchestra and the bassist was duly summoned. ‘We set up the meeting for the filming – we had no idea of his physical condition, the poor guy was afflicted with elephantiasis,’ Cale reveals. ‘He came in with his double bass and arranged the chairs and a display of all of his albums in a circle; a little shrine around himself. I was in awe of him; Brian was very understanding and Anthea was wonderful but the musicians in the building were condescending to him and made fun of him – treating him as a freak, essentially. I was totally embarrassed that I’d brought the thing up in the first place. It was then that Brian and I decided to write a piece for him and use his bass playing as a basis for the song.’

In the end, the Eno/Cale song ‘Year of the Patriot’ wouldn’t make the final cut of Words for the Dying, the resulting Eno-produced 1990 John Cale album, although the Gosteleradio Orchestra-rendered Falklands Suite would, along with a smattering of other compositions. One of these was an airily stateless ‘ambient pop’ song called ‘The Soul of Carmen Miranda’, co-composed by Cale and Eno. ‘Brian and I never had any trouble writing things like that,’ Cale discloses.

Words for the Dying would be completed and mixed at The Wilderness in Woodbridge in late 1988. Rob Nielson came down to film more footage for Cale’s documentary. Eno was not best pleased, Cale remembers: ‘Rob came down to the mix and started filming Brian, who thought it was an entirely ridiculous venture in the first place and made Rob promise never to point the camera at him. Whenever he did you saw him throwing a pencil at the lens … I started hearing from Brian things like, “I don’t know anything about this film.” I think it was a ploy. Brian really didn’t like the fact that there was this roaming element that he wasn’t in charge of. What really did it for me was that I got a statement of cost for Words for the Dying from Opal and for someone who claimed not to have been told anything about the film in London, I saw a charge of £100 for high tea at the Portobello Hotel with the NBC stringer …’

Eno stuck up for himself in a 1990 interview with Mark Prendergast published in Sound on Sound: ‘First of all, I was doing nearly all the work. John had done his work, he had written the piece. The act of getting it recorded – which was a fairly complicated thing being in a strangely equipped foreign studio with a large orchestra and a very short length of time to work in – was my responsibility. It was very important that somebody – me – maintained concentration. Now as soon as a camera hits me I’m not the same person any more. I don’t think anyone is but it affects me particularly badly in that I’m very self-conscious with a camera. I’m frightened of making a mistake, I don’t want to do anything stupid and as soon as that camera was around I felt kind of paralyzed by it.’

Although Cale described his relationship with Eno as being ‘slightly queasy’ from this point on, the pair were on good enough terms to contemplate recording a whole album together in the spring of 1990. Partly inspired by the alacrity with which they had co-composed ‘The Soul of Carmen Miranda’, it would be, they mutually agreed, an album of pop songs, with recording taking place in Woodbridge, commencing in April. Cale, and for a while his wife and child, would be house-guests at The Wilderness. Cale was adamant that Eno should sing on the record: ‘I said to Brian, the thing about your records is that you manage to hide your voice every time. I wanted to get that vocal out there. If you talk to him about it he will agree – the grain, the shakiness and all the fragility in the voice is really part of the personality and should be out, but “don’t ask me to do it” he always said. There’s always a protective layer there.’

To Cale’s satisfaction, Eno agreed that he would sing, and not smother himself with effects. Indeed, his light, ‘diagrammatic’ voice blended almost preternaturally with Cale’s baleful baritone. Eno also took some lead vocals on his own, sometimes richly stacked with his own harmonies. One such song was a dolorous ballad called ‘The River’ written to celebrate the recent birth of Brian and Anthea’s first child, Irial Violet Eno (Brian invented her first name). For once, Eno’s voice was rarely obscured by effects. These would constitute the first ‘lead’ Brian Eno vocals to grace an album for over a decade.

Some of Eno’s lyrics were arrived at by the old maverick conceptual means. ‘Cordoba’, apparently a song about a terrorist plot, was actually constructed from ‘found phrases’ in a Spanish language textbook Eno had been languidly consulting (‘They’ll have to wait at the station/Leave the parcel on the top deck …’). On the bluesy ‘Crime in the Desert’ (an inscrutable song, mostly sung by Cale, about ‘Crime and punishment in Tucson’), Cale was impressed by Eno’s ability to yodel, a vocal mannerism not heard since the days of ‘I’ll Come Running’ and ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’.

Other lyrics were written in the studio in a process of fierce ping-ponging. ‘He would say something that made a lot of sense,’ Cale remembered in his autobiography. ‘Then I’d say something that would screw it up. Then he would add something that screwed it up further. Out of that we got some interesting non sequiturs.’

On the most successful songs – ‘Spinning Away’, ‘One Word’, ‘Been There Done That’ – the rhythm tracks were mostly begun before Cale’s arrival, with Eno’s swirling DX7 lines and fragments of bass and guitar then laid over the – by turns – gently purring or up-tempo machine beats. Cale would then add majestic keyboards and viola and arrange extra string parts, sometimes in tandem with viola player Nell Catch-pole. Daniel Lanois happened to be touring the UK that spring; his gifted New Orleans rhythm section – bassist Daryl Johnson and drummer Ronald Jones – were co-opted to play on a number of songs. Much of the album, released as Wrong Way Up later in the year, would rank among the most overtly mainstream pop fare in the entire Eno canon. Reviews were glowing. A single was even released: the poppy, Talking Heads-like ‘Been There Done That’, which remains the only Eno single to ever graze the lower slopes of an American chart – although, in fact, Cale’s voice is uppermost.*

‘The majority of that recording was an idyllic experience in a way,’ Cale recalls of the Wrong Way Up sessions. ‘The studio was upstairs and filled with sunlight. Birds would come and sing at the window for God’s sake!’ The blissful tranquillity would be short-lived, however. Cale, fresh from performing Songs for Drella, his and Lou Reed’s two-hander tribute to the recently deceased Andy Warhol, was eager to reprise the onstage format with Eno. He’d also wanted to tour Drella, but hadn’t been able to convince Reed.

Cale urged Eno to tie their new album to a touring live show. Eno even had a theme; a deck of playing cards, which could be extended into a stage set and other visual elements. It could be ‘like a Robert Wilson operetta’, Cale insisted. Initially Eno agreed. Cale’s management began talking to Anthea about the logistics. As the recording continued, however, Eno began to backslide – a creeping guardedness Cale found telling: ‘Brian has never confronted his weaknesses. He’s so cautious he doesn’t allow it to happen – like the singing thing, which is a dead give away for me. You don’t allow the natural elements of life to creep into your personality, therefore it’s all construct. Real people don’t exist within constructs; they make mistakes, admit it and get on, not spot them, cover them up and get on …’*

The Welshman was also ‘irked’ by Eno’s insouciance in erasing some of Cale’s tracks behind his back (shades of ‘Where the Streets Have No Name’). As spring turned to summer, Cale assuaged the increasing tension by visiting a local squash court and thwacking his aggression into a rubber ball. According to Cale, Eno had no such outlet and at one point came close to physically attacking his partner: ‘A seam of violence had crept into proceedings. We were in the studio and I was trying to work something out at the desk, I had my back to Brian who was arguing against whatever it was I was trying to do. Then the rhetoric died down. I turned around and Brian was coming at me with a pair of chopsticks that had been lying around in the studio. I said, “What are you doing, Brian?” It really bothered me, because I was in his house, an interloper – what was I going to do? I called my manager and said, “I’ve got to get out of here, I can’t stay here. What’s happened this afternoon has turned everything. You’ve got to put me in a motel.” I used to see Brian’s mother a lot. Every morning I’d say “hello Maria”. I was talking to her the morning after and said that I never knew Brian had a temper and she said “phew – a terrible temper – he got it from his father!” All of a sudden I’m hearing this other side and at the time I was really still a little staggered by it and I was trying to figure out “what the fuck am I gonna do here?” I can’t walk off – I just had to pin down whatever was left to do and then get the fuck out … Imagine, being frightened by Brian Eno! You can’t say that! The whole idea is ridiculous – but I saw the whites of his eyes. He picked up the chopsticks and then put them down. Imagine if it had been a knife? It was like somebody’s existential freak-out.’

Eno doesn’t recall any such violent episode, but admits to a heightened level of friction during much of the recording: ‘The only close-to-blows incident I can remember is after we’d spent a day working with a bunch of young, classically trained string players called The Kreisler String Orchestra. I’d suggested that maybe we could set up some improvisations with them as the basis for some new songs. Well, I’d sort of forgotten that John was also classically trained, so he took over the orchestra and – I thought – bullied them mercilessly. I later discovered that this type of treatment is pretty regular in classical circles, but I didn’t know that at the time: it just seemed to me plain rude and very counter-productive given what we were trying to achieve that day. We left that session quite late at night, a very chilly mood in the air. I was mad with him because I felt that the musicians – who had been very generous with us – had been badly used. He felt that he’d been honest with them, and that was what they deserved. Like all these arguments, it wasn’t really about those things at all, but just about a general level of frustration that had built up between us. I recall us rowing furiously in the taxi as we sped towards Liverpool Street to get the train back to Woodbridge. It was the last train, and we mounted it when it was already in motion. We sat separately (but then together again after a few miles, so it couldn’t have been that bad). John isn’t the easiest person to work with, and this was not an easy time for him: he was missing his wife and kid, and there wasn’t much for him to do around Woodbridge. And the work was in my studio, so I was always the hands-on person – which meant that he was in the position of having to ask for things to be done, whereas I could just do them. I’m sure this was frustrating for him. I don’t know if I’d call it creative friction. I think we didn’t have that much difficulty agreeing about what we were working on. No, it was more like cabin fever – he and I stuck in a house together screaming at the walls, and eventually at each other.’

Cale alludes to further disquieting incidents (including coming back early from his squash game to find Eno in the kitchen ‘in flagrante delicto’) in his 1999 autobiography What’s Welsh for Zen – allegations that Eno diplomatically dismisses: ‘I looked at it [Cale’s book] when it came out and felt that it gave an unfavourable and sometimes downright untrue version of what had happened during the making of the album. Like all these things, I put it away. I don’t want to make these hurts worse by dwelling on them.’

A press release written by Eno, and issued at the time of Wrong Way Up’s autumn 1990 unveiling, listed several ‘obvious’ questions, accompanied by his own considered responses. One enquiry was, ‘Do you plan to work with John Cale again?’ To which he replied, ‘Not bloody likely.’

Eno would acknowledge that the antagonism inherent in his relationship with Cale may actually have benefited the aptly titled Wrong Way Up: ‘We spend a lot of time arguing. But this friction occasionally produced something really different – something he would never have done alone and I wouldn’t have done alone … John loves distractions, he thrives on them. He will order seven newspapers a day; have the TV, have the phone nearby. It’s exactly the opposite of the way I work. I really have a hermetic approach to working. I make sure that nobody is going to call me and I can’t read anything, I don’t watch TV. It’s not that I’m being noble or anything – I’ve got that kind of concentration, and if I try and think about something else I make a mess of it. John’s way of working is very reckless and wild …’*

As Eno intimates, he and Cale don’t seem to have suffered any lingering enmity (they would later even appear together on a London concert stage, albeit as a celebrity backing ‘band’ at a discreet Marianne Faithful showcase). Eno (and his young daughters) appeared on Cale’s 2003 album Hobosapiens, for example. Cale had dropped by Eno’s west London studio, where the pair started jamming on keyboards and the new ‘chaos pads’ Cale had brought with him and which would become Eno’s new sonic plaything. Eno let Cale have the resulting music to do with as he wished.

After the Wrong Way Up ructions, Eno buried himself in the work of a new discovery, American Philosopher Richard Rorty, whose book Contingency, Irony and Solidarity had recently been published. In it, Rorty, another adherent of Nabokov, proposed that philosophy be, among other things, a vehicle for reinvention; a means for the individual to create his or her own ethic of ‘personal enrichment’. Rorty’s pragmatism would continue to resonate with Eno, and Rorty-esque assertions about ‘final vocabularies’ and ‘ism-ism’ would pepper his more scholarly 1990s interviews.

While cogitating on Rorty (and, no doubt, the recent death of his father), Eno set about some quiet, methodical work, compiling a collection of his musical installation accompaniments from the previous decade. These would later be released as the album The Shutov Assembly. The individual track titles: ‘Triennale’, ‘Alhondiga’, ‘Markgraph’, ‘Lanzarote’ and so on, all referenced specific exhibitions or event locations. The inspiration was one Sergei Shutov, a Russian painter who had complained to Opal about the difficulty of obtaining Eno’s music in the crumbling Soviet Union. Eno, perhaps inspired by recent experience with the Gosteleradio players, also had a notion to orchestrate the pieces and began to experiment with the Kreisler String Orchestra: ‘I thought it would be an interesting way to use an orchestra, to force it to use its instruments in a different way.’ Bonnington Square resident-composer John Bonner actually arranged and conducted a chamber group adaptation of one track from the album for the final Echoes from the Cross event in 1991,* although the finished album, released in 1992, proffered only shimmering, liquid synthesizer-scapes.

Meanwhile, Eno’s domestic arrangements were being reorganized. Unable to cope with the stairs at her Roland Gardens flat, the heavily pregnant Anthea had moved into Eno’s conveniently ground-floor-located Leith Mansions apartment earlier in 1990. ‘Brian often stayed and worked at The Wilderness – he sort of commuted between there and Grantully Road,’ she recalls. ‘I never lived in Woodbridge, although I often went for the weekend, and more so when we had children – i.e. after 1990. But “home” for me and the kids was Leith Mansions, from 1990 until we sold it in 1994.’

Much of 1990 would be earmarked for U2 work. In the intervening years since their Joshua Tree high-water mark, the band had fallen vertiginously from critical favour – mostly due to the ill-conceived 1988 album (and accompanying film) Rattle & Hum. It sought to reconnect the band with the roots of American rock ‘n’ roll but was widely panned for being facile, self-serving and embarrassingly over-earnest. Eno and Lanois had been notable by their absence. At the close of 1989, a chastened Bono had announced on stage that the band was going away ‘to dream it all up again’. Subsequently U2 had come close to splitting but had regrouped to write songs that drew heavily on contemporary musical trends – the dance-rock hybrids of the Manchester scene, the toxic sampled beats of house music, the guitar-shredding art rock of My Bloody Valentine and Nine Inch Nails among them. Bono had, belatedly, discovered irony – the new album, he claimed, would be ‘the sound of four men trying to chop down The Joshua Tree’. They’d never needed the one-man art school that was Brian Eno quite so badly.

Along with Brian, Daniel Lanois, Steve Lillywhite and Flood were all marshalled to produce and mix the new album, which would take more than a year to complete. It would be partially captured in one of Eno’s old stamping grounds, Berlin’s Hansa Ton studios, where the band hoped to tap the boho spirit of Iggy Pop and David Bowie’s 1970s recordings. Berlin in 1990 was quite a different city, however. The wall had come down the previous November; full German reunification was imminent. It was a city in flux. The band jetted in on one of the very last flights to West Germany and on arrival in Berlin got caught up in the adrenaline rush of a boisterous street protest, which turned out, to their discomfiture, to be a hard-line Communist rally against reunion. It all added to the mood of the record. Bono’s song narratives now eschewed the grand proselytizing of old and instead dwelt on ambiguous existential matters: self-doubt, breakdown and sex. The spirit was closer to Low than the hackneyed B.B. King and Elvis touchstones of Rattle & Hum.

Achtung Baby, as the record would be dubbed (after a line in Mel Brooks’ mordant Broadway satire The Producers), would have a difficult birth. The musically conservative Larry Mullen Jr and Adam Clayton were less than thrilled by Bono and The Edge’s new techno/dance/ drum-box direction (a style the pair had already unveiled on music for a 1990 Royal Shakespeare Company version of A Clockwork Orange). The rancour was such that the two factions almost came to blows. Daniel Lanois was on the point of walking off the project. Eno, meanwhile, kept out of the way. He was ‘working by avoidance’ again, developing the approach he would bring to all his subsequent dealings with U2 by adopting the role of de facto ‘production consultant’. This meant attending to the recording in short bursts of concentrated activity, hearing what was happening with the ‘fresh ears’ of an outsider, then flying off again.

At first, the arrangement seemed to be of more benefit to Brian Eno than anyone else and even threatened to backfire disastrously. ‘I had worked with them for a couple of weeks, then I came home for a couple of months,’ Eno told Mojo’s Andy Gill. ‘They sent me what they’d done so far, and I listened to them, thinking, this is a total disaster! A total washout. Because what had happened – as often happens in recording – is that while people are waiting for the singer to write the song, they’ve got all this studio time booked, so they keep overdubbing.’ Eno didn’t want his name on a record that sounded like that. He flew back to Dublin’s Windmill Lane studio, where the band was now encamped, ‘determined to strip it all away and go back to what it had been’. Fortunately, the band let him have his way. ‘It was very successful, and they agreed that it saved that album,’ Eno later trumpeted.

At other times Eno was required to act as a sort of Irony Policeman. He advised that central to U2’s stylistic lexicon should be words such as ‘trashy’, ‘throwaway’, ‘sexy’ and ‘industrial’, with anything that screamed ‘earnest’, ‘righteous’ or ‘rockist’ bidden a swift auf Wiedersehen. He particularly wanted to put a song called ‘The Real Thing’ behind bars then throw away the key.

‘I really thought “The Real Thing” … was not something they should bother doing. The lyric originally said something like, “There ain’t nothing like the real thing”, and I said, “Real” is such a stupid word – come on, don’t you know what philosophers are talking about now? “Real” is not a word that you can seriously use any more! This song has got to be more ironic! I really wanted them to leave it off the record, but to their credit they didn’t, and it turns out to have been a good choice. But the words did change to “Even better than the real thing”, which defuses the evangelical quality of “real”.’

For all his absenteeism, Eno played a full part in shaping many of the songs. It was at his bidding that a troublesome bridge section from the song that would become ‘Ultraviolet (Light My Way)’ was sheared off and transformed into the graceful, redemptive hymn ‘One’. An ingenuous, elegiac anomaly among the album’s dazzling glitter-ball post-modernism, ‘One’ remains arguably U2’s finest and most transcendent song; evidence that all concerned had truly absorbed the abiding spirit of gospel music.

Eno’s other infamous ‘executive decision’ on Achtung Baby was to insist on the band taking a two-week holiday just as the record’s delivery deadline was looming: ‘ … after just two weeks without listening to it, they came back, listened to the tapes, and suddenly they were able to make pretty quick and clear decisions. Again, that’s not something you would tend to do from the inside – we’ve only got four weeks left, and he’s telling us to take a two-week holiday!’

Sometimes, it seemed, the best place to make an album was the real, not the metaphorical, south of France.
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* Brian liked to sing gospel, too. Despite his years away from the lead singer’s microphone, he had never lost his joy in a cappella vocalizing – even if he still found his own voice overly ‘diagrammatic’. Many, who came into his orbit from the mid-1980s onward, report Eno’s habit of suddenly breaking into full, open-throated song while cooking, or attending to other menial matters. Gospel and doo-wop songs constituted most of his repertoire.

* Eno recalled a later Quincy Jones-related incident that occurred in a Tokyo bar. ‘There were some press people there and cameras started flashing, so someone came up and asked for my autograph – though it was obvious they had no idea who I was. So I signed it Quincy Jones. Suddenly there was a huge queue of people wanting my autograph, so I signed them all Quincy Jones.’

† Bono’s lyric alludes to Martin Luther King’s 1968 assassination: ‘Early morning, April 4/Shot rings out in the Memphis sky’. Poetic licence, perhaps, but when James Earl Ray shot Dr King dead at the Loraine Motel, Memphis, the time was actually 6:01 p.m.

* Eno would bring his facility for ‘re-imagining’ tracks to bear on a series of now largely forgotten early 1990s remixes for all manner of artists from arty electronic duo The Grid to pop urchins EMF and priapic Australian rockers INXS.

* Although still superficially boho, Bonnington Square has a rather more gentrified feel these days.The Royal Oak is little changed, however; drowsily Irish, half-forgotten. Its arty clientele has largely departed, but it remains one of the few pubs in Britain (perhaps the only one) with a signed, framed publicity shot of Brian Eno proudly displayed behind the bar.

† Interviewed on LA radio station KCRW in 1988, Roger Eno explained how the piece was made: ‘We were struggling for an idea. There were three of us: Daniel Lanois, Brian and myself. This was in Canada, and right towards the end of my stay, I came up with a very simple waltz theme, which didn’t suit this film at all. Brian chopped it around a little, well quite a bit actually, which was very nice, and then Danny proceeded to use his technological wizardry on it, which transported this thing from being quite a – I can’t remember exactly what it was but I think it was pretty banal, but that was the catalyst of this idea. As a result I missed my plane because I was supposed to be leaving that day but I forgot and mixed everything up …’

* Eno even took a few French language lessons and latterly admitted that he still feels guilty about owing fifty francs to the girl who taught him.

† There was one totally instrumental track on The Unforgettable Fire: ‘4th of July’, a piece of spontaneous bass doodling by Adam Clayton, later joined by The Edge’s guitar atmospherics, that Eno secretly recorded on the titular date, embellished, mixed, then saved to two-track tape, so that it couldn’t be worked on further.

* By 1990, a decade after resuming his art practice, Eno’s exhibition portfolio could boast a prodigious seventy ‘one-man’ shows around the globe.

* Eno had recently taken to horticulture at The Wilderness with some alacrity. His green fingers were compromised, however, by some self-styled ‘research gardening’ in which he attempted to develop ‘mutant plants’ by bombarding them with the X-rays from a 1960s shoe-shop foot-measuring machine he’d picked up second-hand. No Triffid-like monstrosities seem to have resulted, however, and the nascent GM industry subsequently went about its business unrivalled.

* The ‘chill out’ culture would effectively install Eno as its benign godfather, and his influence would pervade the ensuing, so called ‘Intelligent Dance Music’ movement, as purveyed by a mischievous young phalanx of electronic autodidacts: The Orb, Aphex Twin, The Black Dog, Autechre et al. As Eno was keen to remind me, ‘ambient’ continued to be something of a dirty word among music critics before this second wave struck.

* Eno would pursue the notion of a permanent Quiet Club. A Chelsea Harbour location was even earmarked as the first in a ‘chain’ of international sites, although the idea never came to fruition. Eno would return to the Quiet Club theme for a series of generative installations in the new millennium.

* A themed compilation LP, More Blank than Frank appeared on EG, replete with artwork by Russell Mills. It featured many of the tracks Mills had so vividly interpreted. It was swiftly deleted, however, and reissued on CD as the more sober-sounding Desert Island Selection.

† Bono, it seems, was a more subtle, humorous and self-effacing character than the sanctimonious mid-’80s caricature might have suggested. Russell Mills has several surprisingly heart-warming Bono stories, not least one about a boozy night at the Royal Oak which ended at 4 a.m. with the sloshed singer straddling the bar wearing a gas mask and belting out ‘Happy Birthday’ to the tearful Irish landlord.

* The Joshua Tree had effectively been ‘born’ before the band got anywhere near Windmill Lane – brainstorming sessions first taking place in the living room of a house Adam Clayton would soon live in and also, incongruously, in Larry Mullen’s spare bedroom.

* Neither Grammy was for production, although Eno suspended his disdain for the City of Angels long enough to accompany Lanois and the band to pick up the gongs at LAs Shrine Auditorium in February 1988.

* Opal would continue to foster links with the Soviet Union, even after it became the ‘former Soviet Union’ in 1991, with Anthea rapidly established as a sort of unofficial Anglo-Russian cultural attaché.

* Lanois’ studio engineer (and latterly Tom Waits producer) Mark Howard told me how once he and Lanois had taken Eno to dinner at a local restaurant, only for Brian to spend all night outside with his tape recorder capturing the sound of New Orleans spectacularly strident cicadas. Later, when Harold Budd was recording with Howard and Lanois, they would jump the queue in the finest local restaurants by booking under the name ‘Leonard Cohen’, Budd bearing a passing physical resemblance to the distinguished Canadian troubadour.

* A recent reissue of Wrong Way Up features two extra Eno tracks: an aerated take on the William Bell soul standard ‘You Don’t Miss Your Water’, which had appeared first on the soundtrack to Jonathan Demme’s 1988 movie Married to the Mob, and ‘Grandfather’s House’, a piece of ambient nostalgia that was initially a single B-side. A Warners promo single – ‘Soil Samples’ – also did the rounds of radio stations. This featured two songs: Eno’s take on Johnny Cash’s ‘Ring of Fire’ and a Cale original, ‘Shuffling Down to Woodbridge’.

* Eno had actually made two very different 1989 live performances. The first was a oneoff encore appearance at a Daniel Lanois concert at London’s Barbican, where Eno reprised ‘You Don’t Miss Your Water’. The other was rather more exotic. Eno had taken up an invitation from a group of Japanese Shinto priests to accompany the consecration of a new shrine deep in the picturesque Tenkawa Valley, in Japan’s Yoshino district. This was an opportunity to make contemplative ambient music on a grand scale, as the entire valley was put at Eno’s sonic disposal. The live performance involved the sound of amplified frogs from the valley floor, miked insects from the surrounding forest and gong sounds from the temple itself, overlain with live keyboards and Michael Brook’s Infinite Guitar. The three-hour-long performance was described by one Japanese newspaper as ‘supernatural’: it ‘made us feel the spirits of water, wind and earth’.

* Russell Mills, an occasional house guest at The Wilderness at this time, had had his own ‘idiosyncratic’ encounters with Cale – specifically a late-1970s meeting at the Portobello Hotel at which Cale was supposed to hire Mills to make artwork for his new Spy Records imprint. Mills found Cale ‘in grubby white T-shirt and equally grubby Y-fronts, with a huge pair of headphones on, connected to a portable tape deck. He was prancing and bouncing around, his eyes closed, oblivious to me. The sheets and duvet of the bed were covered in manic biro handwriting – stream of consciousness lyrics, hundreds of them crossing and zig-zagging.’ Cale made Mills listen to the cacophonous ‘music’ on the headphones, which, Mills recalls, he insisted was the work of ‘The Crunchy Socks’. The Spy Records deal, suffice to say, fell by the wayside. ‘Cale, who has some axes to grind, may have made all this up,’ Mills reckons of The Wilderness imbroglio. ‘He has absorbed quite a few mind-deadening substances in his time, and has maybe just imagined it …’

* The Netherlands Metropole Orkest would undertake two performances of Shutov Assembly music in 1999.


15. Spinning Away

‘Why should I care about posterity? What’s posterity ever done for me?’ (Groucho Marx)

‘A part of me has become immortal, out of my control.’ (Brian Eno)

Achtung Baby was released in November 1991 (although several bootlegs of work-in-progress songs had already been leaked – later collected on a definitive bootleg, Salomé – which helped to intensify interest in U2’s widely reported new direction). The album was fulsomely received. ‘This is U2’s heaviest album to date. And best,’ opined Mat Snow in Q, although he, like many critics, gave only a passing credit to Eno. In some quarters the perception of Eno’s ‘part-time’ production role meant that Messrs Lanois, Lillywhite and Flood received much of the acclaim for U2’s refurbished sound and aesthetic. Whoever was responsible, sales once again soared into the multi-millions.

Between his U2 jaunts, Eno found time for some rather less headline-grabbing production work, including the overseeing of Exile, the debut album by Ugandan singer-songwriter (and, indeed, exile) Geoffrey Oryema, recorded at Peter Gabriel’s extensive Real World studio complex at Box, near Bath. Music, however, was beginning to recede somewhat from its once uncontested position at the centre of Eno’s creative life. ‘Music is slightly familiar territory,’ he confessed to Robert Sandall in Q. ‘It’s very heavily populated now. It’s not so thrilling … When I had the idea of ambient music, that felt like a big territory, in my mind anyway. But I’m not a gold miner. I don’t like to dig very deep. I just like to draw maps, maybe get out on the shore and walk about a bit.’

If music was beginning to lose its sheen, Eno’s enthusiasm for visual art showed no sign of waning. Much of the new decade would be devoted to a series of audio, slide and light works and their installation in galleries around the globe. A self-explanatory environmental sound piece called Tropical Rainforest debuted at the Winter Garden of New York’s World Financial Centre in 1990 before coming to the tropical conservatory of London’s Barbican art centre, while audio-visual works such as The Quiet Room, Contemporary Data Lounge and Natural Selections, essentially elaborations of his 1980s video sculptures with added bespoke ambient sound, were installed widely in the early part of the decade from Montreal to Zaragoza, London to Tokyo.

Eno’s music continued to have a life of its own. Throughout much of the 1980s, selections from the Eno oeuvre had graced high-profile Hollywood movies including Breathless, 9½ Weeks, Married to the Mob, and Nic Roeg’s Castaway, as well as decorating artier properties such as Colin Gregg’s Falklands-related Remembrance, Richard Lowenstein’s Aussie indie-rock drama Dogs in Space and Herbert Vesely’s Egon Schiele – Exzesse, along with factual films such as the 1984 PBS science documentary Creation of the Universe. The 1990s and 2000s would be no different – Eno tracks lodging on the soundtracks of everything from Trainspotting to Velvet Goldmine and Michael Mann’s Al Pacino/Robert De Niro vehicle Heat to Nanni Moretti’s harrowing, Cannes Film Festival Palme D’Or-garnering The Son’s Room.*

For all his qualms about music’s devaluation, Eno continued to exploit the substantial gaps between his U2 commitments to work on his own tracks, albeit in a somewhat more artisan manner than had previously been the case. Throughout much of 1990 and 1991, he made impromptu recordings whenever he visited a foreign city, often with local collaborators, slowly accruing a series of sketches he would work on extensively back at The Wilderness and then gather on an album with the deliciously ‘trashy’, ‘throwaway’, ‘sexy’ and ‘industrial’ title, My Squelchy Life.†

With contributions from Robert Fripp, Robert Quine, Roger Eno, John Paul Jones, Rod Melvin, Tom Petty keyboard player Benmont Tench and a (surely faux) brass section containing the amusingly named ‘King Hastings Kwesi Banana’ and ‘Curtis Pelican’* – among a cast of dozens – My Squelchy Life would be an album of by turns playful and claustrophobic digital art funk, interleaved with dark, unsettling pools of DX7 ambience and a smattering of post-Wrong Way Up avant-pop songs. Much of it was imbued with the same puckish spirit (if not the stonking choruses) that distinguished Achtung Baby. There were lots of live drums, albeit heavily processed into mechanistic shapes. Eno took to calling his new sound ‘Crash Jazz’ or ‘Juju Space Jazz’.

While Eno was contemplating futuristic musical exotica, gloriously staid BBC Radio 4 came calling, inviting Eno to be a ‘castaway’ on their longest-running programme, Desert Island Discs. His musical selections were predictably catholic, including doo-wop nugget ‘Duke of Earl’ by Gene Chandler, Fela Ransome Kuti’s ‘Alujonjonkijon’, the Velvet Underground’s’ Sunday Morning’, Miles Davis’ ‘He Loved Him Madly’, a hymn called ‘Herouvimska Pessen’ by the Bulgarian State Choir, and a piece of unfettered gospel pleading by Dorothy Love Coates called ‘Lord Don’t Forget About Me’.† Richard Rorty’s Contingency, Irony and Solidarity would be Eno’s one literary ‘luxury’ (his other creature-comfort request being ‘a lifetime’s supply of hallucinogenic drugs’).

With Anthea increasingly sidelined by maternal duties, in 1991 it was decided to restructure Opal. Ultimately the company would revert to being Eno’s administrative office, but in the interim the slack of Opal artist releases would be taken up by All Saints Records, recently launched by Dominic Norman-Taylor. While Anthea was absent from the fray, Eno’s management was placed temporarily in the hands of a revivified David Enthoven and his business partner, former Island label manager Tim Clark. Their new joint venture, IE Music, was already successfully handling Bristol’s Massive Attack, whose album Blue Lines was one of the hits of the year. Handling Eno, the duo would soon find, was a not altogether straightforward matter of balancing his whimsical requirements and Byzantine schedule with the intransigence of the Warner Brothers machinery. ‘I remember when he bought that album in,’ Enthoven recollects of Eno’s My Squelchy Life, ‘we tried very hard to work with Brian in that little period; we certainly tried hard to get Warners to do something with that album. It sort of became clear that Brian had other things he wanted to do – he had his list of reasons why he takes things on: money, interest, and whatever else is going on … We’d be talking about the album and then he’d suddenly get the call from U2 and off he’d go, and that meant everything was put back and so it went on.’

Indeed, Eno had delivered a finished master mix of his squelchy opus in the late summer of 1991, with a release date set for September. Review copies were issued to key journalists. Then Warners decided their schedule was too full (or, perhaps, reasoned that Eno would still be too busy with U2 to undertake full promotional activities) and the album was delayed until the New Year – which, realistically, meant February. Eno was displeased; by February, he reasoned, he would be thinking about something completely different. ‘There’s always a cutting edge and a trailing edge to what you are doing,’ he reflected to Audio’s John Diliberto regarding My Squelchy Life. ‘Well, when I finished that record, I knew what the cutting edge was … And so I went straight back into the studio and had begun working on some new material, which followed what I felt was the cutting edge of this soon-to-be-released record.’

The Warners promotional machinery idled while Eno locked himself in The Wilderness and worked on. Ultimately the extant Squelchy Life would be effectively abandoned (or, perhaps, desiccated). Eno even returned his advance (almost certainly a unique event in the history of recorded music, as he would later remind interviewers), and instead ploughed on with his ‘cutting edge’. The result was a new album, Nerve Net, which would eventually see the light of day in September 1992. It was an album, true to its title, that was even more hyperactive than its forsaken predecessor. Some of the Squelchy Life cuts had survived (including the title track), but Nerve Net put the emphasis on twitchy, electronic art funk, mostly at the expense of vocal numbers.* The playful spirit remained intact, however. Eno described the album as ‘paella – a self-contradictory mess; off-balance, post-cool, post-root, un-centred where-am-I? music’. On the credits, his instrumental arsenal included ‘African organ’ and ‘tenor fax’.

Enthoven and Clark were delighted with the album. ‘We loved Nerve Net – I thought there were hit singles on it,’ Enthoven maintains. ‘I think Brian ought to be more renowned for his later solo work, much more so than he is.’ There were indeed singles – two of them: the heavily grooved ‘Fractal Zoom’ and jungle funk head-nodder ‘Ali Click’, with additional remixes by Moby and Eno’s engineer from The Wilderness, Markus Dravs, among others. Sadly, Enthoven was wrong. There were no hits, but the album could boast its share of engaging essays nonetheless. Not the least were ‘The Roil, the Choke’ – a phonetic poem delivered in Eno’s most clipped, prelate-like tones against a warm zephyr of DX7 fuzz, and a comically cheesy, digital spy theme with the most outlandishly fey title in the entire Eno canon: Pierre in Mist. It was unsurprising, then, that album drew wryly amused, as well as flattering reviews: ‘Purely and simply a lot of fun,’ announced The Wire in a moment of uncharacteristic levity. ‘Excitingly new,’ Q called it. ‘Mood music for science geeks,’ chuckled Entertainment Weekly. Others, however, wondered if all this distracting impishness evinced a stagnating muse. Ever since the contemporary pop orientation of Wrong Way Up had been revealed, there was a sense that – now approaching his mid-forties – Eno was no longer driven to cross the artistic Rubicon with each new album release. He had hardly ‘given up’, however, and the sense that his music could still be a portal to wider concepts was still prevalent. On Nerve Net’s sleeve he appended a number of adjectival descriptions of the music within. One of them was ‘Godless’: ‘Well, I’m an atheist, and the concept of god for me is all part of what I call the last illusion,’ Eno explained. ‘The last illusion is [that] someone knows what is going on.’

After completing a lecture tour of Germany, in June 1992 Eno would be reunited with David Bowie at the blessing of the singer’s marriage to model Iman Abdulmajid in a church ceremony in Florence. Bowie composed his own conjugal ambient music to accompany the somewhat theatrical rites. The ‘no’ triumvirate: Eno, Yoko Ono and Bono were among sixty-eight guests (although Bono was almost a no-show, having missed his flight from Dublin; he arrived in time for the photos). During the reception, Bowie chatted with Eno about the possibility of them working together – ‘we were suddenly on the same course again’, Bowie mused. In addition to some rigorous dancing, Eno (presumably slightly bored) spent time observing the body movements of Bowie and Iman as they worked the floor, creating a typically whimsical illustrative diagram in his notebook. He would introduce this unlikely observation to a three-part lantern-slide talk given at a sold-out Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London in July.

Entitled Perfume, Defence and David Bowie’s Wedding, the lecture was one of Eno’s more widely reported non-musical events (although the talk was filled with musical allusions, and subliminal ambient music accompanied some of the slides). In it, Eno ranged over such disparate subjects as feline glandular secretions, the cultural imperatives that underscore music criticism and how defence budgets ought to be diverted into altruistic technological research. His fine line in self-deprecating humour seems to have been the highlight for many (‘It was fantastic – he was funny and he had some great, great things to say – Sadler’s Wells was packed. It was brilliant,’ recalls David Enthoven), and he was even reviewed in the broadsheets. However, Andy Gill in the Independent remained somewhat sceptical about some of Eno’s more fanciful allusions and, especially, musical critiques: ‘Eno’s sideways digs at Bach seemed too flippantly contentious, especially coming from one whose systems-music experiments might be considered a modern development of Bach’s thematic variations.’

Eno’s lecture ‘gigs’ were now playing to significant audiences. Earlier in the year he’d taken up an invitation from a cross-party EC committee in Brussels to lecture ministers on ‘The Future of Culture’. In his address, Eno would define culture as ‘everything we don’t have to do’ (a theme he’d been exploring in lectures since 1991 and touched upon at Sadler’s Wells), explaining that this could mean anything from music to cake decoration; haircuts to couture. ‘We have to eat, but we don’t have to have “cuisines”, Big Macs or Tournedos Rossini,’ he noted. ‘We have to cover ourselves against the weather, but we don’t have to be so concerned as we are about whether we put on Levi’s or Yves Saint-Laurent.’ (Eno would later refine his terms in a 1997 talk called A Big Theory of Culture, in which he sought to find ‘a single language within which one can talk about fashion, cake decoration, Cezanne, abstract paintings and architecture and within which one can discuss any, what one might call non-functional, stylistic behaviour, which is what humans actually spend more and more of their time doing’.)

While he pondered grand unifying theories of culture (and, more immediately, the birth of his and Anthea’s second daughter, Darla Joy Eno), music continued to drift from the centre of Eno’s creative life. After Nerve Net, his once prodigious output of solo works would begin to dwindle.The Shutov Assembly slipped out in late 1992, packaged in a rather lurid green cover (a still from a video painting, Egypt, by Eno and Greg Jakobek – the latter had also been responsible for the vivid fractal imagery on the cover of Nerve Net), its genteel ambient wafts caused nary a critical stir. There would be one further album the following year, Neroli, an hour-long aural frieze of dolorous droplet keyboards, subtitled Thinking Music Part IV. Named after the essential oil extracted from orange trees (apparently a popular scent among the ladies of the Renaissance courts, it is commonly used today in aromatherapy) and released almost exactly fifteen years after Music for Airports, Neroli drew a discreet, exquisitely realized line under Eno’s ‘classic’ ambient era and would be his last full commercial solo album release for four years.*

By 1993, ambient music had effectively outgrown Brian Eno. Aphex Twin, a.k.a. Richard D. James, a young Cornish DJ turned bedroom recording artist, had just released his Selected Ambient Works 85–92, a severely etiolated strain of techno using minimal synth lines and paredto-the-bone beats, all of it mastered on homely cassette tapes. Richard James, who acknowledged Eno’s influence in passing, would prove hugely influential on the subsequent evolution of experimental dance music, his appropriation of the term helping to redefine ambient for a whole new generation.

Meanwhile Phillip Glass was releasing his Low Symphony, orchestral realizations of the instrumental essays on David Bowie’s Low (including a particularly aching ‘Warszawa’), played by the Brooklyn Philharmonic. The retrospective mood that now attached itself to discourse on Eno the musician was heightened further by the 1993 release of two lavishly packaged, three-disc, Eno Box compilation albums. A précis of his solo career to date divided between Instrumentals and Vocals (with a sprinkling of rarities on both to snare completists), the Eno Box releases coincided with the twentieth anniversary of his resignation from Roxy Music.

Eno was very much a hands-on participant in the construction of the box-sets, which were visually overseen by Russell Mills and Dave Coppenhall. ‘Brian suggested pursuing certain visual approaches which, as time went on, began to contradict one another,’ Coppenhall remembers of the album design. ‘At one stage these would be leaning towards the visual black and white, clean feel, no colour, textbook like… and then later down the line thinking would be radically shifted to ideas of bright colour and suggestions of polka dots, stripes, pattern. We were aware that this was a classic ploy to create an incongruity of approach, a playful method of shaking it up and seeing what would emerge at the other end.’

It was a period of provocative ‘visualizations’. Eno, along with the likes of 10cc-singer/drummer turned video director Kevin Godley and film-maker Mark Pellington, had contributed aphoristic slogans to U2’s mind-boggling multimedia Zoo TV stage set – still arguably rock’s most extravagant theatrical presentation – which the band had begun to haul around the globe in 1992. They were effectively Oblique Strategies on a grand, stadium scale. While Eno’s art-inspired provocations were beaming around the world,* their author was quietly mourning one of the wellsprings of his artistic life: his Uncle Carl, who had recently passed away.

In the spring of 1993, between legs of the tour, Eno would regroup with U2 in Dublin, theoretically to record an EP. High on the adrenal success of Zoo TV, the recording, unusually for U2, was swift and spontaneous (Eno dubbed it ‘quick and dirty’). The EP became an album, Zooropa; it remains the apogee of the band’s flight from rock ‘n’ roll worthiness. Indeed, with no Daniel Lanois on board, almost every last vestige of U2’s erstwhile solemnity seemed to have been extinguished – the melodramatic, ‘emotional’ crack in Bono’s voice a distant memory. Under Eno’s tutelage, the emphasis was very much on matters ‘trashy’ and ‘industrial’, the songs dwelling heavily on alienation and social anaesthetization. The Edge even contributed a spoken-word monologue called ‘Numb’. Cajoled by Eno, Bono now sang with knowing abandon into a cheap Shure microphone in the studio control room, eschewing headphones and with the backing track monitored at high volume, spilling onto his vocals. Zooropa ploughed deep into ironic postmodernism, leavened with a shot of David Bowie art swagger. There was a falsetto ‘German disco’ song called ‘Lemon’; a Low homage (formerly a dreary blues-rocker) called ‘Daddy’s Gonna Pay for Your Crashed Car’ and a bizarre techno-country hybrid called ‘The Wanderer’, featuring guest vocalist Johnny Cash.

Zooropa was released in early July as the juggernaut U2 touring machine heaved around North America. In the UK, Bono and co’s stylistic volte-face was still being treated with a degree of incredulity, but in North America Zooropa was received hyperbolically. ‘The album’s true strength lies in capturing the sound of verities shattering, of things falling apart, that moment when exhilaration and fear are indistinguishable as the slide into the abyss begins,’ waxed Anthony Decurtis in Rolling Stone. Others singled out Eno for praise. ‘Hail, Eno. It’s in Eno’s nature to explore the outer limits, and, indeed, on the ten-track Zooropa U2 is even more out on a limb than they were on Achtung Baby – although it’s still recognizable as U2,’ gushed the Boston Globe.

1993 would prove to be one of Eno’s more frenetic years. A new installation, The Future Will Be Like Perfume, an audio-visual relative of Neroli would go on show at Hamburg’s Martkhalle and Eno would then give the graduation address at the Art Center College of Design in Montreux, Switzerland, where the symptomological significance of cakes, haircuts and perfume was once again mooted. Production work continued to fill the gaps between visual art and lecture activity. Eno assisted with eccentric Canadian chanteuse Jane Siberry’s album When I Was a Boy, over saw Geoffrey Oryama’s second album, Beat the Border and played synthesizer (and co-wrote one song) on Souvlaki, the sophomore album by Creation Records’ ‘shoegazing’ ingénues Slowdive.

More significantly, for six weeks over the summer Eno and assistant Markus Dravs would be holed up at Peter Gabriel’s Real World studio recording the Manchester group James. The band had originally approached Eno to produce their debut album, Stutter, in 1986, although Eno was then busy with U2. Formed in the early 1980s as a minimalist post-punk outfit, James had latterly blossomed into a seven-piece, stadium-friendly outfit, with anthemic songs to match. Eno was less impressed with this aspect than he was their proclivity for group improvisations. He would spend several days with the group in their Manchester rehearsal space watching them invent music ensemble. ‘It occurred to me that this raw material was, in its own chaotic and perilous way, as much a part of their work as the songs that would finally grow out of it,’ Eno later reflected.

Eager to maximize this hitherto unheralded facet of James, he would take advantage of Real World’s multiple studio facilities to run two parallel recording projects with the band – a heavily crafted commercial pop album and an experimental, spontaneously captured ‘shadow record’. While daytimes would be devoted to the principal album, a second studio was readied (Eno and Dravs spooling up unusually fat reels of tape so that sessions could unfurl uninterrupted) where purely improvised music could be captured, mostly late at night, in murkily atmospheric lighting. Singer Tim Booth would finally add vocals to selections from the late night session, which Eno edited in a flurry of activity as the late summer delivery deadline approached. Intra-band tension arose after Booth wanted to re-sing some of the songs and an original idea to issue the experimental music alongside the ‘commercial’ album was shelved. The latter, Laid, would appear in the autumn, riding the incipient Britpop wave to the sharp end of the UK album charts. Wah Wah, its semi-ambient twin, would follow as a limited edition in 1994 – the delay somewhat undermining the spontaneity of its genesis, although Eno gained another round of press plaudits for at least instigating the sonic invention.

That year, Eno was also commissioned to write music for Derek Jarman’s final film, Glitterbug, an hour-long compilation of Super 8 shorts and vérité fragments collaged from across the director’s life and career. It would be posthumously released, as Jarman was dying of AIDS-related complications. Eno’s score blended unobtrusive ambience and subtle rhythmic passages. In a spirit of generosity and rebirth of which Jarman would undoubtedly have approved, the music would enjoy a Lazarus-like second life as the basis for Spinner – a collaboration between Eno and Jah Wobble, the world music purveyor and former Public Image Ltd bassist. It would be released in 1995. Eno’s detailed comments about Spinner are recorded in an amusing letter to Dominic Norman-Taylor reproduced in A Year with Swollen Appendices (elsewhere in the diary Eno remembered a late ‘70s, backstage encounter with Wobble’s erstwhile band leader, John Lydon, who’d sardonically enquired of Brian if he was still making ‘that hippy music’); suffice to say, he wasn’t always convinced by ‘the Wobbling One’s’ additions. ‘I selfishly wish the original stuff of mine was louder,’ he admitted at one point. Dave Coppenhall was charged with Spinner’s artwork, which led to some amusing ‘research’ episodes: ‘I had worked on ideas relating to the originally foreseen Glitterbug title. Again visual approaches kept shifting at each meeting, as did the working title. At one point the idea of a pure wallpaper cover came up, and Brian instantly suggested we get a cab to Fads on Camden High Street. I recall the most pleasant afternoon, us hunched over those tome-like wallpaper sample books, falling about laughing over wallpapers with names like “Roman Twilight” or whatever.* It was just such an absurd and entertaining afternoon, trawling through those samples – the blandest ones being given the most absurdly atmospheric and poetic titles.’

Coppenhall has other, similarly entertaining Eno memories from the mid-1980s onwards, including a trip to The Wilderness on the occasion of Roger Eno’s marriage in 1987: ‘Russell and Maggi Smith (my partner, who later typeset copy for the Eno boxes) were there in the living room along with Brian and several others. It was late afternoon slipping into a beautiful evening – dusk, the light fading, people scattered around the room space, very relaxed, sleepy, so peaceful, light almost gone. I guess I was quite shy back then really, and could often be a bit nervous in such situations. I moved from my seat for a fleeting few seconds and when I sat back down someone had slipped one of those classic joke cushions underneath the one I was sitting on. The sound just erupted and cut through everything. I remember Brian in hysterics … I always thought he set it up. I was a perfect candidate at that time really, I guess. That same evening I was party to Brian’s singing passion – it was my first experience of his domestic vocal accompaniment skills. He was out there in the kitchen cooking at the Raeburn, yodelling like there’s no tomorrow, drifting in and out of gospel and blues. It was sort of comforting in a way, the very human, everydayness of it all …’†

Rhapsodic ululating over The Wilderness range would soon come to an end, however: in 1994, Opal Ltd sold the house and the Enos returned to London, occupying a stately villa in Blenheim Crescent, Notting Hill, W11 (while retaining a small pied-à-terre in Woodbridge). Eno had already taken up temporary studio residence in a flat in Brondesbury Villas, Kilburn (coincidentally returning to the mansion block he had briefly occupied at the beginning of 1972). ‘Living in this street is interesting because there are so many beautiful women passing by all the time,’ Eno confessed to Stuart Maconie, when he visited the studio in late 1993. ‘Beautiful women are at the cutting edge of culture just by the way they move, the way they look. You can’t imagine that kind of woman living in Wimbledon.’ Eno didn’t have long to admire the ‘scenery’, as in 1994 the company bought two adjoining properties in secluded Pem-bridge Mews, W11, which would then be established as the Opal offices and – from mid-1995 – Brian’s permanent London studio.

Old Eno associations were in the air in 1994. The Essential Fripp and Eno was released that year and kismet would intervene during a Caribbean holiday when Eno bumped into Bryan Ferry. Their long dormant friendship was revived over sundowners and, a mere twenty-one years after the acrimonious split, the pair agreed to record together again. The tortoise-like Ferry was into the fifth year of work on his solo album Mamouna, and Eno would come in, according to Ferry, ‘to sprinkle some magic’ (on the sleeve Eno was credited with ‘sonic awareness, sonic ambience, sonic emphasis, swoop treatments and sonic distress’ – pretty much where he’d left off in 1973). The two Brians even co-wrote a song, a slice of deluxe art funk – with a wistfully, perhaps tellingly, nostalgic undertone – called ‘Wildcat Days’.

Shortly afterward Eno would clock in with that other superannuated pillar of glam, David Bowie, in an old stamping ground, Montreux’s Mountain Studios. There, they would cut a concept record, 1.Outside – so named because it was supposedly the first in a sequence of related albums that would take Bowie up to the new millennium (Bowie had caught Eno’s disease of placing albums in series; he would never make it as far as No. 2). Bowie’s concept concerned a futuristic government department of ‘Art Crime’ and a cyberpunk/detective hero called Nathan Adler. His touring band were assembled in Montreux when Eno arrived determined, as he had been last time he’d worked there with Bowie sixteen years previously, to disorientate the musicians and ‘find some new ways of making improvisations go somewhere they wouldn’t otherwise’.

Eno confessed that he had been thinking about Roy Ascott and was eager to revert to the ‘game playing’ ethos of Ipswich Art School. To this end, he issued each of the musicians (and the studio assistants) with fanciful role-playing instructions – yet more meta-Oblique Strategies. They were each to adopt the profile of one or other ‘fantasy musician’ from the future – contexts for which Eno had mapped out in some detail. These might include being a member of ‘a Soul-Arab band in a North African role-play sex club’ or ‘a musician at Asteroid, a space-based club (currently in orbit 180 miles above the surface of the moon)’ or ‘the last remaining survivor of a catastrophic event … you will endeavour to play in such a way as to prevent feelings of loneliness developing within yourself’. There would be much jamming based on these whimsical guidelines – edited down on the finished album into bewildering inter-track segues over which Bowie would intone in the voice of one of the characters from his own, no less far-fetched ‘art crime’ narrative.

Earlier that year Eno had been honoured at the UK music industry’s annual wallow in pop saturnalia and self-aggrandisement, the Brit Awards. He picked up a Best British Producer gong for his work on U2’s Zooropa. It was Eno’s first major ‘solo’ award. He and Daniel Lanois had been nominated for a Brit back in 1988 for their work on The Joshua Tree, but had been pipped by some other opinion-dividing sonic insurgents called Stock, Aitken and Waterman.

In production (and co-writing) guise, Eno would team up with New York performance artist and songwriter Laurie Anderson to record the latter’s sixth album, Bright Red/Tightrope, in Manhattan. Old Eno associates Adrian Belew and Arto Lindsay also contributed while Anderson’s new boy friend Lou Reed played a cameo role (little could a twenty-year-old Brian Eno have dreamt that one day he would be recording in Manhattan alongside the revered Velvet Underground leader).

There would be several musical dalliances the following year. During another New York trip, Eno worked with Arto Lindsay, then recording the first of his unexpectedly lilting bossa nova albums, O Corpo Sutil/The Subtle Body. Eno lingered just long enough to smother one particularly delicate essay called ‘Four Skies’ with the kind of noisy abstract dissonance of which Lindsay had once been the downtown doyen – a curious inversion of roles.

Eno would be reunited with James at London’s Westside studio in March 1995 (after a picaresque holiday cruise down the Nile, details of which – including Eno almost getting left behind somewhere in Lower Egypt after lingering too long in an interesting souk – are amusingly recalled in A Year with Swollen Appendices) to begin exploratory work on a new album – the first since the band had all but imploded. Whiplash would take two years of sporadic work (most of it without Eno) before its release in 1997.

Eno and Laurie Anderson would reunite that year, with Eno contributing keyboards to a mostly spoken-word album, The Ugly One with the Jewels.

Anderson would reciprocate by lending her dulcet tones as ‘narrator’ for a massive art installation at the labyrinthine Acorn Self Storage depot, staged in Wembley in March. Eno had latterly taken a new role – ‘Visiting Lecturer’ at the Royal College of Art (he’d finally landed the job he guessed he’d end up doing before his musical career intervened*) – and the Self Storage group show, a collaboration with British Arts organization Artangel, was his first major collegiate endeavour. Forty rooms in the labyrinthine depot would be transformed by Eno and his students into a warren of multi-sensory exhibits.†

Around this time, Anderson and Eno’s names began to be linked with that of Peter Gabriel with regard to designing a revolutionary ‘world theme park’. Always vague, the plan for a subliminally enlightening ‘alternative Disneyland’ would rattle around for several years without ever bearing fruit. There was some progress – a site, Vall d’Hebron, in Barcelona, had been selected and the mayor of that city was an enthusiastic supporter. The project lacked only two key elements; finance and an authoritative, definitive plan (as soon as potential investors made encouraging noises, Gabriel would develop a whole new set of elaborate ideas and put them off again). Although some high-calibre putative collaborators were corralled, including designer Philippe Starck, hotel architect Emilio Ambasz and film director Terry Gilliam, nothing tangibly theme-park-shaped would ever materialize and Gabriel would siphon off some of his concepts into a creative role with London’s ill-fated Millennium Dome. Similarly, Eno would be appointed Director of one of the Pavilions at Hanover’s Expo 2000. In an eerie prophecy of the much-maligned Dome, in 1994 Eno had said of the theme park plan, ‘… we don’t want to just build a crowd of buildings with lots of clever tricks inside them …’‡

Gabriel and Anderson were also early and eager adopters of digital technology and were both developing interactive CD-ROMS – the then hotly tipped multi-media ‘format of the future’. Eno beat them to the punch in 1994 with Headcandy – a dizzyingly kaleidoscopic, interactive pot pourri of digital ambient music and cod psychedelic visuals, to be viewed through accompanying refractive spectacles (much like the 3D movie glasses of yore, although most of the animated imagery glimpsed through them would be effortlessly eclipsed by today’s standard PC sound-accompanying graphics, with or without trippy specs). Eno would later denounce his involvement with Headcandy as one of the few genuine regrets of his career and would embark on his own idea for more sophisticated applications for the CD-ROM before abandoning the format altogether (later also dismissing the term ‘interactive’ as ‘the wrong word’ for a medium still essentially based on spectator/ listener passivity).

In 1995, Eno’s music and the digital realm would become more resonantly associated when Microsoft commissioned him to compose a sonic ‘start up’ signature jingle for their Windows 95 operating platform. ‘The idea came up at the time when I was completely bereft of ideas,’ Eno admitted. ‘I’d been working on my own music for a while and was quite lost, actually. And I really appreciated someone coming along and saying, “Here’s a specific problem – solve it.” The thing from the agency said, “We want a piece of music that is inspiring, universal, blah-blah, da-da-da, optimistic, futuristic, sentimental, emotional,” this whole list of adjectives, and then at the bottom it said “and it must be 3.25 seconds long”.’

The Microsoft brief opened a valve, and Eno submitted no less than eighty-four different jewel-like, synthesized miniatures, one of which was duly adopted. ‘When I’d finished that and I went back to working with pieces that were like three minutes long, it seemed like oceans of time,’ Eno later recalled. Thus, the merest fragment of – perhaps necessarily, rather bland – Eno synthesizer music inveigled its way into millions of offices and homes around the globe (although it would be subsequently superseded by a new generation of Microsoft ‘start up’ tones). For his 3.25 seconds of music Eno earned a flat fee of $35,000 – not exactly minimum wage.

In May 1995, Eno was interviewed by editor Kevin Kelly in the pages of his cutting-edge computer culture organ Wired. Eno was referred to as ‘the prototypical Renaissance 2.0 artist’ – although he spent part of the interview lambasting the intransigence of computers and deriding the fact that thousands of years of human physical evolution had now been distilled to an infinitesimal keystroke: ‘You’ve got this stupid little mouse that requires one hand, and your eyes. That’s it. What about the rest of you? No African would stand for a computer like that. It’s imprisoning.’ He enlarged on his theme: ‘The problem with computers is that there is not enough Africa in them. This is why I can’t use them for very long. Do you know what a nerd is? A nerd is a human being without enough Africa in him or her.’ Perhaps most significantly, Eno actually got paid for the interview (something for which Lou Reed, a famous scourge of the press, had been long advocating; he sent Eno a congratulatory missive).

Eno was hardly a Luddite when it came to new technology, however. Indeed, computers and sound production coalesced in 1995 in a new passion, ‘generative music’. The previous year he had been introduced to a piece of ‘algorithmic music-generating software’ called Koan patented by the SSEYO digital development company. Eno had become fascinated by the apparently ‘random’, ‘organic’ graphic software used to generate computer screensavers and was aware of the work of computer-graphic artist Karl Sims, who’d begun developing ‘self-evolving’ digital imagery. Koan offered something similar in the sonic realm. By inputting basic guiding parameters, or ‘seeds’, the software could ‘grow’ unique musical developments – none of which would ever repeat in exactly the same configuration. The resonances for Eno were obvious – it was like crossing John Conway’s ‘Game of Life’ with Steve Reich’s phase patterns and his own Discreet Music.

Eno was almost instantly seduced by generative possibilities and envisioned a future in which records would no longer be a ‘snapshot’ document, destined to repeat the same captured musical ‘moment’ into perpetuity, but rather a set of gently ushered sonic possibilities which could combine and evolve uniquely at each new airing. For all its programming complexity, Koan offered a kind of magical ‘directed randomness’ that was as close to the aleatory ingenuousness of wind chimes or Aeolian harps as it was established, highfalutin notions of academic ‘computer music’ (such as those parlayed since the 1950s at IRCAM, Paris’s famous Institut de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique, where it often seemed that vast sums of government investment were spent on creating music that ‘garden shed’, or even pop music inventors had stumbled upon decades before).

Generative music would become Eno’s new article of faith – the latest and most sophisticated manifestation yet of the time-honoured ‘create parameters, set it off, see what happens’ paradigm. In April 1996, a boxed floppy disk, Generative Music 1 with SSEYO Koan Software, would be issued, featuring a dozen generative Eno ‘pieces’ (enabling the listener to ‘grow’ their own music). For all the technological innovation, much of Eno’s Koan-based work sounded like generic ambient fare (one of Eno’s early, not very successful Koan experiments involved feeding in information based on the basic components of ‘Discreet Music’ – an opaque aural gloop was all that resulted), even if none of them would ever play exactly the same way twice.*

Eno’s rather academic sleevenotes to Generative Music 1 were ascribed to one CSJ Bofop, the latest in a long line of Eno pseudonyms and anagrams.† The eminent-sounding CSJ Bofop had first appeared on the sleeve credits of an album called Passengers: Original Soundtracks 1, released in November 1995. It had started life as the most ambient/ abstract U2 record to date, but, as work proceeded in London and Dublin, it became clear that Eno was its principal driving force, and U2 merely his accomplices. When Island/Polygram, for whom U2 were major breadwinners – not to mention the band’s manager, Paul McGuinness – heard the work-in-progress they balked at the idea of something so apparently non-commercial being the next U2 release and so an alternative nomenclature and identity had to be found. For Bono, the Passengers record proffered ‘late-night-in-a-fast-car music’, and he left it to Eno to dream up some theoretical context. ‘We were just happy to be in his backing band,’ he admitted. Eno (as CSJ Bofop) would create imaginary filmic scenarios for the tracks. For a while the album had the working title Cinema. Some of the pieces featured Bono vocals (Eno took the lead on one), although much of it hovered in a kind of semi-ambient, ‘incidental music’ netherworld, occasionally enlivened by guest appearances from Mo’ Wax DJ/turntable artist Howie B and Japanese singer Holi.

Released into a musical climate dominated by the Britpop battle royal between Blur and Oasis – and with Radiohead’s second and breakthrough album, The Bends, threatening to redefine intelligentsia rock for the fin de siècle – the Passengers album was a curio at best and to some it felt primarily like a vanity project (‘Eno may have invented the genre, but he seems to have forgotten that ambient is supposed to be more than aural wallpaper,’ beefed Jim Derogatis in Rolling Stone). The Guardian’s Pat Kane even saw the album as evidence of Eno kowtowing to gimlet-eyed, late 20th-century techno-capitalism. ‘Look at the sleeve notes on his Passengers project,’ he harrumphed during an extended anti-Eno tirade, ‘the very first of Eno’s credits is listed as “strategies”, before we even get to “synthesizers” and “mixing”.’*

Bucking the perceived self-indulgent trend was a single plucked from the album, ‘Miss Sarajevo’. Featuring a startling cameo from stellar operatic tenor Luciano Pavarotti, the song, part anti-Bosnian War protest song, part sublime aria, was one of the few compositions on the album that belonged in an actual film, a Bill Carter-directed, U2-financed documentary about an unlikely beauty pageant that had taken place in Sarajevo the previous year, despite the civil war raging within earshot. In September 1995, Eno, along with Bono (himself the son of an operatic tenor) and The Edge, would take to the stage in Modena, Italy, as part of Pavarotti’s annual charity gala concert, where they would reprise a soaring version of ‘Miss Sarajevo’ backed by a full orchestra. Eno, who had a sore throat treated by Il Maestro’s resident quack and who had to be dissuaded from taking to the stage in a pair of ladies’ sling-backs, sang and dabbed at a keyboard while Pavarotti’s bel canto melodrama moistened eyes all around.

Eno would be much exercised by the Bosnian conflict. He and Anthea had already had some involvement with the charity War Child, which had been founded to assist child victims of the Yugoslavian civil war, although Eno maintained a sceptical detachment from celebrity charity-fundraising (preferring to quietly, privately invest in small projects and worthy causes). However, he now doted on his own young daughters and was burying himself in literature on the Balkan’s bloody, convoluted history and was even persuaded to become a patron of War Child during a Westbourne Park Chinese dinner with Bill Leeson, the charity’s founder. Eno’s attitude to charitable matters had altered in late 1993 after helping Anthea collect instruments and CDs for the inhabitants of under siege East Mostar, the once picturesque medieval Yugoslavian burgh on the Neretva River, famed for its iconic, vertiginous – and recently destroyed – medieval bridge. ‘I’ve had about 45 years of being very disparaging about artists getting involved in anything political,’ he confessed, ‘I’d even written a snotty article in the Guardian, in which I made a very unkind allusion to that “Free Nelson Mandela” song, saying that it isn’t the job of artists to do things like that.’ Collecting the instruments and albums proved revelatory. ‘It took no effort on our part really, and the response we got back was so amazing, we’d really made a big difference to people’s lives. I thought, my God, is it this easy? That was what hooked me, I suppose.’

Wearing his executive producer’s hat, Eno would be pivotal to Help!, a 1995 War Child-related charity album recorded (in different studios) in one day in September and featuring contributions from the likes of Radiohead, Sinead O’Connor, The Stone Roses, Suede, Oasis, The Levellers and Portishead. In addition to cohering the project, Eno co-produced a track with Massive Attack, ‘Fake the Aroma’, at the Townhouse studio in Shepherd’s Bush. Profits from Help! would go to the building of an extensive music complex in war-ravaged Mostar. The album might have sold more (and reached the UK No. 1 slot) had chart compliers Gallup not refused to waive the stipulation that meant ‘compilation’ albums were ineligible for the official album chart. Eno got very angry about this nimbyism in A Year with Swollen Appendices, reasoning that War Child had lost out on thousands of pounds of potential extra income as a result.

In May, Eno travelled to Mostar to look at the site for the proposed music centre. During a presentation to the local council, Eno’s group encountered some vocal scepticism from a representative of the United Nations’ children’s fund, Unicef, who apparently found rock star beneficence ‘patronizing’. The mayor, a recent internee of a Serbian prisoner-of-war camp, came to Eno and co’s defence, decrying Unicef for its lack of action.

Eno now embraced fundraising events. He and Anthea were the motors behind Pagan Fun Wear, a summer 1995 feast-cum-catwalk-fashion-show held at the suitably ostentatious Saatchi gallery in north London. Each of the sartorial designs was the handiwork of a major rock star – the contributors included David Bowie, Bryan Ferry, Phil Collins, Bjork, Robert Wyatt, Iggy Pop, R.E.M.’s Michael Stipe and Eno himself (the garments were actually run up by fashion students from the St. Martin’s and Kingston schools of art) – all of it ultimately auctioned for War Child. There had been an only marginally less ambitious ‘fine art’ version of this event the previous year, called Little Pieces by Big Stars, to which David Bowie was the most high-profile donor.*

In September, Bowie’s 1.Outside was released. After the musical doldrums and occasionally embarrassing self-parody into which he’d slipped over the preceding decade, the album was greeted (as, to be fair, had its 1993 predecessor, Black Tie White Noise) as a return to avant-garde form. Critical hats were once again doffed in Eno’s direction. ‘Welcome back Eno, control room conjuror of the innovative…’ saluted Tom Doyle in Q. ‘Clearly the music on Outside is not designed for heavy commercial rotation,’ Doyle went on, ‘and as a whole it’s wildly eclectic, veering wide-eyed and sometimes hare-brained from techno (“Hallo Spaceboy”) to avant-jazz (“A Small Plot of Land”) to the meandering epic of the title track.’

Eno left Montreux before the Outside album had been fully completed; in his diary he bemoaned Bowie’s subsequent cluttering of the mixes. Nonetheless, Eno was sanguine enough to undertake a round of press interviews with Bowie around the time of the album’s autumn release. Some of the old Pete ‘n’ Dud humour returned, although the pair offered markedly contrasting characters – Bowie chain-smoking Marlboros, guzzling coffee and speaking ten to the dozen in geezerish mockney, Eno sipping tea and answering questions in his measured, wryly detached tones. ‘He was a very glamorous young man… I was very jealous,’ Bowie remembered of his first exposure to Eno in the early 1970s. ‘It was almost as though no time had been wedged in, like we were carrying on from the third album together,’ he enthused to Newsweek’s Paul Gorman of the rejuvenated collaboration. ‘The chemistry between us is just tremendous.’

The autumn of 1995 was a time of laurel-gathering for Eno, who, in addition to his brace of honorary doctorates, now oversaw the opening of a permanent exhibition of his audio visual installation work at the Swarovski Museum in Innsbruck, Austria. He then returned to London to receive an ‘Inspiration’ gong at the Q Awards. At the end of November, the award boot was on the other foot as he took to the lectern to deliver the one-minute keynote speech at the Turner Prize ceremony at the Tate Gallery. Eno had been somewhat badgered into the address by Tate impresario Nicholas Serota and had subsequently tried to wriggle out of it. Ultimately persuaded, he eschewed the usual ceremonial platform platitudes and instead delivered a diatribe about art’s failure to communicate its worth to a mass public, comparing it unfavourably with the high profile then being enjoyed by popular science writing. Eno had been a convert to the work of British evolutionary biologist and popular science author Richard Dawkins ever since reading his first book, The Selfish Gene, in 1977. He would remain a vocal supporter of Dawkins’ outspoken anti-religious stance, consistently bemoaning the fact that no one in art seemed able to set an agenda for debate with anything like the same potency. ‘My feeling is that the conversation about art is about in the same place as that about biology was before Darwin’, he cavilled. ‘We have lots of observations but no single frame in which to locate them all and make sense of them.’

Damien Hirst, already the country’s most notorious artistic enfant terrible, was the winner of that year’s Turner Prize. His exhibit, Some Went Mad, Some Ran Away, including ‘Mother and Child Divided’, his iconic bisected cow and calf suspended in formaldehyde, itself offered a provocative, and for some, poignant, blurring of art and science. For all that, Eno’s feelings about the hard-partying, Britpop-embraced Hirst remained somewhat mixed, and he noted, pithily, that when fine art stars chose to behave like rock stars they always pick the most boorish stereotypes as models.

Not that Eno was averse to a bit of subversively uncouth behaviour himself. Asked to give a talk at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in connection with a show about ‘low’ and ‘high’ art, he set about interacting (this time the verb was appropriate) with Fountain, Marcel Duchamp’s infamous 1917 ‘ready-made’ urinal – a piece whose intended anti-art ‘insignificance’ had been rendered absurd by an astronomical price tag. ‘I found this to be such a sublime example of commodification that I decided to do something I called re-commode-ification,’ Eno revealed in his diary. ‘I sneaked some thin plumbing tubing through a crack in the display glass and had a piss in it.’ (Eno never mentions where his ‘art terrorist’ discharge drained once it had passed through the unplumbed ceramic-ware … )

The diary from which that, and dozens of other amusing, gnomic, baffling and often rather heart-warming revelations was plucked, was published the following year. A Year with Swollen Appendices was manna for Enophiles, providing a warts-and-all glimpse into a gilded, if still occasionally anxiety-strewn, life. ‘At the studio, some lackadaisical music, but always the question, “What for?”‘ was a familiar note of self-doubt in the book, with echoes of his precocious 1975 ‘mid-life crisis’ and the tribulations of Before and After Science. At times it was as if he were wrestling with (unmentioned) thoughts of retirement.*

1995 had been another particularly frenetic year for Brian, and from the outside, his synapse-jangling procession of projects, commitments and correspondences – not to mention almost constant interface with the great and the good of music, art, science, academia and media – seemed both thrilling and exhausting; the frenetic whirring of a forty-seven-year-old dynamo making the most of his batteries while he still could and resting only long enough to have a, frankly rather Catholic-sounding, fret about why he was doing it all. The book evinced playful charm, too – especially evident whenever Brian discussed life with his young daughters. His congenital lasciviousness also manifested, often comically, in everything from Photoshop-exaggerated female derrieres to candid fantasies about the company of large ladies in small steam rooms. At one point he described wrestling manfully with a VCR machine that refused to play a video called Big Bodacious Babes. That was an aspect of ascetic ‘Professor Eno’ for which casual readers might not have been fully prepared.

The diary would be one of the most enthusiastically received Eno ‘releases’ in years. Its resonant marriage of the cerebral and the visceral – summed up in one sentence: ‘The Bottom is the large brain’ – seemed to indemnify his status as a recherché national treasure for the chattering classes. Friends and colleagues who’d happened not to interact with Brian during 1995 announced themselves bitterly disappointed to have escaped his diaristic radar sweep, and Eno would spend much of 1996 sporting a T-shirt emblazoned with the warning inscription, ‘I’m not writing a diary this year’.

One of Eno’s regular correspondents, heavily featured in the diary, was Stewart Brand, founder of early online community the WELL and the Global Business Network (a ‘blue-sky ideas’ consultancy to which Eno remains affiliated). Brand was a noted San Francisco author with a peerless track record in projects based on sustainability, such as The Whole Earth Catalog and a 1994 book on architecture called How Buildings Learn. In 1996, Brand and Eno would launch the Long Now Foundation. Its hazy but undoubtedly noble remit was to promote long-term thinking in all forms of human endeavour, apparently vital work in an age of shortened attention spans possessed by an ever-shrinking concept of the future (Eno had once noted how the year 2000 had been the benchmark date of ‘the future’ ever since he was little boy – and now it was almost upon him). The Clock of the Long Now, named by Eno, was perhaps the Foundation’s most high-profile project – a putative timepiece that could operate with the minimum of human intervention for ten millennia (a model version now resides in the London Science Museum).

Eno would become a valuable asset to the Long Now Foundation over the next decade, contributing talks, essays and sound pieces as well as publicity simply by association. In 2003, he would release the album, January 07003 Bell Studies for the Clock of the Long Now, a speculative album of futuristic, algorithmic ‘bell’ tones. Despite the rather monolithic-sounding concept, much of it was very beautiful. ‘I considered some licence allowable since the project was conceived in a time scale of thousands of years,’ Eno admitted in accompanying notes, adding, characteristically, ‘I got diverted by some of the more attractive failures.’

The somewhat less esoteric musical world came calling in early 1996, as Eno won his second Brit, this time a ‘Freddie Mercury Award’ (presented for outstanding consciousness-raising) for the Help! album. Eno collected the statuette accompanied by Radiohead’s Thom Yorke. Bryan Ferry was at Eno’s table; nearby sat Prime Minister-in-waiting (and King Crimson fan) Tony Blair and his entourage. The event was most memorable, however, for what occurred during a messianic, self-adulatory performance by Michael Jackson – a rendition of his preposterously overwrought ‘ecological power ballad’, ‘Earth Song’, replete with legions of innocent, frolicking young children. As the performance reached a histrionic climax, Jarvis Cocker, lead singer with then-cultish Britpop band Pulp, along with a friend, Peter Mansell, invaded the stage – Cocker executing a hilariously mocking, buttock-revealing waggle-dance. Eno applauded loudly. In the onstage melee that ensued, according to Scotland Yard, one eleven-year-old boy was punched, another received a cut ear and a third was pushed offstage. Cocker was arrested, but released later with no charges pressed (it was elsewhere alleged that the injuries had been inadvertently caused by Jackson’s over-enthusiastic bodyguards).

The following day, the mighty British tabloid press rounded on Cocker, apparently more willing to regurgitate an ‘outraged’ press release from Sony (Jackson’s record company) than they were to ask why anyone had seen fit to disrupt the questionable spectacle in the first place. Eno took an advert in the broadsheets the following week, reiterating his support for Cocker’s protest and lambasting Jackson’s performance.*

At the awards Eno, a not-so-recent convert to all things Irish, spoke with Van Morrison about the possibility of working with the Belfast soul mystic and also exchanged words with another singular musician with Irish roots, Declan Patrick McManus – a.k.a. Elvis Costello. A subsequent encounter in a west London sauna led to Eno producing a track for the singer, a slice of shadowy atmosphere called ‘My Dark Life’, which would feature in the album Songs in the Key of X, a compilation album inspired by sci-fi TV series The X Files (the track would also be included on a bonus disc included with the 2001 reissue of Elvis Costello and The Attractions’ 1996 album All This Useless Beauty).

Soon after, Eno flew to Berlin to set up his generative music installation at the city’s Parochialkirche art space, part of a show called Urban Originals XI: The British Ambience. It was the first occasion on which his Koan-based system pieces had been publicly aired. Later, he would be driven to Berlin’s Tempelhof Airport where generative music’s now distant antecedent, Music for Airports, was being piped through the Tannoy system. That year Eno’s audio-visual works would also grace the British Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, the Pompidou Centre in Paris and Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum.

In 1996 Russell Mills made his debut as a recording artist, under the name Undark. Eno, in common with Peter Gabriel, Michael Brook, The Edge, Bill Laswell, Harold Budd and others, would donate musical fragments which Mills and collaborator Tom Smyth would collage, in appropriately painterly fashion, into an atmospheric, eponymous album, released by small Nottingham label, Instinct. A second album, Pearl + Umbra, would follow in 1999, boasting an equally stellar but even more extensive list of contributors (Eno included).

James’ album Whiplash was released in early 1997. It was their most overtly commercial release to date, but reviews were decidedly mixed. American synth-pop producer Stephen Hague had been responsible for helming much of it, although ‘Tomorrow’, a song which had originally appeared on Wah Wah, had clearly been subjected to the revivifying Eno electrodes, and Brian was credited as ‘co-producer’, even though perhaps his most crucial role had been to stop the band splitting up over the Wah Wah snafu.

In the spring of 1997, the Enos decided they needed a change of scene and discussed the possibility of spending a protracted family sabbatical abroad (‘Brian wanted to retire again,’ Anthea told me, half-jokingly) before their daughters were established at an English school. Brian mooted San Francisco or Germany; Anthea argued for France or Italy. In the end they compromised on Russia, specifically St. Petersburg – the nexus of contemporary Russian art activity. They touched down in the spring of 1997 and would remain, more or less, until the end of the year. Eno had recently been taken on by the Observer as a columnist and he would send back amusing monthly reports from the magical northern realm of ‘White Nights’ – a place, Eno insisted, that defied its stereotype as dangerous and crime-ridden. His Observer essays painted the natives as oddball, stoical but thoroughly benign; St. Petersburg was a city with a sturdy intellectual backbone, a place where the vagrants were too proud to openly beg, he reported, and instead paraded kittens on the pavements to induce passers by to part with a few spare kopecks. He was obviously smitten by the charming and baffling quirks of the architecturally imperious city, and – in a more general sense – seemed bewitched by a culture in flux, still blinking in the heady, post-Communist glow and not yet completely carved up by robber baron oligarchs and blighted by the cold hand of multinational capitalism.

In St. Petersburg, Eno lived principally as a fine artist (his passport was stamped ‘Brayan Ino, painter’) and he would even become allied to an ‘aesthetic-terrorist’ group called ‘Artistic Will’. Mostly he staged installations, including a generative music piece at the Pavlovsk Palace as part of a prestigious New Academy exhibition, and – later in the year – a major audio-visual work Lightness (a mixture of ‘cinema, pyrotechnics, environmental music and installation’), which was mounted in the city’s vast, rococo Marble Palace.

The Enos initially lived in a rented apartment, then Anthea purchased one for the family close to the Neva River (which they continue to rent out to this day, for a hefty return of roubles). While Brian busied himself with his art pieces, his newspaper column and mixing with the city’s eccentric intelligentsia, Russophile Anthea was mainly engaged looking after the children at home, ‘doing sums all day …’. Despite some reports to the contrary, there was never a plan for a long-term Russian exile. ‘I find that I am very stimulated by dropping into other environments and picking up what is special about those. It invigorates me. It keeps me awake,’ Brian reassured the Financial Times’ John O’Mahony towards the end of the seven-month Petrograd sojourn.

While Eno was in Russia, U2 released Pop, another, semi-experimental album with an Eno-esque quality, despite Brian having had nothing to do with it. Brave but unfocused, the album, like the Passengers project that preceded it, would be critically snubbed and sales would be relatively poor. Eno (and Dan Lanois) would be back for the next one.

Tony Blair’s New Labour government had swept to power in May 1997. In December, Eno would return to a Britain still bathing, albeit temporarily, in uncharacteristic optimism. ‘The only exciting thing about an election is not that Labour might win,’ Eno had mused in his 1995 diary, ‘but that the Cons [Conservatives] might disappear and be replaced by the Liberals, and the old slanging match would change.’ Eno’s sanguinity about the Liberal Democrats would burgeon despite parliamentary activity continuing along established, attritional party lines for the next decade, with no immediate prospect of a sea change.*

1997 hadn’t been totally devoted to fine-art happenings along the Neva River and around the Nevsky Prospect. Musically, Eno contributed to a well-publicized Can remix album, Sacrilege, remixed (and sang along with) an unfinished Roy Orbison song, ‘You May Feel Like Crying’ for the soundtrack of Wim Wender’s film The End Of Violence and added synthesizer and backing vocals to Shleep, the eighth solo album by Robert Wyatt (surely the only artist whose songs could happily embrace the contrasting contributions of Brian Eno and Paul Weller). ‘Shleep was quite a complicated bunch of pieces,’ Wyatt told me. ‘Brian helped in lots of ways – I can’t unstitch it all though – I work in a sort of daydream … I always like to get Brian singing. He composed the wordless bit on [opening track] “Heaps of Sheeps” as a duet. I love singing with Brian, though we haven’t done it a lot.’*

In July, that rarest of things – a Brian Eno solo album – appeared on All Saints. The Drop comprised music Eno had been working on for much of 1996 and early ‘97, it featured a litany of mildly unsettling ambient pieces interleaved with angular, wordless electronic doodles, full of eccentric digital ride cymbals and hairpin-turn keyboard melodies – background music for an android’s cocktail soiree. Originally titled Unwelcome Jazz (Swanky, This is Hup! and Neo Geo were also considered) it conformed to a genre of Eno’s own conception: ‘jazz that nobody asked for’. Reviews tended towards the disparaging and at a wearying seventy-four minutes it certainly suggested production-line quantity over crafted quality (ironically, the year before Eno had told a Compuserve web conference, ‘I hate the way CDs just drone on for bloody hours and you stop caring …’, professing that he preferred listening to old vinyl albums, because of their relative brevity). Despite some intriguing/alluring song titles – ‘Boomcubist’, ‘Blissed’, et al – at best, The Drop seemed like a mildly diverting extravagance. For many, the album title was emblematic. Even the cover – Eno’s own Photoshop silhouette design of a cartoon-like fork-lift truck – felt dashed off. Ultimately The Drop was jazz that nobody cared for (and few bought) and it would be seven years before Eno would hazard another ‘commercial’ solo album.

Eno CDs of a far more esoteric stripe would continue to be issued in the intervening years, however, albeit in limited editions and always tied to art exhibits. Lightness – Extracts from Music for White Cube was a self-explanatory document of a 1997 Eno generative installation at London’s modish White Cube Gallery, issued in a run of 500 and available only by mail order from Opal.†

Lightness: Music for the Marble Palace followed later in the year, available only from Eno’s home website, Eno Shop. A succession of similar, short run, Opal-released albums would ensue over the next few years. I Dormienti was music first aired at an autumn 1999 installation in the undercroft of Chalk Farm’s Roundhouse in conjunction with Italian painter, sculptor and set-designer Mimmo Paladino. Kite Stories was sourced from a generative CD-R installation at Helsinki’s Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art in early 2000. (‘One element in it is nearly twenty years old; most of it was made last week,’ Eno explained at the time. ‘The music is divided into eight independent layers, one of which is playing on each CD player. Since these players are not synchronized, the music constantly recombines into different patterns.’) Self-explanatory exhibition pieces called Music for Prague (a city in which Eno would also enjoy a protracted late ‘90s sojourn) and Music for Onmyoji followed, while Music for Sonic Recovery Room was music first heard at Sonic Boom, a major exhibition of sound art at London’s Hayward Gallery in the spring of 2000, curated by David Toop.

Eno’s Sonic Boom installation was part of his ongoing ‘Quiet Club’ series; a room of gently modulating lighting and restful, gauzy sonics, part of it remixed from an old Shutov Assembly piece, featuring the slowed-down vocal tones of one Kyoko Inatome – a waitress at Eno’s favourite sushi restaurant – reading a Japanese ghost story. It clearly worked as a space for urban recuperation (or from trudging around an enormous art show), although in many ways Eno’s enveloping environment seemed not to differ greatly from those increasingly found in contemporary clothing boutiques or swish restaurants. As such, it was either evidence that Eno was no longer running ahead of the game or, perhaps, simply proof that he had been right all along. A quarter of a century after the random conflation of raindrops and semi-audible Renaissance harp music had set off the idea in his recently wounded head, the once bizarre-seeming ambient music had now become a thing of familiar, everyday utility.

Compact Forest Proposal was a 2001 album of music first aired as part of another in Eno’s Quiet Club installation series, New Urban Spaces Series #4: Compact Forest Proposal, which featured ten CD players disgorging ambient tones and strings of tiny lights resembling jellyfish. It had debuted at San Francisco’s Museum of Modern Art in March of that year.

To counterweight all this cerebral, turn-of-the-millennium art activity, Eno would occasionally ‘go popularist’. In 1998, in a piece of rampant casting against type, he appeared in an episode of the Irish TV comedy Father Ted, playing Father Brian Eno, an attendee at a conference called ‘It’s Great Being a Priest ‘98’. He didn’t have any lines, but, in his priestly vestments and with the remains of his greying hair now razored modishly short, he looked every inch the aesthetic Catholic reverend. Maria Eno and the Brothers of the De La Salle order would have been proud, or, given the show’s gently mocking impiety, perhaps not …

The same year Un Année aux Appendices Gonflés, the French edition of Eno’s diary was published, with a six-track, thirty-minute-long CD of otherwise unavailable 1995-era ‘Unwelcome Jazz’ pieces attached. Eno was fifty that year – an event roundly celebrated in the press. In the Independent on Sunday, cricket correspondent (and ardent Eno fan) Tim de Lisle delivered an amusing list of ‘50 Eno Moments’. Among these was a revelation, perhaps sparked by Father Ted: ‘For years Eno had no religious belief except that fundamentalism is a bad thing. Lately he finds himself turning from a lapsed Catholic to a lapsed atheist. “I’ve started to realize that I like people who are in some sense religious.”‘ What Eno’s friend Richard Dawkins made of that goes unrecorded.

De Lisle also quoted ex-Eurythmic Dave Stewart who had recently run into Eno working in an ad hoc French studio, where, without anything to keep time, the (almost) sexagenarian had transformed his portable alarm clock into a metronome. ‘We recorded five or six tracks in two days with this clock until I found a plastic toy guitar with a built-in drumbeat stuck on waltz time, which we used for another two songs,’ Stewart recalled.

In January, the Bang On A Can All-Stars, the New York-based New Music troupe created by composer Michael Gordon, released their chamber version of Music for Airports, the ecstatic reviews for which evinced the fact that the album had become Eno’s most iconic and enduring work. In the summer, the ensemble recapitulated their achingly soaring take on Ambient 1 in situ at London’s Stansted Airport. The audience was advised to move around the airport while the music played, so as to fully appreciate its qualities, although many simply wanted to bathe in its melodic, string-caressed loveliness. Eno and Robert Wyatt were among their number (Wyatt told me, with typical ingenuousness ‘I loved the version played by Bang On A Can, live in an actual airport. Great stuff!’). Louise Gray reported the performance in The Wire: ‘BOAC finished with a surprise transcription of “Everything Merges with the Night”, from Another Green World. Eno looked faintly flushed yet rather pleased – even when sections of the audience sang along quietly, under their breaths.’

In a similar vein, in 2000 Italian pianist Arturo Stalteri released an album called Cool August Moon comprising dolorous, if somewhat literal, piano and orchestral recapitulations of Eno pieces from Music for Films, Another Green World, Before and After Science and Apollo.

Eno had returned to ‘production consultant’ duties in late 1999 for work on U2’s tenth studio album, All That You Can’t Leave Behind. Much of the next year would be devoted to the project. After the indifference that had greeted both Pop and the Passengers albums, U2 now claimed, with a not atypical whiff of hubris, that they were ‘re-applying for the job … of best band in the world’. They wanted to relegate the irony and knowing post-modern mischief of their recent detours and return, in part at least, to the anthemic rock of their early 1980s incarnation. Bono couldn’t quite be dissuaded from taking off his wraparound shades, but the impish alter-egos he’d taken to adopting on stage – The Fly, MacPhisto, et al, were banished and Eno and Lanois were charged with making this recalibrated U2 conceptually and sonically credible. Eno laboured hard during protracted Dublin sessions helping fuse a signature that wedded sophisticated processed sonics with raw ‘garage’ guitar sounds – something most effectively realized on the first single lifted from the album, the inexorably optimistic ‘Beautiful Day’ – drum machines and sequencers dovetailing with full-force, hook-encrusted rock.

Released in the autumn of 2000, the album would fulfil all the band’s aspirations. A No. 1 around the globe (No. 3 in the USA), it would be their biggest seller since The Joshua Tree, going on to garner a confetti of approving notices (and a shelf-full of awards, including no less than seven Grammys). Typically, Rolling Stone’s James Hunter marvelled at the album’s surfeit of hooks: ‘The melodies mirror the album’s production, which is carried off with seeming invisibility by seasoned U2 hands Daniel Lanois and Brian Eno.’

U2 would follow-up this album with 2004’s How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb – a record whose energetic directness and brevity of song belied the fact that seven producers had been involved at various stages, including Eno and Lanois, with Steve Lillywhite holding the controlling reins. It was another considerable success (eight Grammys this time), helped by a lucrative advertising tie-in with Apple’s newly launched iPod, and proof that U2 had fully overcome their late ‘90s identity crisis.

Despite the rampant success of their recent collaborations, it was after the release of How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb that Eno had his first substantial falling-out with Bono and co. The problem was an old bug bear, writing credits. Anthea told me that Brian was upset that he hadn’t received a share of the authorship on many of the songs he felt he’d helped sculpt on the band’s recent albums. U2, famously, always kept songwriting within the group (the Passengers album being one notable exception). It was not, Anthea stressed, a matter of royalty payments per se (Brian, apparently, still refuses to be told what he’s being paid for such major projects), but one of auteur recognition. Subsequently, Bono phoned Brian to offer an olive branch. On the next U2 record, the band would contravene their own rule and begin by co-writing with Brian (a process that began in Morocco in 2007). That album is being recorded in Dublin as I write. ‘He’s loving it,’ Anthea advises. There seems to be no sign, even as he approaches his sixtieth birthday, of Brian’s oft-mooted retirement.

Indeed, the opening years of the twenty-first century have found Brian Eno’s already panoramic horizons expanding still further, even though that has meant a ratcheting down in the creation of new musical albums. There have been worthwhile, if hardly earth-shattering, additions to the Eno catalogue, all the same. His 2001 collaboration with Frankfurt-based DJ percussionist/composer J. Peter Schwalm, Drawn from Life, was a classy – if occasionally slightly sterile – album of string-enhanced post-ambient soundscapes with a dusky Eastern undertow. Its major innovation was the four minutes of silence that divided two versions of the track ‘Bloom’ – received as either a gesture of brave, Cage-ian reflexivity or simply a reviewer-confounding caprice. Eno and Schwalm even undertook a few discreet live dates, usually in one or other of the more bucolic parts of southern Europe. ‘I now play a type of music that suits a live performance,’ Eno explained of his belated return to the live stage. ‘Can you imagine me performing my ambient albums in a theatre?’

Curiosities Vol.1 was an Eno album released by Opal in 2003, with tracks selected by Eno’s technical assistant Marlon Weyeneth from ‘unreleased, unrealistic and unfinished music that I find in every nook and cranny of the studio’(some of them remixes from Headcandy). Given some ‘colourful’ titles – ‘Select a Bonk’, ‘Work/Wank’, et al, – it offered a stew of quirky arrhythmic machine funk, thrumming electronics and globular ambiences; an enigmatic harvest from what was still clearly one of music’s more fertile cutting-room floors. A second volume materialized the following year (best title – ‘Fat Nude Dance’).

In 2004 the Enos sold their Notting Hill villa and set up in a sprawling pile in the Oxfordshire countryside (large enough that latterly their teenage daughters could stage parties –with live bands – in one of the outbuildings). Its expansive acres Eno would plant extensively with young trees (a new and very ‘Long Now’ obsession). Tom Phillips is once again a neighbour of Brian’s. ‘I see Brian and Anthea in Oxford now because their children go to the same school as my step-children and I’ve been to their house and seen all that happening. So he’s moved again within a few yards of me – well almost.’

In the year of their rustic move, Virgin (and Astralwerks in the USA) reissued the first four Brian Eno solo albums, the opening gambit in a major series of confusingly titled ‘Original Masters’ (they were more accurately ‘re-masters’), a second, three-CD batch of ‘Ambient Works’ would follow, hotly pursued by a similar clutch of ‘Soundtrack Works’. The early solo opi were widely reviewed and much praised for their invention, audacity and prescience. No bonus tracks would be added, mainly because there were so few out-takes that hadn’t already been either included on various compilation albums, or, over time, been transformed into other extant pieces.

That year, a mere thirty-one after the release of No Pussyfooting, Eno and Fripp reunited on The Equatorial Stars, an agreeably atmospheric melange of tremulous, Apollo-like synthetic backgrounds punctuated by Fripp’s judicious needle-and-thread runs and shimmering meteor atmospherics. It’s safe to assume no bastardized reel-to-reel tape recorders were used in the making of this music. Indeed, the palpable absence on an otherwise well – if not extensively – reviewed album was the sound of new ground being broken. Two years later a download album of unheard Eno-Fripp collaborations from the previous decade appeared. Much of it was beguilingly familiar; like the exquisite, Evening Star-esque ‘Timean Sparkles’, much of it, like the North African mystery groove, Tripoli 2020, obliquely funky. Originally collected under the unwieldy title The Cotswold Gnomes: Unreleased Works Of Startling Genius, it would finally be released on a double CD in 2006 as Beyond Even: (1992- 2006).

For all that, reunions weren’t really Eno’s thing. Despite continuing to dally with Bryan Ferry (the two co-composing the song ‘I Thought’ released on Ferry’s 2002 album, Frantic), Eno declined to join Roxy Music when they re-formed in 2001 to tour. When we spoke around this time he told me he’d only consider rejoining if they wrote and performed ‘five or six new songs’, which, knowing Ferry’s dawdling muse, was perhaps a subtle way of crying off. ‘I’ve never liked the idea of touring, but the idea of touring old music – I just couldn’t face it. I don’t want to put them down for doing the tour. If they want to do it, that’s fine. But where’s the pleasure?’

Ferry would come round to Eno’s way of thinking in 2005, agreeing to begin a new Roxy studio album, to which Eno would contribute. Three years later and it’s still a work-in-progress – ‘I might work on it this year, I’m not sure yet,’ a hardly over-caffeinated Ferry told me in January 2008 – although he does seem to have enjoyed Eno’s company in the studio. ‘It was nostalgic to a degree,’ he admits, reflecting on being in the same room as Messrs Manzanera, Mackay, Thompson and Eno again for the first time in three decades. ‘We always have a laugh when we’re all together. Brian, especially, always make me laugh – and I seem to be able to make him laugh. He gets my jokes, much more than a lot of people do. I think he brings out quite a good side in me – though I do like to have my own way when it comes to music.’ Plus ça change…

In summer 2005, Eno released Another Day on Earth, his first full vocal solo album in a quarter of a century. It had been a substantial labour of love. He was about to begin work on this record when I met him in 2001 (the finished album would boast at least one song, ‘Under’, which was a decade and a half old and had first graced the abortive My Squelchy Life). Eno had always downplayed the importance of lyrics in songs – it was all part of the romantic ‘expression of personality’ that he, the rampant evangelist of ‘process over product’, had long disdained. Now, lyrics seemed like the one unconquered peak in the digitally democratized flatlands of record-making. ‘It’s very easy to make music now,’ he acknowledged, ‘but lyrics are really the last very hard problem in music.’ This was an issue Eno addressed by crafting away at haiku-like verses and returning to familiar lonely planetary themes (‘Our little world turning in the blue/As each day goes there’s another one new,’ went the lilting ‘How Many Worlds’). He could also sound the occasional chilling note – such as ‘Bone Bomb’, superficially lulling, it came with unsettling, suicide bomber-alluding words ‘spoken’ by one Aylie Cooke: ‘My body/So thin/So tired/Beaten for years/Ploughshare to bomb’.

As had been the pattern with Eno releases for more than a decade, Another Day on Earth landed without causing seismic ripples in the wider musical world, although the unveiling of a vocal Brian Eno album was generally received as a more than agreeable event by critics. ‘A lowkey but often lovely disc,’ opined Rolling Stone. ‘The joy of hearing Eno’s hushed, statesmanlike singing voice again is one thing, but the hymnal “This” and funky “Under” match anything in his canon,’ gushed the Guardian.

Indeed, by 2005, Eno had practically become a quintessentially Guardian-friendly figure; cerebral, witty, urbane, discreetly glamorous and, increasingly, possessed of a demonstrable political conscience. His regular anti-Iraq-invasion polemics had begun long before the launch of spring 2003’s contentious, American-led Operation Iraqi Freedom. Although once his dinner guest, Eno had become a vocal critic of Tony Blair and the mendaciousness surrounding Saddam Hussein’s alleged but never located stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction. In a 2003 Observer piece, Eno even invoked his late Uncle Carl in connection with the British and American governments’ perceived deceits. ‘When I was young, an eccentric uncle decided to teach me how to lie. Not, he explained, because he wanted me to lie, but because he thought I should know how it’s done so I would recognize when I was being lied to …’

Eno would become a vocal member of the Stop the War Coalition – a campaigning group formed in the wake of President George W. Bush’s ‘War on Terror’ and the knee-jerk geo-politics that followed the Al-Qaeda attacks on the USA in September 2001. Eno, who had been part of the two-million-strong anti-Iraq-invasion protest march in London in February 2003, would subsequently be seen sharing an anti-Bush/Blair podium with the likes of activist comedian Mark Thomas, ex-SAS trooper Ben Griffin and the Right Honourable MPs Tony Benn and George Galloway. In 2005 Eno would play a handful of concerts (in Moscow, St Petersburg, Paris and London) playing keyboards and laptop (and singing backing vocals, very purposefully, in Arabic), with French-Algerian rock star Rachid Taha, a purveyor, according to Eno, of ‘punk Arab consciousness’. A November Taha-Eno show at London’s Astoria was a much-publicized fund-raiser for the Coalition.

Eno would also join an organization called the British American Security Information Council (BASIC), a seemingly compassionate, independent body which examines worldwide nuclear proliferation and international arms policies, facilitating: ‘the exchange of information and analysis on these global security issues in order to foster informed debate’. Despite its apparently benign remit, John Cale, these days an informed and insatiable student of geo-politics, covert intelligence operations and all manner of international conspiracy theories, sees a malevolent cast to BASIC, calling it: ‘a propaganda wing of the British embassy and the UN. I really don’t want to see Brian involved in something that’s about co-operation in the field of international arms and so on.’

Cale’s may be an overreaction, but it is undeniable that Eno the political activist, and Eno the cultural talking head, have become increasingly visible presences in recent years, partially eclipsing Eno the musician and artist. Lately he is more likely to turn up on BBC TVs political debate forum Question Time or BBC2’s Newsnight (where he was last spied discussing the Clock of the Long Now) than on one or other of the corporation’s music strands (although he did make a notable cameo on the broadcast TV edit of Stephen Kijak’s Scott Walker documentary 30th Century Man, bemoaning the fact that popular music had still to progress beyond the first four songs on the Walker Brothers’ 1978 album, Nite Flights).

Still in activist guise, in 2004, Eno was linked with a campaign to impeach Prime Minister Tony Blair and became a vocal member of another eclectic coalition of anti-Blairites before the 2005 General Election. Alongside novelists Frederick Forsyth and Iain Banks, playwright Harold Pinter, comedian Rory Bremner and Eno’s old neighbour, ex-Python Terry Jones, Eno campaigned for Reg Keys, the father of a soldier killed in action in Iraq, and founder of another campaigning group, Military Families Against the War. Keys would stand as an independent candidate in Tony Blair’s Sedgefield constituency, hoping to unseat the Prime Minister. Eno was quoted in the campaign literature: ‘I sense a process going on in government, led by Blair himself, of the gradual dismemberment of democracy. I regard Reg Keys’s campaign as a way of halting this process and of separating off the Blair tendency from the Labour Party itself.’ Reg Keys was unsuccessful but the anti-Blair crusade was granted extensive media attention and may even have helped to hasten the incumbent Labour leader’s decision to relinquish the reins of power in 2007.

Despite superficial evidence to the contrary, this high-profile worthiness had yet to fully replace Eno’s artistic and musical calling. Indeed, the last decade, while it has offered little to truly match the luminous originality of his benchmark 1970s solo albums (a fact only underlined by Virgin/Astralwerks ongoing ‘Original Masters’ reissue campaign), has found Eno almost constantly recording, consistently adding to his glittering cache of sonic ‘curiosities’.

Meanwhile, his wider creative endeavours have become as frenetic as they have lateral, his contributions and collaborations sparking forth in bewildering profusion and in often obscure or unexpected corners of the contemporary cultural landscape. Eno’s enthusiasms remain uniquely eclectic, his refusal to acknowledge the division between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art almost wilful. In 1998 he could stage a concert of background music with Holger Czukay and German group Slop Shop to accompany his installation Future Light – Lounge Proposal at Bonn’s Kunst und Ausstellungshalle and then work on a track, ‘Emma’s Song’ with Sinead O’Connor, to be included on the soundtrack of The Avengers movie.

Similarly, in 2006, he could work with the Composers Ensemble, setting texts by Tom Phillips to music as part of a series of ‘cushion concerts’ Phillips directed at Oxford University, then dash off ring-tones for the reassuringly expensive Nokia 8800 Sirocco mobile phone (‘Crystalline designer ring-tones composed by renowned composer and ambient music innovator, Brian Eno,’ purred the ad copy).*

Eno continues to bring the same energy and luminosity of thought to bear whether he’s penning the foreword to a tome called The World’s Greatest Ideas: An Encyclopaedia of Social Inventions, playing keyboards on Voila, an album of frothy French chansons by former Go-Go’s singer Belinda Carlisle, composing the soundtrack to a BBC Arena documentary about painter Francis Bacon, or setting in motion one or other of his sometimes comically ‘faux’ crusades (such as the anti-dog-mess pressure group, the League Against Street Shit in England – a.k.a. ‘Lassie’).

Those with the patience and determination to pursue Eno’s wild and whimsical creative meanders over the last decade would follow him down some obscure byways and see him pitch up in some unexpected, as well as exulted, company. He could, at various points, be found contributing to a group called Forvea Hex (alongside brother Roger, soundtrack composer Carter Burwell and old friend Clodagh Simonds), whose quietly released album Bloom offered an exquisite, contemporary update on ambient/vocal minimalism, singing robust harmonies alongside country legend Willie Nelson on a remix of a U2 B-side, ‘Slow Dancing’, playing Omnichord on Robbie Williams’ version of Noel Coward’s ‘There are Bad Times Just Around the Corner’, released on Twentieth Century Blues, a 1998 charity album for the Red Hot AIDS Trust, and on and on …

Eno could also be found working with more familiar accomplices. He would make significant contributions to two further, critically lauded Robert Wyatt albums; 2003’s Cuckooland and 2007’s Comicopera, and – alongside Wyatt, Andy Mackay and Paul Thompson – play a startling cameo role on Phil Manzanera’s 2005 album 50 Minutes Later (most notably on an ‘Enotonik’ remix of the track ‘Bible Black’, which rounds out the album in a brilliantly unsettling marriage of unhinged electronica and wild free jazz).

Eno and Wyatt would collaborate in contributing, along with the likes of Laurie Anderson, Scott Walker and Rufus Wainwright, to an album called Plague Songs, released in September 2006 to tie in with a contemporary retelling of the Book of Exodus staged in the Kentish seaside town of Margate. The Eno/Wyatt piece, ‘Flies’, consisted of Wyatt’s multi-tracked vocal impersonation of a ‘plague’ of swarming insects wedded to Eno’s shape-shifting keyboard floes.

Eno is generally squirrelling away at something musical, even if he no longer pursues a linear ‘solo artist’ career. Meanwhile his ‘day job’ as an internationally renowned record producer rolls on unabated. He remains an alchemical, Svengali-like conjuror of sonic worlds for those in his charge and is still exercised by bringing radical conceptual precepts to the essentially conservative realm of pop and rock production. Sometimes it can seem that he’s only tinkering with the edges, however. That was certainly the case on the artistically underwhelming James album, Millionaires, a UK No. 2 in 1999, which Eno co-produced with – among others – the band’s own Saul Davies. Eno’s presence was similarly transparent on the album’s 2001 follow-up, Pleased to Meet You, James’ overblown swansong (although the band recently reformed and are set to release a new, Eno-less album).

For Eno, ‘production work’ can mean anything from organization and personnel-management to hands-on playing or simply discerning overlooked seeds of ideas from which new and exotic musical blooms may be nurtured (a matter of what Eno refers to in A Year with Swollen Appendices as: ‘noticing what you notice’). He has been involved with such a diversity of albums, and myriad ways of subverting conventional approaches to recording, that he is now valued as much for his experiential and mentoring qualities as he is for pure sonic wizardry and artistic innovation. Even at sixty, he continues to be the man to consult when mainstream rock and pop purveyors need a radical revamp.

Eyebrows began to oscillate to this end when, in 2006, it was announced that Eno was to produce the fourth album by Coldplay. Sensitive but anthemic, the band was effectively a James for the 21st century and had recently completed a three-album ascension from indie-rock backwoods (purveying ‘bed-wetter’s music’, according to former Creation Records head-honcho Alan McGee) to the high table of international rock superstardom. Now they were stuck for a direction. Eno was quoted on BBC Radio 4 talking about the music he hoped the band could make: ‘It will be very original and very different from what they’ve done before,’ he remarked, to nobody’s great surprise. He also discussed how contemporary rock music had recently defaulted to a spiky new wave essence – essentially a return to the sound of 1978 vintage Talking Heads. It was a signature he was eager for Coldplay to avoid. ‘Funnily enough, I mentioned to David Byrne the other day that we are trying very hard to stay clear of Talking Heads,’ he confessed.* Coldplay frontman Chris Martin found working with Eno a hypnotic experience: ‘Everything over these past months has been about taking off any shackles,’ he told Q. ‘Sometimes you need a hypnotist to give you the bravery to do it.’ Eno and – in the Daniel Lanois role – Markus Dravs have, according to Martin, been helping Coldplay realize that ‘it’s OK to be influenced by people who aren’t Radiohead’.

This wasn’t the first time Eno had hitched his wagon to the post-Britpop mainstream. In 2004, he worked on the early stages of A Boy with No Name, the fifth album by slight Glaswegian hit-making quartet Travis. Some 1.Outside-style role-play cards were deployed: ‘… we had to imagine we were on a space station orbiting the planet Earth,’ remembered bassist Dougie Payne, ‘and we’d heard a strange sound, like this [makes odd buzzing sound] and you would find it quite annoying, but it reminds you of home. And home is … Africa! The next day Eno came in we asked, “Where are we today?” He says “Chernobyl!”. So we’re like, “Yeah, great, Chernobyl it is.”‘ The bulk of the production, however, was the work of Radiohead’s mixing-desk nabob Nigel Godrich.

There was further mild Enophile consternation in 2006 when Eno produced a record for Paul Simon, the diminutive New York troubadour’s first after a six-year hiatus. The title, Surprise, seemed apt. Eno had been introduced to Simon at a 2004 west London dinner party but was initially dubious about working with him, having long felt that Simon’s revered 1986, African-inspired album Graceland had intruded on his own territory. ‘It was like I’d found this wonderful private beach, and suddenly Paul Simon moved in and brought all these people along with him,’ he told the Guardian’s Richard Williams. ‘I was sort of annoyed, but whenever I happened to hear something from Graceland, I found myself liking it.’ Initial sessions didn’t augur well, as Simon hovered over Eno’s shoulder, or spent hours working on the same guitar overdub while Eno strained to hear anything to distinguish the innumerable takes. In a classic Eno stratagem, Simon was persuaded to go shopping for a Mother’s Day present while Eno set about creating soundscapes unhindered. To his credit, Simon soon came round to Eno’s methodology. ‘That night he said, “Any time you want to send me out shopping … “ It became a very good relationship after that,’ Eno recalled.

In the spring of 2006, My Life in the Bush of Ghosts was reissued. Remastered by David Byrne, it garnered sheaves of reviews acknowledging the album’s still-resonating impact on contemporary popular music (it was an album that had been ‘eerily prescient’ according to the Guardian). Seven fascinating, revealing out-takes were appended (though the sporadically contentious ‘Qu’ran’ was, perhaps wisely given the parlous religious climate, left off ) and a dedicated website was launched, from which individual parts from two of the album tracks could be downloaded and remixed by visitors – a piece of karmic repayment twenty-five years after Eno and Byrne had first co-opted their own ‘found sounds’.

Later that year Eno was belatedly embraced by the classical music establishment, appearing at the Bath International Music Festival. He would collaborate with the pianist Joanna MacGregor and Bath Abbey’s forty-piece choir in renderings of lute pieces by John Dowland, a 1983 gospel song first recorded by the Golden Gate Jubilee Quartet and extracts from Music for Airports.

A literary dalliance would follow in the shape of a podcast version of Michel Faber’s story The Fahrenheit Twins for which Eno – who had befriended Faber after adoring his ‘doorstopper’ 2003 novel, The Crimson Petal and the White – composed a deftly icy soundtrack.

Eno’s prodigious audio-visual installation work goes on unchecked. In January 2007, he took over a floor at Selfridges department store in London’s Oxford Street to stage a much-publicized show called Luminous. Replete with ambient surround-sound, it was the first, large-scale metropolitan installation of 77 Million Paintings, Eno’s series of slowly evolving, ever-changing ‘light paintings’ created using combinations of hundreds of his own, hand-made abstract images, sifted and recombined by generative software. 77 Million Paintings had been issued the previous year as a DVD software package. The title referred to the number of possible permutations required before the same collaged image would recur. ‘If you wanted to be sure of seeing a repeat you’d have to watch for about 450 years,’ the artist explained, metaphorically winding the alarm clock of the Long Now.

Eno, it seems, is still driven by the desire to ‘create parameters, set it off, see what happens …’

[image: Image]

* There had also been a steady trickle of – usually rather short and somewhat obscure – documentaries about Eno. The first of these, ENO, a portrait by Alfons Sinniger, dated back to 1974 and showed clips of Brian in a diaphanous blue blouse recording ‘The Paw Paw Negro Blowtorch’ at Majestic Studios in 1973. Duncan Ward’s forty-minute-long ambient-music-saturated Imaginary Landscapes (1989) and Henning Lohner’s Solo Fur Eno (1992) typified the later, artier outings. Towards the conclusion of the latter film, Eno is asked to recommend a London sightseeing venue to the German film crew; he advises his guests to rummage around the local fetish shop. John Cale and Rob Nielson’s Words for the Dying documentary eventually snuck out on American video in the early 1990s – Eno appeared only intermittently, mostly ducking out of shot.

† The ‘industrial’ quotient arrived after Eno visited a Japanese Toyota car factory. He was fascinated by the sound of the six-armed ‘Goddess Kali-like’ robots that actually built the cars: ‘… then I thought the way they were moving needed a little bit of lubrication – actually they were stiff ‘cause they were Japanese, you know – so I thought: imagine if these industrial robots had been built in Nigeria … Right. What would they be like then? Well they would be broken for a start … like everything else in Nigeria. So my codeword for this project became Broken African Industrial Robot Dance Music.’

* Apologies if these colourfully monikered gentlemen actually exist, but I can find no other trace of either. Amusing, funk-style nicknames were a running gag on early 1990s Eno sessions. Eno christened himself Brian ‘Sweetdome’ Eno (having rejected the earlier ‘Butterfingers’), while drummer Jonathon Moffet was ‘Sweetfoot’ and Robert Fripp ‘Slipstream’. Engineer/remixer Markus Dravs became ‘Dravius’ …

† Eno would later cite Dorothy Love Coates’ song as one of the few exemplars of music that is truly beyond the capability of systems or computers – especially relishing the moment when Coates ‘… collapses down to that beautiful, heartbreaking low note … just when you thought she could never go any lower. That kind of surprise is difficult to get from a machine, because it depends so much on our empathy with another human, and on our belief that this music represents some feeling that a human is having or could have.’

* Off-cuts from My Squelchy Life would resurface on the Eno Box retrospective compilation sets released the following year.

* Early editions of Neroli came with a tiny phial of the titular fragrance attached. The album would fulfil the function that Anthea had once prescribed for Discreet Music, being adopted by a number of maternity hospitals as a calming environmental background for women in labour. The provenance of the album title also intrigued commentators. Interviewed by Stuart Maconie in Select, Eno reeled off some of his favourite smells, including the unappetizing-sounding methyloctane carbonate. ‘It’s a smell exactly between violets and motorcycle dope – you know the smell of racing motorcycles? That has very powerful associations for me … My favourite natural smell is Philadelphus or mock-orange … I’ll tell you a smell that’s going to sweep the world. It’s called “sea moss algae” in the labs. It’s very fishy and it’s in Calvin Klein’s Escape and Issey Miyake’s new perfume. You couldn’t have sold it ten years ago. It’s so determinedly non-floral.’

* The slogans were projected on banks of TV screens, set in a vast stage, inspired by the writings of ‘cyberpunk’ author William Gibson and lit by the headlamps of perilously suspended East German Trabant cars. The most notorious Zoo TV aphorism, ‘Everything you know is wrong’, was actually borrowed from the title of a 1974 album by San Francisco comedy troupe The Firesign Theatre, which happened to be beloved of Michael Brook. Others included the situationist-like ‘It’s your world you can change it’ and the single word ‘believe’, which would slowly dissolve, leaving only its middle three letters.

* ‘Roman Twilight’ was actually the title of a wistful Eno Fender Rhodes etude that would appear on a 2005 compilation album, More Music for Films – an album mostly corralled from tracks first included on the privately distributed, 1976 ‘Director’s Version’ of Music for Films.

† Eno reckons himself ‘quite a good cook’ – and devotes a good deal of his diary to culinary matters. His idea of cuisine is not, needless to say, based on recipe books, but instead offers a parallel with his approach to record production. ‘To carefully measure [ingredients] out, follow the program, and then to end up with the expected dish, that’s sort of the opposite of what I do. Both as a cook and as a producer.’

* By the mid-1990s, Brian was being regularly referred to as ‘Professor Eno’ in the press and the academic/egghead designation would stick, emphasized when, in 1995, he was presented with Honorary Doctorates by Plymouth University and the Royal College of Art. Berlin’s Universität der Künste would later bestow an Honorary Professorship. Not bad for someone who left school at sixteen with four ‘O’ levels.

† A Year with Swollen Appendices details the tribulations involved in staging this ambitious show – not to mention the innumerable rainy Wembley winter mornings on which Eno wonders ‘Why am I doing this?’

‡ Perhaps Eno should have mentioned his qualms to Tony Blair, the newly elected Labour leader, who sought Eno’s counsel that year. ‘He invited me to have dinner with him in the House of Commons to talk about the future of communications,’ Eno told Michael Bracewell in 1998, ‘and I ended up having a discussion with him, which was rather one-sided on my part, about whether it was productive to invoke concepts of good and evil in thinking about legal structures in society.’

* Eno’s ardent evangelism about generative music throughout the 1990s convinced some adherents that a revolution in musical production and consumption was imminent. The rise of download culture notwithstanding, the anticipated overhaul seems no closer a decade later. Indeed, despite isolated generative projects and the odd Koan-based art event – such as 2003’s Ars Electronica in Linz, Austria, where a ninety-six-hour, multi-artist Dark Symphony created using Koan technology was piped into a vast PA arranged along the city’s Danube-side Klangpark – generative precepts have failed to engage a wider public. In 2003, the SSEYO company was swallowed by the Tao Group Limited, which subsequently went bust. This meant that Koan software effectively bit the dust. Its originators, Peter and Tim Cole, are now at work on new, desktop-based audio-friendly strains of generative software, so the jury will be out for a little while longer yet.

† The name CSJ Bofop was achieved by moving the spelling of Brian Eno one alphabetical space along. Eno’s anagram fetish had played out on several other 1990s releases – one Ben Arion appeared on the credits to Michael Brook records, while a certain Ben O’Rian also popped up around this time. In the mid-’90s, Eno let it be known that he was appearing under various pseudonyms as a backing vocalist – allegedly on some quite well-known hits. ‘I’m starting to think that all the world’s problems could be solved with either oyster sauce or backing vocals,’ he blithely declared in his diary.

* Pat Kane – once a singer in the divisively slick pop-soul duo Hue & Cry – was no stranger to critical odium. His no-holds-barred October 1995 Guardian piece would go on to dismiss Eno as ‘one of the world’s smoothest but most insidious chancers’, and concluded, unequivocally, ‘Every time I hear the drone of his synths, the predictably unpredictable noises and disturbances, the sleek randomness of what he does, I just hear the elevator music of late capitalism.’

* That year, War Child would also stage an auction – Musical Milestones – for which Eno would record a one-off single version of the Velvet Underground’s ‘White Light/White Heat’. It was a track he’d first heard while living in the Winchester ‘shed’ in early 1968, but whose lyrics had always baffled him. He had to contact author Lou Reed for a transcription. Apparently, Eno’s version sounds like a digitally upgraded Here Comes the Warm Jets out-take … There were rumours that the song would find an ‘official’ release, but this now seems unlikely. Eno would eventually part company with War Child when it transpired that money raised from sales of ‘Miss Sarajevo’, rather than being totally channelled into the building of the Mostar music centre as intended, had been partially used (for pragmatic, not corrupt reasons Eno hastened to stress) in other areas – including the maintenance of a large office.

* Anthea, laughing, told me ‘Brian is always about to retire’, and as far back as 1988 Bono described having to drag Eno ‘out of retirement’ to produce The Unforgettable Fire.

* Cocker would reciprocate by donating Pulp’s 1996 Mercury Music Prize award cheque – all £20,000 of it – to War Child.

* In a 1983 interview with The Face, Eno opined that, ‘I find myself in a very confused political position at the moment. It’s not compatible with any of the current political philosophies because it’s a mixture of lots of different things. To my surprise I find myself agreeing with some things I would have thought very conservative a long time ago. But on the other hand, supporting things that I would have thought hopelessly radical.’

* Brian’s own love of singing, especially a cappella, would manifest around this time in regular ‘singing evenings’ at his Notting Hill studio, in the company of invited guests – Annie Lennox being one of the more famous ad hoc choristers.

† A Koan-generated work called Contra 1.2 was also available at the gallery during the installation run. A series of eighty, one-off CD-Rs, each containing a unique version of an Eno Koan piece called ‘Contra’, packaged with his equally bespoke digital artwork, these have been known to appear on eBay for predictably outrageous prices. Extracts from Contra would live again as background music to the 1998 Nile CD computer game.

* ‘I can’t believe that anyone could even be interested in thinking about such a thing,’ Eno stated in 2001, responding to a Q reader who wondered if Brian had yet composed his own, then new-fangled, personal ring-tone.

* The following year, he and Byrne would embark on their first joint project in twenty-five years; it, like the Coldplay opus, is still a work-in-progress as I write, but it’s safe to assume that it won’t sound like Talking Heads either.


16. Epilogue (Always Returning)

‘History … it’s out of date.’ (Brian Eno)

On a sunny morning in early March 2008, I found myself once again in Eno’s Notting Hill studio. Brian wasn’t there (he was in Dublin hard at work with U2) – in fact no one was there apart from friendly studio bookkeeper Graznya, and somewhere in the vicinity, judging by a recently abraded scratching post, Angel and Kofi the studio cats. I’d been invited to Eno’s lair by Anthea to have a rummage through Brian’s extensive photo archive for images I might be able to use in this book (she would shortly arrive with a homely biscuit tin full of 1970s-era slides). I was a little early, so rather than flicking through the freshly delivered New Scientist, which had been proffered for my entertainment, I took the opportunity to have a discreet nose about in Brian’s domain.

There had been a few changes to the studio in the seven years since my last visit. Eno’s iMac computers had been banished (and now resided, I later noticed, in a sprawling mezzanine graveyard of obsolete digital technology), replaced by an altar-like arrangement of five colossal plasma screens. The once groaning bookshelves seemed somewhat depleted and now boasted a phalanx of large ring-binders with titles on their spines such as ‘Jon Hassell’, ‘Germania’ and ‘Lecture Notes and Book’ (Eno has been working on a tome based on his extensive lecture subjects for some time now; Anthea later hinted that he was struggling to distil extensive reams of notes into a workable text – something with which I could humbly empathize). His familiar guitars stood propped up casually about the place. The Black Aces photograph had been relegated to the loo.

If anything, the eccentricity quotient of the place seemed somewhat lessened, despite one corner being occupied, for no apparent reason, by a fully assembled garden shed. This led me to conclude that in many ways Brian’s studio, with its neatly racked shelves of tools and collections of anachronistic ephemera, was essentially one large, deluxe shed – a private sanctuary where a man could be left to tinker idiosyncratically, unmolested by the outside world (although, granted, sheds don’t generally come with bookkeepers, mezzanines and enough floor space to facilitate a serviceable game of badminton). The still pervading, press-massaged image of Eno closeted in a germ-free ambient sound lab, programming music for cyborgs, has always been off beam; he really is much more like a man pottering doggedly but blissfully in a lean-to at the end of the garden, sporadically emerging to show the world what it is he’s been building in there.

When Anthea arrived we adjourned to the mezzanine where she let me loose on Brian’s sizeable picture drawers, all of them neatly filed by decade and cross-referenced ‘Roxy’, ‘Ritva Saarikko’, ‘Opal’, etc. Meanwhile, she plundered a dusty box that had been retrieved from Woodbridge after Brian’s mother passed away in 2005. In it were some precious monochrome shots of the Eno family in the 1950s – Kodak ghosts from another grey world. It was difficult to reconcile the neatly side-parted schoolboy Brian, smiling by his father’s side in a sunlit back garden in the middle of the last century, with the pouting, futuristic figure in gold lipstick and ziggurat-like platform boots I’d just plucked from a fat folder marked matter-of-factly, ‘1970s’. These contrasting images seemed to speak volumes – a vivid illustration of the chalk and cheese disparity between the predictable, buttoned-up England of the 1950s and the outrageous, liberated 1970s. To have grown up in Britain during the intervening hothouse decades was to have experienced an unprecedented acceleration in social and technological transformation that is almost inconceivable to anyone born after about 1970. That hard-wired sense of constant onward, upward impetus is perhaps the key to understanding what makes Brian Eno tick, even as he ploughs on into his seventh decade of restless forward momentum.

And plough on he most certainly does. In addition to installing 77 Million Paintings in various parts of the globe, and ongoing work with U2 and David Byrne, he’s lately been in the studio with iconic jazz keyboardist (and former Miles Davis sideman) Herbie Hancock and bass guitar savant Tom Jenkinson – a.k.a. Squarepusher – making what promises to be a very different kind of ‘Ju Ju Space Jazz’. Eno’s ears are still very much open. He was last heard extolling the virtues of ‘an extraordinary band called The Books’ (the New York-based duo of Paul de Jong and Nick Zammuto, who make music with found sounds, banjos, cellos and eavesdropped conversations). Add to this his ongoing political activism (‘He’s a fax inundator with his various political causes,’ Tom Phillips told me. ‘His contribution to political discussions in the mass media are just terrific, I think,’ reckoned Robert Wyatt), his regular art school lecturing and continuing patronage of innumerable academic bodies, brains trusts and think-tanks, and it’s clear that Brian Eno shows no immediate signs of disappearing permanently into his ‘shed’.

‘After rock midwifery, Brian currently appears to be scrutinizing potential roles as social and political commentator, as well as artist/musician,’ opines John Foxx, reflecting on 21st-century Eno. ‘He seems more fascinated by what he describes as “positioning”. Financial independence allows him to run these activities as a hobby, albeit an intense hobby. He seems to have some compulsion to be visible – and visible as a player. If he disappears, it will be in order to work on reappearance.’ Foxx adds a caveat: ‘The dangers inherent in these sorts of activity are fairly obvious – a sort of cultural Martha Stewartism, spreading too wide and thin while not firmly grasping anything significant and losing the distinction between position and attainment. The beauty of what he does is to bring an idiosyncratic fine-art sensibility, and a chance-taking intellectual curiosity, into pop.’

Tom Phillips broadly agrees with Foxx’s summation: ‘Brian’s a gifted visualizer, and a gifted manipulator of images. He knows his strengths and they lie in the middle of all these things. His is almost an entrepreneurial role – he’s got vision, imagination, great ideas and can feed other people who don’t have them.’

For Russell Mills, ‘Brian is still one of the most consistently interesting people I’ve ever met and he’s one of the most important cultural thinkers we have.’ He elaborates: ‘In his music Brian still seeks to find new forms and he’s still not afraid to pursue ideas that may be against the grain of musical genres or fashions. I’ve found that he’s usually about three years ahead of the rest of the music world. His possible futures and speculative experiments with the unknown tend to get absorbed into the mainstream eventually. Why else do bands like Cold-play, James, U2, Talking Heads and Bowie seek him out to work with? Because he looks to the future in ways that they cannot, because he is open to the capacity to risk and is not afraid of the new or the unknown. They need him to propel them forward. I love and respect him for all these reasons.’

Mills’ estimation of Eno’s visual art is rather more ambivalent, however: ‘I like his installations for what they are, beautiful examples of generative systems ceaselessly changing. But, when put in an “art” context, or when reviewed as art, I worry that they are more about themselves and the system at work than about anything else. They don’t seem to reference any other ideas, events, notions or emotions. The end results are the natural culmination of Brian’s ideas for a Quiet Club and as such I think they’re generally very successful. They are beautiful, calming and soporific – and they would be fantastic in some form of actual “Quiet Club”; I just don’t think they work too well within the context of an art gallery. The logic is there but the magic isn’t quite. As for the artworks he does for his own CDs, his Photoshop experiments … well, with the utmost respect, I’m really not keen on most of them. I do think it’s a real shame that such beautiful music is let down by some of the covers.’

Colin Newman offers a slightly different take on Eno’s relationship with his art: ‘There are two things that are important in an artist. One is raw talent. Now, there are lots of artists who have raw talent, but very few who can separate the bits that are good from the bits that aren’t good. Being able to know that is worth its weight in gold. There are very few artists who can do it. That’s what Eno is incredibly good at – judiciousness is his thing. I’ve got my theory about Brian. He’s very, very good at coming up with a plausible explanation for almost anything. These may not be deeply held views, it’s just something that a load of people are gonna buy. I think that’s where a lot of his cleverness lies … I met Robert Fripp a few times. I would occasionally speak quite glowingly about Brian when I was in Fripp’s company and he would bristle slightly. It’s as if he wasn’t quite completely taken in by “the Captain” …’

These days Bryan Ferry has no such misgivings. ‘I want to write with Brian again,’ he insists. ‘Whatever happens I hope to be working with Brian again later this year – and that’s really something to look forward to.’

A last word to John Cale, who, while he may still harbour qualms about his erstwhile collaborator (‘Brian is always layering and layering …’), offers a tribute to which all Enophiles can surely raise an assenting glass: ‘I like his records. They all have Brian on.’
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FEW RECORD COLLECTIONS remain untouched by Brian Eno’s aesthetic DNA: from ambient soundscapes and world-music hybrids to cut-and-paste vocal samples and amniotic chill-out rooms, Eno is all around us. A sonic alchemist to the stars, his address book is a veritable who’s who of rock and pop and his credit adorns an outrageous number of albums. Tellingly, Eno’s work with Roxy Music, David Bowie, Talking Heads, Devo, U2, and Coldplay has coincided with those artists producing their most challenging and critically revered work.

On Some Faraway Beach is the first serious, critical examination of the life and times of Brian Eno. From an idiosyncratic childhood in a sleepy little British market town to the top of the international pop charts, Eno’s journey has been lengthy and colorful. David Sheppard has interviewed many of those who have strayed into Eno’s orbit, including key collaborators like David Byrne, Robert Wyatt, John Cale, Bryan Ferry, and Gavin Bryars, who all help illuminate the man and his ideas. But more importantly, Sheppard has had considerable assistance and input from Brian and Anthea Eno themselves, while retaining an edge and independence in keeping with his subject.
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“An extraordinary tale of how rock's most infamous non-musician became pop's
most articulate spokesman and in-demand producer..... David Sheppard's near
magisterial biography, written with Eno's co-operation though largely unsani
tized, meticulously unpicks the thinking that motivates a genuine modern music
original.... As Sheppard makes clear in this superbly researched and written
book, Eno earned his right to popular music sainthood three decades ago.”
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“[One of the] ten best music books [of the year]. This exceptionally well-written
biography celebrates [Eno's] great achievements with Roxy, Bowie, Talking
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